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CHAPTER 1


Barb

18 Months Ago - Maji Safi, Central Africa

Barb Gardener stood at the edge of the village, the sun casting its golden rays across the breathtaking landscape of Central Africa. She took a deep breath, letting the warm, humid air fill her lungs, and tried to steady the excitement bubbling inside her. Today, she would become Barb Shields, wife to Zac, the man who had changed her life in ways she could never have imagined.

The village of Maji Safi had come alive in celebration. The locals had worked tirelessly to prepare for the wedding, transforming the heart of the village into a vibrant, colorful display of African culture. The air was thick with the sounds of drums, laughter, and the scent of spice wafting from the cooking fires where the feast was being prepared.

Barb’s heart swelled as she glanced around at the people who had come to mean so much to her. The villagers, with their radiant smiles and unwavering kindness, had welcomed her and Zac as their own. King Bahati, a man of great wisdom and stature, had even offered to give her away. It was an honor beyond words, one she had accepted with deep gratitude.

She looked down at the dress she wore, a beautiful blend of Western elegance and African tradition, a gift from the women of the village. The fabric was soft against her skin, adorned with intricate beadwork that told the story of Maji Safi’s rich heritage. She felt a gentle squeeze on her hand and looked down to see her son, Oscar, standing beside her. At nine years old, he looked so grown up in his little suit, holding the ring bearer’s pillow with pride.

“You ready, Mom?” Oscar asked, his big brown eyes wide with excitement.

Barb bent to his level, brushing a stray curl away from his forehead. “More than ready, sweetheart. You look so handsome.” She kissed his rosy cheek.

Oscar smiled and adjusted the pillow with the rings on it. “Let’s do this.”

“Let’s do this,” Barb repeated, straightening, her voice thick with emotion.

Oscar grinned, and Barb couldn’t help but smile back, her nerves settling as she looked into her son’s eyes. It wasn’t just her life that was changing today. Oscar had been through so much with her over the years. He never knew his real father, Trevor Gardener, who had been an FBI agent and died in the line of duty when she was two months pregnant with Oscar.

Her boss, Giles Holland, had been a role model for Oscar, but Zac had become a father to her son in the past six months they’d been working on the Maji Safi Clean Water Dam Project. Today, they were officially becoming a family!

Heather, Giles’s wife and Barb's maid of honor, called out from behind her. “It’s time, Barb.”

Barb turned to see her best friend with her thick, deep red hair glinting in the son, also dressed in traditional African wear and looking as stunning as ever, approached. Heather's eyes sparkled with excitement as she dipped and kissed Oscar on the cheek. “Hey Oscar, don’t you look handsome.”

“Thank you, Heather,” Oscar replied, straightening his shoulders and standing proudly. “You look gorgeous.”

“Why thank you, young man,” Heather replied with a warm smile before turning toward Barb. “You look radiant.” She hugged Barb. “Are you ready to get married to that handsome FBI cowboy of yours?”

“I am.” Barb nodded, feeling her heartbeat accelerate as she thought of Zac. “Is King Bahati ready?”

“Oh, yes, and he’s looking kingly!” Heather laughed and drew in a nervous breath. “I don’t know why I’m nervous.” She shook out her hands and picked up the bouquets, handing the larger of the two to Barb. “I’ll go get the king.”

She held out her hand for Oscar. “Come on, handsome. Let's go take our places.”

Oscar put his hand in Heather’s and turned to Barb. “I’ll see you on the other side, Mom.” He blew her a kiss as they left the small rondavel that had been done up to be her bridal hut.

Barb took a few minutes to gather herself before taking a deep breath and stepping out of the hut where King Bahati waited for her. His tall, regal figure, proudly wearing his traditional robes, exuded authority and a sense of calm as he held out his hand to Barb.

“You look lovely, Barb,” King Bahati complimented her, smiling warmly. “You honor us today by allowing us to host and witness this union.”

“The honor is mine, Your Majesty,” Barb replied, her voice trembling with emotions as she placed her hand in his.

Together, they walked toward the ceremonial platform where Zac was waiting. Her heart skipped a beat when she saw him. Zac looked every bit the rugged cowboy she had fallen in love with, yet there was something more in his eyes today—something that made her feel like the luckiest woman in the world.

Zac’s best man, Giles, stood beside him, looking sharp in his suit. Barb and Giles’s eyes met for a brief moment as he smiled warmly at her and gave her an encouraging wink. Giles was revered in this small village as he’d saved the project and ensured that it happened. He’d also been the one who’d splashed out to give Barb, Zac, and Oscar this special day.

Barb smiled back at Giles before her eyes moved to meet Zac’s intense amber ones, and her breath caught in her throat—I’m really about to get married! The thought hit her in her heart, and tears stung the back of her eyes.

King Bahati led Barb to Zac, and as they reached the edge of the ceremonial platform, he turned to Barb. “Barb Gardener, I present you to Zac Shields. May your union be blessed with joy and harmony.”

Barb felt a rush of emotion as she handed her bouquet to Heather, who took the flowers with a beaming smile, her eyes misting over. Barb’s gaze fell on Oscar, who was standing proudly beside King Bahati with the rings. His little suit was impeccably neat, and he looked every bit the important ring bearer he was meant to be.

Turning back to Zac, Barb locked eyes with him. The world seemed to narrow down to just the two of them. Zac’s gaze was filled with a mixture of love and anticipation, grounding her as the ceremony began. Barb’s heart fluttered, the weight of the moment settling over her like a gentle embrace.

The ceremony was beautiful and simple yet deeply meaningful, as Judge Makahli from one of the larger nearby cities officiated. Zac’s voice resonated through her making her eyes well with tears that spilled over as Oscar stepped up to hand them the rings.

“I now pronounce you husband and wife. You may kiss!” Judge Makahli pronounced.

Zac pulled Barb to him and crushed her lips with his to the pounding drums and the roar of applause from the villagers and their friends. Suddenly, the world sped up into a blur of afternoon choruses of congratulations and celebrations. The villagers prepared a magnificent feast with dishes made from local ingredients rich in flavor and traditions. The tables were adorned with flowers, and the air was alive with music and laughter as the village celebrated the newlyweds.

As the sun dipped below the horizon and the night rolled out, its inky carpet adorned with billions of glittering stars, the night creatures started another symphony as they serenaded in the evening.

“Are you ready to get changed?” Heather found Barb standing, staring out over the dark landscape lit by the silver glow of the giant moon.

Barb turned and smiled at Heather. “I guess!”

“I’m sorry we’re muscling in on your honeymoon,” Heather said. “But Giles and I wanted to give you and Zac some time on your own while we took Oscar all over the place.”

“Oh, no, please,” Barb said. “I’m just in awe at the present Giles and you have given us—this honeymoon.” She smiled. “I’ve been to Cape Town with Giles twice, but I never really got to enjoy the place as it was always just business.”

“Well…” Heather looked sheepish. “We have another big surprise for you when we get there.”

Barb's eyes narrowed. “What have you done?”

“I can’t say.” Heather pretended to zip her lips and lock them. “Now, let's go get ready.”

Twenty minutes later, amidst farewells, Barb, Zac, Oscar, Heather, and Giles climbed into Giles’s private jet that was waiting on a makeshift runway just outside the village. As they stepped onto the plane, Barb took one last look at the beautiful village of Maji Safi, grateful for the memories of this day made possible by the incredible villagers and her good friends.

As she settled beside Zac with Oscar across from them with Giles and Heather, Zac put his arm around her.

“I love you, Mrs. Shields, and I’m looking forward to our life together,” Zac whispered before capturing her lips as the plane lifted off the ground and soared into the sky.

“I love you too, Mr. Shields, and I can’t begin to explain how happy I am,” Barb replied as the kiss ended.

Barb rested her head on Zac’s shoulder, feeling a sense of exhilaration as the plane ascended, leaving Maji Safi's familiar beauty behind. It was as though she were not merely ascending into the clouds but into a future brimming with promise and new beginnings. Each moment of the day—the love she felt, the joy of the ceremony, the warmth of the village—mingled with the anticipation of what lay ahead.

She closed her eyes and let the sensation of soaring wash over her, embracing the hope and excitement of their new life together.
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Eleven Months Ago - Maji Safi, Central Africa

The connection was spotty as Barb and Zac tried to speak through the crackling static of the video call. Barb sat in her small makeshift office at the edge of the village, surrounded by blueprints and the Maji Safi Clean Water Dam Project updates. The room, though modest, filled its purpose and offered a cool respite from the blazing African sun outside.

“The project is coming along nicely. With the way we’re going, we’ll be done in nine to ten months,” Barb told Zac, hitting the screen as his face froze before looking like a disjointed puzzle. “Zac?”

“Barb?” Zac’s voice crackled through the screen as the pieces of his face started to fall back into place. “Can you hear me?”

“I can hear you now,” Barb replied. “You broke up a bit for a while. I was telling you about the progress of the project. While the work makes the days go quicker, Oscar and I miss you so much.”

“I miss you too, my love, and would much rather be there with you and Oscar,” Zac assured her before his brows creased with concern. “Are you okay? You don’t look like your usual sprightly self.”

“It’s nothing,” Barb lied, not sure if she wanted to say anything to him about her news just yet. “Just a bit tired. It’s the heat, and I’ve been pushing hard to keep the project on track.” She gave him a forced smile. “You know how these things go.”

Zac nodded, though he still looked worried. “I can’t wait to get back and should be there in a couple of weeks. I just have to help Liam out with a problem he’s having.”

“Oh!” Barb’s brows rose. “Is he okay?” She had met Liam a few times many years ago, but that was before she and Zac fell in love. It was when she was still engaged to Trevor and in witsec.

“I’m not sure.” Zac’s brow creased some more. “But it shouldn’t take too long to wrap up.” His face relaxed, and he smiled. “Then I’ll be back in Africa with you.”

“I can’t wait!” Barb sighed, her heart hammering in her chest at the thought of feeling his arms around her again.

“At least now, when the project is done, you and Oscar are free to come home to the States without having to worry about your family stalking you,” Zac reminded her. “That must be such a relief for you.”

“You have no idea,” Barb told him. “I have no idea how to ever thank the FBI for all the support they’ve given Oscar and me.”

“The FBI are the ones that need to thank you,” Zac pointed out. “You lost so much helping us put one of the most violent crime families away.” He stopped and looked at her apologetically. “Sorry, I know they were your family…”

“No!” Barb shook her head. “They were never my family. My mother did her best to keep them away from me.” She swallowed as a lump lodged in her throat, thinking about how brutally her parents were killed in front of her because they gave evidence against her mother's father.

“Well, now we can move on from all of it, Barb,” Zac told her. “We can live wherever we want.”

“I thought we would have to stay in California because of your job with the FBI?” Barb said.

“About that…” Zac said with a grin. “I’m seriously thinking about taking Giles up on his offer to be the head of security for the Holland Corporation.”

Barb’s eyes widened with amazement, and her heart thudded excitedly. “Seriously?” This time, she didn’t have to force a smile. “So we’ll be staying in Denver? Close to Frisco and all our friends?”

“Yes.” Zac nodded. “I was going to wait until I got back to tell you, but it looks like you could use some good news to cheer you up.”

“That’s amazing news, Zac.” Barb leaned forward as her excitement grew, and she made up her mind to share some more exciting news with him. “Zac, I have something else to tell you…” The calls connection began to falter.

“Barb… I…” Zac’s voice was distorted, and his image froze on the screen.

“Zac?” Barb’s voice filled with impatience as she reached out toward the screen, desperately trying to hold onto the connection. “Zac? Can you hear me?”

The screen went blank, abruptly ending the call and making Barb’s heart sink as she sat in silence, staring at the black screen. She didn’t have a chance to wallow in her misery too long as a wave of nausea hit, and Barb had to rush to the bathroom, where she was violently sick.

A few minutes later, she staggered out of the bathroom to find Heather sitting behind the desk, going over the project documents.

“I brought you some ginger ale made by Nana Amara.” Heather pushed the tall glass of ginger ale made for her by the village healer.

“Thanks,” Barb said, taking a seat in front of Heather and sipping the cool drink. “It really does settle my stomach.”

“How did your call with Zac go?” Heather looked at Barb.

“We got cut off,” Barb answered. “The good news is that Zac is thinking of taking Giles up on his offer to be the head of security for the Holland Corporation.”

“That’s awesome,” Heather said, genuinely pleased before her eyes narrowed. “Why do I feel there's a but in there somewhere?”

“Zac is helping his brother Liam with something, so he can only get back in two weeks.” Barb sighed, drinking a bit more ginger ale. “I miss him so much.”

“I can only imagine,” Heather replied. “We miss him too.” She frowned. “Did you tell him the news?”

“I was about to, but the connection dropped.” Barb shook her head.

Heather’s hand reached over the desk and took Barb’s, giving it a supportive squeeze. “Maybe it’s best to tell him in person when he’s here in two weeks.”

“Yeah,” Barb agreed, her heart lifting, thinking of him getting back in two weeks. “I agree.”

“It will be a wonderful welcome back surprise,” Heather encouraged and looked at her wristwatch. “We’d better start locking up. It’s nearly dinner time.”

Barb nodded, and ten minutes later, the Jeep bounced along the uneven gravel road toward the large house they shared in the village. Hours later, when Barb settled into bed, she rechecked her phone, waiting for the familiar goodnight message from Zac, but it didn’t come. She fell into a restless sleep, unable to shake the feeling that something was terribly wrong.
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CHAPTER 2


Barb

30 November Present Day - Denver, Colorado Airport

The biting cold of December greeted Barb as she stepped into the airport building, her tanned skin prickling from the sudden shift in temperature. The warmth of the African sun felt like a distant memory, replaced by the crisp, wintry air of Denver.

Exhaustion clung to her from the long journey from Central Africa, with stops along the way to refuel Giles’s private jet—a luxury Barb was thankful for, but it didn’t erase the fatigue of traveling—especially when traveling with an active, inquisitive ten-year-old and a three-month-old daughter, Charlotte, the new addition to their family. Unlike Oscar, Charlotte hadn’t fared well during the flight.

Barb looked down at her daughter, who had just woken up and cooed softly, “Hey, sweetheart. " She smiled. “Just a few more hours, and we’ll get you settled.”

“There they are, Mom.” Oscar’s voice was filled with excitement as he tugged on Barb's winter coat, his arm waving frantically over his head.

“Barb! Oscar!” Heather called out, her voice cutting through the hum of the airport. She hurried forward, her arms open in a welcoming embrace. “I’m so glad you had a safe flight.”

“It’s so good to finally have land beneath my feet.” Barb sighed tiredly, smiling when her eyes landed on Emily, who was rushing toward them.

“Heather, you took off like a freaked-out stallion!” Emily groaned, breathless, as she reached them. She immediately hugged Oscar. “Hey, handsome. Rose is going to be so glad to see you. She’s bored with no other kids but babies at the lodge.”

“We have a new baby, too,” Oscar answered her and pointed proudly to his sister. “I’m also looking forward to seeing Rose.”

Before Heather could say anything more, Emily’s eyes widened, looking at Charlotte. She gasped, rushing forward with a delighted expression. “Oh my goodness, is that little Charlotte? I’ve been dying to meet her!” She grinned at Barb. “Can I hold her?”

Barb laughed softly as she handed Charlotte over to Emily, who immediately began cooing and fussing over the baby. “She’s a bit fussy from the flight, but I’m sure you’ll work your magic.”

Emily cradled Charlotte gently, her face alight with joy. “She’s absolutely precious, Barb. Look at those little cheeks!” She swayed Charlotte back and forth, soothing the baby with practiced ease. “Welcome to Denver, sweetheart. I hope you’re ready for some holiday cheer!”

“Is it true we’re going to Frisco in the limo again?” Oscar’s eyes glowed with excitement. “I loved riding in it the last time.” He grabbed Heather’s hand.

“It’s right outside waiting for you,” Heather assured him before turning to Barb. “Garth, our new driver, is getting all the luggage.”

Barb followed Heather, Oscar, and Emily, who couldn’t take her eyes off Charlotte, out of the terminal. Exiting the terminal, the cold blast of air hit her in the face once again for a few minutes before she slid into the warm limo.

“Gosh, I’d forgotten how cold Denver could get in the winter,” Barb said, settling beside Emily and Charlotte while Oscar sat beside Heather, facing them.

“Our chef packed some food and beverages for you,” Heather told Barb, pointing to the large picnic basket.

“Oh, cool.” Oscar breathed a sigh of relief. “I’m starving.”

“You’re always starving.” Barb laughed at her son.

Heather opened the basket while Barb pulled out a bottle. “I don’t have anywhere to heat this for Charlotte.”

“Chef thought of that too,” Emily told Barb, turning to Heather. “Can you take out the portable bottle warmer and plug it into the USB port?”

“Sure,” Heather said, pulling the device out and connecting before taking the bottle. “This shouldn’t take long.”

“Where’s Phoenix?” Barb asked Heather.

“He’s at home at the lodge with Giles,” Heather replied, shaking her head. “Giles hardly lets him out of his sight.”

“At least he’s involved in his child’s life,” Barb pointed out, not able to hide the twinge of bitterness in her voice. “How is Phoenix?”

“Beautiful,” Emily answered, glancing from Heather to Barb. “It must’ve been nice having your babies a few weeks apart.”

“Yes,” Barb said, nodding, ignoring the familiar ache in her heart when she thought of the pregnancy she once again went through with the baby's father absent. “I was glad I could help Heather through her first baby.”

“You were so great,” Heather said. “I can’t believe I didn’t even realize I was pregnant until Barb was eight weeks.”

Barb laughed, remembering that day. “We went into the larger town so I could get a scan. It was a scorching day, and Heather passed out in the waiting room. They ran some blood tests and then, after a scan, found out that she was two weeks further along than me.”

“How could you not know you were eight weeks pregnant?” Emily rolled her eyes at her cousin. “Really, Heather, you’re a veterinarian.”

Heather shrugged. “I’m not the most regular with women’s things,” she pointed out. “I’ve had the operations on my leg and all the medication for that. I just thought that had affected my cycle.”

“It was nice, though, to be pregnant with you,” Barb told Heather, swallowing the burning lump in her throat. “It helped me cope.”

Heather leaned forward and squeezed Barb’s hand. “Maybe now that you’re back…”

“No!” Barb shook her head. Her features set stubbornly. She glanced at Oscar, who was now eating his way through a pile of sandwiches with headphones on and watching something on a tablet. She lowered her voice. “I’ve decided to file for the big D.”

“What?” Heather and Emily spluttered in unison.

“Are you sure you want to do that?” Emily asked.

Barb nodded, her gaze distant as she spoke. Her heart had started to splinter after three months had gone past with no word or contact with Zac. Despite Giles’s efforts to reach him, they couldn’t even get hold of Zac’s family or his brother, Liam. She had clung to hope for nearly a year, enduring the silence even after giving birth to their daughter—a daughter Zac didn’t even know existed.

She had left several messages after their last conversation, each one revealing her pregnancy, with the final message sent on the day she gave birth to Charlotte.

Eventually, Giles managed to contact someone in the FBI who informed him that Zac had left the agency eleven months ago. At first, Barb had panicked, fearing something terrible had happened to him. However, a week after Charlotte was born, Heather found a photo from ten months ago in a U.S. newspaper. It showed Liam Shields running for the Montana Senate seat, with his wife and younger brother beside him supporting him. Though a cowboy hat obscured Zac’s face, it was unmistakably him, with a brunette on his arm. That was when Barb’s already splintered heart finally shattered into a million pieces.

Pieces still lay scattered around her soul. The only thing that kept her together was her beautiful children. They had saved the most precious part of her heart, giving her a reason to keep going.

“Barb?” Heather’s voice snapped her out of her thoughts. “The bottle’s ready.”

“Oh, thank you,” Barb said.

She reached out, took it, and tested it, and before she could reach for Charlotte, Emily asked, “Oh, please, can I?”

“Of course,” Barb replied and handed the bottle to Emily. “How is Daisy?”

“Getting too big, too quickly,” Emily sighed, feeding Charlotte. “I can’t believe she’s two already.”

“I know,” Barb said, her brows rising. “It’s scary how time flies by.”

“Well…” Emily said, a teasing smile splitting her face. “It seems in another seven months, there will be a new addition to my family, too.”

“Emily!” Heather and Barb squealed in unison.

“That’s wonderful news,” Heather said in amazement. “Why didn’t you say anything?”

“You didn’t know?” Barb looked at Heather, surprised.

“No,” Emily answered. “We haven’t told anyone yet. We’re going to announce it after the first scan next week.”

“We won’t say a thing!” Barb assured her, squeezing Emily’s shoulders. “Congratulations.”

“Yes, congrats, my beautiful cousin,” Heather said. “I’m so happy for you and Hank.”

“How is Avery and Ryder’s son?” Barb asked, looking from Heather to Emily.

“Luke is one already,” Emily replied. “I think Avery’s already started getting broody again after Heather arrived with Phoenix.” She snorted. “Her and Giles fight for his attention.” She glanced at Heather. “Much to Heather’s amusement.”

“I have people fighting over my son to take care of him.” Heather sighed. “It’s heaven. I get to chill and wind down a bit when I need to go for a walk on my own or visit my eagle, Jasper.”

“Is Jasper still alive?” Barb asked curiously.

“Oh, yes.” Heather nodded. “Bald eagles live to be thirty years old. Some even get to fifty.”

“Huh!” Barb said, amazed. “I’ve lived with you for two years, and it still amazes me that you have absolutely no fear when it comes to wild animals.”

“I have a healthy respect for wildlife,” Heather replied. “And I do fear some animals, like polar bears. Those huge white snowballs are like the assassins of the wild. They will hunt you down when they have your scent.”

“But you’ve been photographed with one,” Barb commented.

“It was knocked out with heavy sedatives,” Heather told her. “And we had to cover up our scent and take a whole lot of other precautions, then make sure we were far away before it woke up.”

“You’re crazy!” Emily stated and looked at Barb. “Since she told us that story. I keep waiting for a freakin’ polar bear to pop out of nowhere looking for her.”

Heather laughed at her cousin. “Don’t worry, Em, I’m sure that’s not going to happen.”

“Mmm.” Emily’s eyes narrowed at Heather. “I keep wondering if there are any other murderous animals who have a beef with you.”

“I’m a wildlife veterinarian. I’m sure there are a lot of animals that could bear a grudge.” Heather rolled her eyes. “But I think if animals did turn on humans, the first ones they’d go after would be the hunters and humans who stole their habitat.”

“Awesome!” Barb laughed. “That’s not a plot for a horror movie.”

“Yeah, and it would mean the entire human race,” Emily pointed out before turning her attention back to Charlotte, who was getting fussy. She handed the bottle to Barb and put a burpee towel over her shoulder before burping her.

“You are such a natural mother,” Barb noted. “Charlotte is as happy as pie with you.”

“She can probably pick up on your stress,” Emily said softly, her eyes filled with compassion. “But don’t worry. You, Oscar, and even little Charlotte are going to have a ball.”

“The Mistletoe Lodge Winter Festival starts in a week. There’s a lot to do if you’d like to help out with that,” Heather said. “Then there’s the Mistletoe Lodge Countdown to Christmas fun.”

“Let’s not forget the Winter Festival Ball and then the New Year Ball,” Emily reminded them. “You’re going to have so much fun. It will give you a chance to heal and think.” She smiled when Charlotte burped. “Oh, there you go, sweetie.” She cradled the little girl once again. “Are you feeling better?” she cooed. “Let’s hope we can make your mommy feel better, too.”

“I’m feeling better,” Barb assured them. “Once I’ve filed for the big D I can move on, as I feel like I’m stuck in this void of uncertainty right now.”

“I can only imagine,” Heather said, her eyes flashing angrily. “I can’t believe what he did. He’d better not show his face around me again.”

“I agree with Heather,” Emily said protectively. “We will not welcome that man back into our lives. How dare he just go completely silent and ghost you like that, especially when you’re married, for goodness sake. It wasn’t just some fling or a relationship.”

“You’re both so sweet,” Barb said, swallowing another burning lump as tears stung her eyes. “But I’m sure he’s one man we’ll never see again. I think he’s helping his brother run for the Montana State Senate.”

“I don’t care if the man’s father’s becoming king,” Emily seethed. “That’s no excuse for ghosting your wife, son, and newborn.” She glanced at Oscar, happily watching a movie on the tablet. “I can only imagine how he must be feeling as he lost a father.”

“I know!” Barb’s heart ached some more. “Oscar has put on a brave face, but I know he’s hurting inside. The school teacher at the village in Africa told me that Oscar told her that his father was on a deep undercover mission.”

“The things men do sometimes…” Heather shook her head in disgust.

“Can make no sense,” Emily finished for Heather. She turned to Barb. “You deserve a lot better than that cowboy! My Christmas wish is that you find your true soulmate this festive season, one that won’t break yours, your son’s, or daughter’s hearts.”

“I second that wish,” Heather stated.

“Aww, you two are the best friends I could ever have hoped for,” Barb told them before giving a tight smile. “I never had many friends growing up as we had to move around a lot because of my mother’s family.”

“You, Oscar, and Charlotte deserve true love and stability in your lives,” Emily said. “And this time, whoever tries to win your heart will have to be vetted by Heather and I.”

“Yup!” Heather nodded. “You’re our family now, and we stick together through thick and thin. We’re also fiercely protective of our own.”

Barb couldn’t stop the emotion that welled up inside her at her friend's kindness and love they showed her and her kids, and a few tears escaped and rolled down her cheeks. Barb wiped them away and sniffed.

“Gosh, now look what you’ve done.” Barb gave a watery laugh, grabbing a tissue from her purse to wipe her eyes and blow her nose. “You’ve made me all emotional.”

“Well, I think you’ve been bottling up all this emotion over Zac for far too long,” Heather pointed out. “It’s going to try and start seeping out sooner or later in small ways like this.” She handed Barb a bottle of water from the picnic basket. “Here. Take a few sips of water. It usually helps.”

“Thank you.” Barb took the water. “I have a small cry when I’m alone at night,” she admitted. “But it’s gradually getting better, and I’ve been crying less and less over the past month.”

“I know this is so cliched, but it will get better with time,” Heather said. “And you haven’t had much time to process everything with having to look after Oscar, a new baby, and finishing off the clean water project.”

“Now that you’re at the lodge,” Emily told Barb, “we’ve arranged for a nanny to help you with Charlotte so you can get some time to do things for yourself.” She smiled and gently bumped Barb’s shoulder. “And spend some time with us.”

“What my cousin is trying to say in a roundabout way,” Heather laughed, “is that she has an ulterior motive for getting you a nanny. She needs your help with the festival.”

“You didn’t have to get me a nanny for that,” Barb assured Emily. “I would love to help out with the festival, dances, and around the lodge. It will be great to keep myself busy, and I know Oscar’s going to be busy with Rose.”

“Oh, yes, we have a lot planned for those two,” Emily informed Barb. “Our grandmother is home as well, and she’s planning on spending as much time as possible with Rose and Oscar.”

Heather sighed. “Our grandmother has it in her head she doesn’t have a lot longer to live and wants to spend as much time as she can with her great-grandkids.”

“As you may have realized, that includes Oscar and Charlotte, as my grandmother has adopted the three of you,” Emily told Barb. “Grandmother loved spending time with all of you in Africa a year ago. When she got home, Grandmother said she wished she could’ve been there longer.”

“We loved having her there,” Barb replied. “I think King Bahati was very taken with Priscilla.”

“Or scared of her.” Heather snorted. “Gran can be quite a formidable force to be reckoned with.”

The journey to Mistletoe Lodge in Frisco helped Barb unwind. A few times, she nearly dozed off from the soothing motion of the large car and knew that Charlotte was being taken care of. About forty minutes into the trip, Oscar dozed off with his head in Heather’s lap while Charlotte rested peacefully in Emily’s arms.

Barb was looking forward to taking a hot bath, having dinner, putting the kids to bed early, and then curling up for a good few hours of sleep. She remembered the Christmas she’d spent at Mistletoe Lodge two years ago. While a lot was going on, even the danger of being chased didn’t seem that bad while she was nestled in the safety of the tranquil setting of Mistletoe Lodge.

As they neared Mistletoe Lodge, Heather remembered that she needed diapers and baby formula. “Shoot.” She lowered the partition to the driver's section of the car. “Garth, we need to go into Frisco as I need some baby supplies.”

“I do, too,” Barb realized.

“Of course, Mrs. Holland.” Garth smiled into the mirror.

As they passed the turn-off to Mistletoe Lodge, another limo was waiting for their vehicle to pass so it could turn into the lodge.

“I wonder who that is?” Emily said as they drove by, and she glanced at Heather. “Is anyone booking in today?” Her brow furrowed. “I thought the second half of the season visitors were only arriving in two days?”

“I don’t know.” Heather looked equally confused. “Could it be the special guests that grandmother has reserved the new deluxe bungalow for?”

“Who are they?” Emily looked at Heather. “Did grandmother tell you?”

“No.” Heather shook her head. “She was being rather cagey about them. Said something about them wanting their privacy and not wanting the word that they were at the lodge getting out.”

“Celebrities!” Barb and Emily said in unison, then laughed.

“Could be.” Heather shrugged. “Grans family’s law firm in Los Angeles does defend a lot of A-listers.”

“Great!” Emily rolled her eyes. “Now we have to pander to the every whim of a demanding A-lister.”

“We have a lot more staff now and a new manager,” Heather reminded her. “Let them deal with the divas.”

“Heather’s right,” Barb agreed. “I don’t mind dealing with them if you want me to.”

“Thank you, Barb,” Emily said. “But we already have you helping with the festival and dances on your holiday.”

“Oh, I don’t mind at all. Like I said, it will be good to keep busy,” Barb assured her. “I kind of like the idea of working at the lodge for the winter.”

“We certainly need the help,” Emily replied. “Well, let’s talk about it when you’re rested tomorrow.”

“Deal,” Barb agreed. “I’ll also feel a lot better if I’m earning my keep, and besides, if I’m family now…” She grinned. “I need to pull my weight around the lodge as well. So, let me deal with the celebrities,” Barb offered. “I’m used to them.” She frowned. “I didn’t know you had new bungalows at the lodge.”

“They were put up a year ago,” Emily answered. “Two of them for now, but they’ve been so popular, and this is the third season we’re fully booked so we may build a few more in the new year.”

“Heather was telling me how well the lodge has done in these past two years,” Barb said. “I’m so glad.”

“We’re all relieved,” Emily told her. “I still have nightmares about nearly losing the place.”

“I’m so glad you didn’t,” Barb replied. “It’s a very special place.”

They pulled up at the store, and Emily offered to keep an eye on the kids while Heather and Barb went shopping. Forty minutes later, they were pulling into the driveway of Mistletoe Lodge, and Barb’s longing for a bath, dinner, and an early night grew stronger.

By the time they arrived at Mistletoe Lodge, the afternoon was fading into evening, and the temperature had dropped a little more. Barb had managed to buy a few supplies for the bungalow that Oscar, Charlotte, and she were going to be staying in.

As the limo drew to a stop at the lodge's main entrance, Barb climbed out after Heather and Oscar before reaching in to relieve Emily of a now peacefully sleeping Charlotte.

“Thank you so much,” Barb whispered, cradling her little girl and shivering as the cold sliced down the back of her coat. “I really need to get a scarf.”

“I have a few you can borrow,” Emily offered before instructing Garth to take Barb’s luggage to Bungalow One. “You’ll love it—it’s just been revamped and has the best views of the lake, mountains, and orchard.”

“That sounds heavenly.” Barb sighed, the weariness in her bones making her long for the comfort of the bungalow.

“It’s got three bedrooms, and we set up a crib in the one closest to yours,” Emily added, smiling. “And there’s a state-of-the-art baby monitor so that you can keep an eye on Charlotte from anywhere in the bungalow.”

“You didn’t have to go to all that trouble,” Barb protested, though her heart swelled with gratitude.

“You’re right next door to us,” Heather said, pointing to Bungalow Two. “So you’ll have company.”

As they noticed the other limo parked near the entrance, Emily said, “I’ll find out who it belongs to.” Then, turning to Barb, she asked, “Do you want to come inside for hot chocolate or head straight to your bungalow?”

“Do you think I could get that sent to my bungalow?” Barb asked, giving an apologetic smile. “I’m beyond exhausted. I just want to soak in a bath, eat something, and crash.”

“Of course,” Emily said, her eyes lighting up as she suddenly remembered, “I should’ve arranged for Jackie to be here tonight.”

“Jackie?” Barb asked, confused.

“The nanny we hired for you,” Emily explained.

“Oh, that’s okay,” Barb assured her. “I’ll be fine.”

“Hank, Giles, Avery, and Ryder are going to Denver this evening,” Emily piped up. “They are staying over. Why don’t I take Oscar for a sleepover with Rosie?”

Oscar’s face lit up at the idea. “Please, can I, Mom?”

“Sure,” Barb said. “But let’s get settled in first.”

Heather grabbed the keys and led the group to the bungalows. The group walked down a charming path lined with twinkling lights. The bungalows were nestled among the trees, each offering a slice of privacy. As they reached the cozy log structures, Barb noticed two larger chalets further down.

“Wow!” Barb whistled in admiration. “Those are more like chalets than bungalows.”

Emily laughed. “Gran calls them executive bungalows, but you’re right—they’re definitely chalets.”

Barb shook her head, grinning as they climbed the steps to the porch. “They’re stunning.”

Once inside, the warmth of Bungalow One enveloped Barb, chasing away the last remnants of the cold. Garth swiftly stored their luggage. Emily helped Oscar grab some clothes while Heather gave Barb a quick tour of the space, showing her how to operate everything.

Ten minutes later, Emily and Oscar left while Heather helped Barb unpack the groceries she’d bought in Frisco when Barb remembered she hadn’t given Emily Oscar’s inhaler.

“Oh, shoot,” Barb hissed. “I need to take Oscar’s inhaler to Emily and explain how to use it.” She glanced down the hall to the room where Charlotte was sleeping.

“Go!” Heather smiled. “I’ll stay with Charlotte, and while you’re at the lodge, order yourself some dinner to be delivered here.”

Grabbing her coat, Barb rushed out, only to slip on a patch of ice. Her heart lurched as she lost her footing, bracing herself for the fall—only to be caught by a pair of strong arms.

“Whoa there!” a deep, familiar voice rumbled, sending a jolt through her.

Barb spun around, her breath catching as she stared into a pair of amber eyes she never thought she’d see again. “Zac?” she gasped, her voice trembling with shock.
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CHAPTER 3


Barb

Barb stood still, her heart pounding as she watched the man before her. Surprise flickered in his eyes, but something about it didn’t sit right. He looked at her as if he’d never seen her before. An awkward silence stretched between them before he finally frowned.

"Have we met?" he asked, his voice carrying a hint of confusion.

Anger surged through Barb like a tidal wave. Was he seriously trying to pull this? Pretending not to recognize her? Pretending he didn't know his own wife? Her hands clenched into fists at her sides as she fought to keep her voice steady.

"Very funny, Zac," she bit out, her tone laced with sarcasm. "If you're going to fake amnesia to get out of our marriage, you could at least make it believable. But thanks for making it easier for me to see that divorce attorney I have lined up in Frisco."

She expected him to flinch, to show some sign of guilt or remorse. Instead, she saw something else in his eyes—realization.

"You must be Barb," he said slowly, his voice measured. "I'm Liam, his older twin brother."

Barb stared at him, disbelief clouding her thoughts. This had to be a sick joke. She knew Liam was his twin, but she also knew her husband, and Barb was sure he was the man standing in front of her. She searched his face for any sign of deception, anything that would confirm her suspicions. But his expression was calm, sincere, even as he met her gaze head-on.

"You're lying," she finally said, though her voice wavered with uncertainty.

Liam nodded, a small, rueful smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. "I’m sorry, but I’m not. My brother and I are identical twins.”

“If you’re not Zac, then where is he?” Barb asked, biting back the anger that trembled through her. “Other than a year-old article about you and your brother, no one has been able to get hold of him.”

Liam glanced at his wristwatch, and Barb noticed it wasn’t Zac’s watch. It was a sleek Rolex worth more than she probably made in a few years, and her unwavering certainty that he was Zac started to falter.

"I'm heading to the main lodge," Liam replied. "If you're headed that way, maybe we can walk together. I have a meeting I have to get to. I’ll explain as much as I can along the way."

Barb hesitated. The last thing she wanted was to hear more lies, but her curiosity gnawed at her, demanding answers. With a reluctant nod, she gestured for him to lead the way.

As they walked, Liam began to recount what had happened. "My brother had an accident," he said quietly. "He lost his memory. The day he was supposed to go back to Africa, someone tried to kill me. My brother took the bullet meant for me. He fell and hit his head hard. That’s when he lost his memory."

Barb's steps faltered. Her mind struggled to process his words. Zac had been in an accident? He’d lost his memory? Surely someone from his family would’ve reached out to tell her? She glanced at Liam.

He obviously knew who she was, so Zac must’ve told his family about her. More anger flared up inside her at the thought that Zac’s family had just not bothered to let her know that her husband had been injured.

When they reached the lodge, she was still reeling. But before she could say anything more, Liam’s phone rang. He answered it, then quickly asked the caller to hold. He turned to Barb, his face serious.

"Look, I know this is hard," he began, lowering his voice. "But I need to ask you not to contact my brother."

Barb’s breath hitched. "Why? Is he here?"

Liam hesitated, a flicker of something unreadable passing through his eyes. "Yes," he admitted. "But there's something you need to know. He’s here with Courtney Waller. His ex-fiancée. He thinks they're still engaged."

Barb's world tilted on its axis. "What did you just say?"

The picture in the article clipping flashed through her mind of the brunette attached to Zac’s arm, and her world felt like it had exploded. Before there was still doubt in her mind, still that sliver of hope that maybe something like this had happened or he’d been forced to take an undercover assignment, and he couldn’t contact her as he had to keep his family safe.

But this felt like the final blow to their relationship, shattering that tiny sliver of hope into dust.

"I’m sorry, Barb," Liam continued, his voice almost apologetic. "I can’t get into great detail right now as I’m already running late for a meeting. We brought my brother here, hoping this place would spark some memories for him. It’s the last place he remembers going to, and it also happens to be where he and Courtney got engaged ten years ago."

“What?” Barb felt like there was a crushing weight on her chest trying to push her down. She had to force her legs not to buckle beneath the excruciating pain slicing through her heart and into her soul. She thought she’d gotten over the worst of the pain over Zac, but she was wrong.

“I can see how this news has affected you,” Liam stated. “Would you consider staying elsewhere, just for a while? I can arrange a hotel in Frisco or further away, somewhere for you and your son."

She knew the offer was meant to be considerate, but it landed like a slap in the face. "You can stick your offer where the sun doesn’t shine," Barb snapped, her voice shaking with fury. "I was invited here by my friends, who happen to own the lodge. I’m not going anywhere." She swallowed. She didn’t like confrontation. “If it’s uncomfortable for you and your family that I’m here, then you leave.”

Before Liam could respond, Emily appeared at Barb’s side, her eyes blazing. "You heard her," she said sharply, cutting off any further protest from Liam. "Barb is staying, and if anyone’s leaving, it’ll be you and your lousy brother."

Barb felt a surge of gratitude for her friend’s support, but the turmoil inside her was far from settled. She watched as Liam sighed, clearly outnumbered, and stepped back, his expression resigned as he shook his head.

“I’m sorry, but I can’t do that,” Liam told them. “It’s essential that we be here until my brother regains his memories.”

“Why here?” Emily challenged. “There must be a million other places that would jog his memory.”

Liam’s eyes flashed with impatience before they heard an angry voice come through the receiver of his phone. “Sorry, I have to go.” He spoke into the phone. “I’ll call you back on my way.” He hung up and turned his attention back to them. “This is where we have to be.” His eyes fell on Barb, and something that looked like regret flashed in them. “I’m sorry, Barb, if you don’t leave, then this is going to be a very painful and awkward time for you.”

“We’ll see about that,” Emily promised. “This is my lodge, and I’m officially kicking you and your family out. You have two hours to leave.” Emily linked her arm through Barbs. “Come on, Barb, the temperature is already freezing out here without him lowering it a few more notches.”

“Wait!” Liam called after them as they started to walk away. “We really can’t leave here.”

“Mr. Shields,” the driver of the mystery limo called to him. “Sorry, Sir, but if we don’t leave now, you’re going to be late.”

Emily stopped and swung them back around to face Liam. “You may as well phone and cancel your date because I’m not joking when I say I want you out of here in two hours.”

“Can we speak about this?” Liam implored, his eyes darting from his driver to them. “Look, give me until the morning, then we can meet and discuss this.”

“There is nothing to discuss, Mr. Shields,” Emily told him frostily while Barb just stood watching the scene between her friend and Zac’s brother unfold. A strange numbness settled over her. “I’ll send someone to help you pack.”

Emily pulled Barb, and they stalked into the lodge, ignoring Liam. The warmth inside did nothing to thaw the ice around Barb’s heart.

“The nerve of that man!” Emily prickled and gave Barb an encouraging smile. “Are you okay?”

“Honestly, I don’t know.” Barb’s brows drew together. “I… I’m feeling quite numb and confused.”

“At least we’ve solved one mystery.” Emily tried to lighten the mood. “We now know whose limo that is.” She tilted her head to look past Barb, pointing to the vehicle before meeting Barb’s eyes. “Are you looking for me or Oscar?”

“You,” Barb said, forcing a smile and pulling Oscar’s inhaler from her pocket with shaky hands. “I forgot to give you Oscar’s inhaler.”

“Oh!” Emily took the device. “Rose has one similar.”

“You know how to use it?”

“I do,” Emily confirmed, taking the inhaler and slipping it into her pocket. “Why don’t you let me get you some of my grandmother’s special hot chocolate?” She whispered behind her hand. “She puts a splash of rum in it.”

Barb laughed. “Although that sounds really appealing, right now, I have to stay fully focused on Charlotte.” She swallowed down the burning lump and cleared her throat. “My kids, Christmas, and my friends are all I want to think about right now.”

“Of course,” Barb said, smiling. “At least have a normal cup then while we wait for Liam to leave.”

Barb nodded and followed Emily into the lodge's cozy living room, where two fireplaces on either side of the room crackled invitingly. Emily asked one of the staff members to get two hot chocolates and moved Barb to a cozy corner of the room where they could see the driveway.

“Was it just me, or did Liam try to get me to leave the lodge?” Barb asked in disbelief, giving her head a slight shake.

“No, you didn’t imagine that,” Emily assured her. “The douchebag actually tried to coerce you by offering to pay for your stay elsewhere.”

“Do you believe him about Zac?” Barb’s frown grew deeper. She was still not sure that Liam was who he claimed to be. “I know this is going to sound really strange. But for the life of me, I can’t shake the feeling that Liam is lying.”

“About Zac?” Emily looked at her curiously.

“No, about being Liam!” Barb stated.

“Oh!” Emily’s eyes widen in realization. “You mean you think the Liam who is standing in the driveway frantically talking on his phone,” she pointed out of the tinted windows, grinning at Liam’s obvious distress over something, “is actually Zac?”

“Yes.” Barb nodded, smiling at the waitress, who handed her a cup of steaming hot chocolate. “Thank you.”

The woman handed Emily a mug before leaving them.

“I’ve seen Zac’s brother on television, and I have to tell you that other than the expensive suit and slick hairstyle, Liam and Zac are identical,” Emily pointed out. “I’m not sure I’d be able to tell them apart if they were dressed alike.”

“I know my husband. And that man out there,” Barb pointed to Liam, “is not Liam Shields but Zac. I know it in every inch of my being.”

“Then…” Emily said, her eyes glinting with mischief. “Let’s set out to prove it, and while doing so, we can figure out what the heck is going on with the Shields family.” She pulled an excited face. “A Christmas mystery!”

Barb’s eyes widened as she took a sip of the sweet, warm beverage, her heart skipping a beat at the idea. “How?” Her eyes searched Emily’s. “How do we prove he’s Zac and what he’s up to?”

“First, we bait and trap him,” Emily suggested with a shrug. “That’s the easy part. I saw the look that flashed in his eyes when you mentioned the divorce. So we can use that.”

“What do you have in mind?” Barb was getting drawn into Emily’s scheme.

“We make him jealous and let him think you’re moving on,” Emily told her, and Barb’s heart jolted at the thought.

“I’m not ready to get involved with another man.” Barb’s voice was laced with panic. “I have my baby and Oscar and…”

Emily leaned forward and patted Barb’s knee comfortingly. “You’re not really moving on, sweetie. You’re pretending to. It’s the oldest love trick in the book and a sure way to find out if Liam really is Zac.”

Barb took a breath and smiled as she thought about the deception and nodded. “I’ve never tried to make anyone jealous before.”

“Oh! Don’t worry about that!” Emily snorted. “I have plenty of experience with Hank. I can help you with that part.” Her eyes narrowed. “Making Liam… can we refer to him as fake Liam?” She shook her head. “I’m getting confused.”

“What if he hears us and then knows we’re on to him,” Barb pointed out. “I think for now, let’s just give him the benefit of the doubt and play along with his game.”

“Good point,” Emily agreed. “While Liam is being distracted and thrown off balance thinking you have a potential new suitor, we can do some snooping.”

“Sounds like a plan,” Barb said, feeling her spirits lift a little before another thought dropped them right back down again. “Do you know who Courtney Waller is?”

“The name sounds familiar.” Emily frowned. “Why?”

“She’s Zac’s ex-fiance who he believes he’s still engaged to and is at the chalet with them,” Barb explained, feeling the pain slice through her once again.

It was a cold blow to her heart as Barb suddenly realized she hardly knew anything about Zac, his past, or his family in the two years they were together. They’d been so busy with the Clean Water Project, falling in love and worrying about her criminal uncle who was looking for her. Barb hadn’t even realized Zac hadn’t opened up to her at all.

“I’ll Google her and find out what I can,” Emily promised. “Don’t worry, Barb, we’re going to figure this out while still having a wonderful Christmas.” She raised her brows. “You can’t let the Shields family spoil this holiday season for you or your kids.”

“I agree,” Barb said, her words sounding braver than she felt. “So what do we do?”

“A lot of detective work.” Emily frowned. “Like figuring out why the lodge is so important for them to be here.”

“Maybe this is where they were when Zac had his accident?” Barb suggested.

“No, he couldn’t have had it here,” Emily said. “I’d have known. But maybe he had it just after he left here?”

“Or maybe this is just someplace that Zac loved for some reason!” Barb shrugged.

“Like meeting you again?” Emily’s voice was soft, and her eyes were filled with compassion.

“I doubt that.” Barb’s voice was hoarse with emotion, and she felt the tears stinging her eyes.

A movement outside caught their attention. They saw Liam finally off his call and about to climb into the limo. He stood between the open door and back seat, staring toward the lodge.

“So what’s it going to be, Barb?” Emily asked, looking from Liam and then back at Barb. “Are we going to do this?”

Barb’s heart started racing with excitement at the thought of launching their own secret investigation. “Let’s do it!” she agreed. “Let’s find out what on earth is going on with the Shields family while trying to figure out if Liam really is who he’s claiming to be.”

“Yes!” Emily did a fist bump in the air.

“Shouldn’t you go tell him he can stay?” Barb asked, pointing to Liam and bending into the limo.

“Nah!” Emily waved Barb’s concerns away. “I can guarantee,” she pointed to Liam, “he’s not going anywhere—yet.”

As if hearing her, Liam, or rather who Emily has now dubbed Fake Liam, pushed away from the car and stalked into the lodge. Barb turned to see him stride into the foyer, stop as he overshot the living room, and then backstep to duck into the living room and head toward them.

“I told you!” Emily grinned with a wink.

“How did you know he’d do that?” Barb whispered.

“When I told him he had to leave, I saw something close to alarm, and then panic, flash in his eyes,” Emily replied. “I don’t think he was lying about it being important for his brother to be here, as we’ve just guessed.”

“You got all that from watching him?” Barb looked at Emily in amazement.

“I studied psychology in college,” Emily explained, straightening as Liam stopped beside them.

“Look,” Liam began, his gaze sliding from Emily to Barb. “I’m sorry I tried to make you leave, Barb.” His eyes met Barb’s, and her heart picked up speed at the look that flashed in his. It looked a lot like regret and longing. “I just didn’t want you or…” His brows creased as if he was trying to find the words. “Oscar, to get hurt when you see my brother and he doesn’t remember you the way you want him to.” He ran a hand nervously through his hair. “In his mind, it’s still ten years ago—my brother is stuck in the past.”

“That’s so considerate of you!” Emily took control of the conversation, much to Barb’s relief, as right now, the words seemed to be lodged in her throat from Liam’s words. “But you need to get one thing straight, Liam. This is Barb and Oscar's home. They are part of my family, and if it comes down to your family or her having to leave—” she left the obvious unspoken.

“I understand,” Liam said, his eyes sliding back toward Barb. “I’m truly sorry for the way I handled our first meeting. When my brother came back from Africa, all he could speak about was you and Oscar.”

Barb felt a lump rise in her throat, and she had to fight back the tears. Not trusting her voice, she nodded in response.

“While he might not be able to show it now,” Liam continued, and Barb got the impression he was talking from the heart, “he loves you and Oscar more than you’ll ever know.” He gave her a strained smile. “He was excited to get to Africa to bring you and Oscar home to meet the rest of our family.”

“Mm,” Emily said, skepticism dripping from her voice. “Well, then his family,” she looked pointedly at Liam, “really let Zac down then, didn’t they? By not informing his wife, son, and…” She caught herself just in time when Barb shot her a warning look. “About Zac’s accident and let them think the worst for a year.”

“As there is a possibility he may not completely regain his memory, I thought it best that you and Oscar didn’t know,” Liam admitted. “The reasoning behind my decision was that it would be better and easier for both of you to think that he had just moved on.”

“Is that why you came back here?” Emily’s voice got frosty. “To cause Barb more distress and ruin our hot chocolate?”

Liam ran his hand through his hair. “I came here to apologize for my thoughtlessness earlier and to say that I’m sure if we work together, we can avoid any awkwardness.” He looked at Emily. “I can’t stress how important it is for my brother to be here for this stage of his recovery.”

“Barb?” Emily looked at her questioningly. “It’s up to you.” She leaned forward and put her hand comfortingly on Barb’s knee. “Say the word, and they’re gone.”

Barb avoided looking at Liam and shrugged. “It’s fine. Let them stay. I’ll explain things to Oscar.” Her eyes met Liam’s, and she swallowed, trying to still her pounding heart and suck in a bit of courage. “But I have one condition.” Her voice dropped, and she cleared her throat.

“Okay?” Liam frowned.

“In two to three days, I get the divorce papers, and I need you to get Zac to sign them,” Barb stated.

Barb saw shock flash through Liam’s eyes, making her heart jolt, and she knew at that moment she was right—the man in front of her was not Liam Shields. It was Zac. Barb didn’t know why he and his brother had pulled a twin swap, and while she still felt numb with shock, Barb didn’t really care. She glanced at Emily and smiled, but she also knew that when the numbness wore off, she’d want answers! If Barb had some doubt about Emily’s plan before, it was gone—Barb was all in.

She turned and looked at Liam, her eyes hooded as Emily asked him. “Well? What do you say, Liam?”

A muscle ticked in Liam’s jaw, and he nodded. “If you’re sure that’s what you want?” His eyes met Barb’s. They were dark with emotion. “I’ll see to it.” He pulled a business card from his pocket and handed it to Barb. “You can call me on this number if you need me.”

His eyes held Barb’s for a few moments longer before glancing at Emily. “Thank you.” With that, he turned. “Good night.” He left and stalked out of the living room.

“Barb!” Emily’s brows were raised as she leaned forward, saying quietly. “I think your gut was right.” She watched Liam climb into the limo. “That’s definitely Zac. And if the real Liam is stuck in the past and needs to be here, I think we need to dig into the old guest's records to start the investigation.”
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CHAPTER 4


Liam

The limo pulled away from Mistletoe Lodge, and Liam pulled out his phone, found the number he was looking for, and hit dial. The call was answered after the third ring.

“You’re late,” a voice snapped through the receiver.

“I got tied up,” Liam hissed, pinching the bridge of his nose in frustration. “Thanks for the heads-up about Barb.”

“Oh, I thought I mentioned Barb and Oscar were spending Christmas and New Year at Mistletoe Lodge.”

“No!” Liam growled, glaring out the window into the inky night as the car turned toward Denver. “I think we both know you didn’t.” He took a deep breath. “Did you know Barb had divorce papers drawn up?”

“We’ll talk when you get here.” There was a pause, and Liam held his breath, hoping to hear some more information about Barb. “Let me know when you’re ten minutes from the hotel.”

The line went dead.

“Great!” Liam slammed his phone against the seatback.

“Are you okay, sir?” Patrick, Liam’s driver and bodyguard, glanced at him through the rearview mirror.

“No, Patrick, everything’s about to fall apart,” Liam seethed, trying to ignore the dull ache in his heart. “This wasn’t supposed to happen.”

“Maybe you need to put a bit more trust in those you love,” Patrick suggested.

Liam’s eyes met Patrick’s in the mirror before he looked back out at the city lights. “There are already too many people involved.”

“We’ll find out who tried to kill your brother and why,” Patrick assured him, his eyes flashing with resolve. “And you need to stop blaming yourself for his condition—it wasn’t your fault.”

“I should’ve been there,” Liam said, exhaling sharply. “What was my brother even doing in Denver?”

“Isn’t that why we’re here?” Patrick asked. “To try and piece together what happened.”

“According to Courtney,” Liam said, biting the side of his mouth in contemplation, “my brother made a secret trip to Denver. She found a receipt in his pocket for Mistletoe Lodge, where he’d checked out the day he was shot in Denver.” He blew out a breath. “Over the past ten months, while I’ve been managing the campaign for Montana’s Senate seat and this blasted investigation into why my brother was shot, we’ve checked everywhere else. Whatever my brother hid has to be either in Denver or at Mistletoe Lodge. We’re even staying in the same chalet he was in at the lodge.”

“Who knew your brother was so good at hiding things?” Patrick snorted. “Maybe the two of you should’ve swapped jobs.”

“I wouldn’t want his job for the world,” Liam said, pulling a pained face. “I just want this to be over so we can all get back to our lives.”

Patrick glanced at Liam, his eyes filled with compassion. “But how normal will life be for you after this? You’re the one who’s made the biggest sacrifice to help your brother.”

Liam gave a tight smile, the dull ache in his chest intensifying. “He’s my brother. That’s what family does.”

“He’ll recover,” Patrick said reassuringly. “I’m sure of it.”

“The doctors agree with you. They reckon there’s no reason why his memory shouldn’t return,” Liam pointed out. “Although one doctor hinted that my brother might not want to remember.”

“Makes you wonder what the heck happened that would make his mind shut down like that,” Patrick commented with a deep frown. “He remembers himself as Zac, an FBI Agent who’s in love with and engaged to Courtney.”

“Yeah, that is kind of weird.” Liam sighed, rubbing his temples, trying to ease the tension headache that was building. “And now Barb’s here. I wonder how that’s going to go down? There’s no way they won’t run into each other.”

“You’ll have to let Courtney know,” Patrick pointed out. “Especially now that Oscar’s here as well. He’s not going to understand what’s going on. I bet he’s already traumatized—Zac becoming his new father, then disappearing without a trace.”

"I will." Liam looked at his phone. "I'll call her as soon as we get to the hotel in Denver and let her know."

"Don't forget to tell her about the new addition to Barb's family," Patrick stated. "That’s going to be an even more interesting dilemma, especially now that Barb’s filing for a divorce."

Liam frowned, his heart jolting. "Baby? Barb has a baby? Are you sure it's hers?"

"Well, she took the baby to the bungalow with her, and I might have followed along to snoop.” He gave a sheepish smile. “I overheard Heather telling Barb they’d installed baby gadgets in the bungalow, especially for her."

"Barb has a daughter?" Liam’s voice dropped as his heart hammered in his chest. "How old do you think the baby is?"

"I don’t know," Patrick shrugged. "About three months? The diapers were labeled three to four months."

"You saw the diapers?" Liam’s brows shot up. "Where were you hiding?"

"Close enough to see that." Patrick grinned.

If the baby was three months old, then it was definitely a Shields. Not that he had any doubt, but he wouldn’t have blamed Barb if she’d sought solace with someone else after seemingly being ghosted by her husband.

Liam took a deep breath. "So Barb has a baby, and I'm only finding this out now?"

"I think your contact has more explaining to do," Patrick commented.

"You’ve got that right!" Anger shot through Liam as another thought struck him. "I don’t even know the baby’s name."

“It’s Charlotte,” Patrick told him. “I heard Emily call the baby Charlotte.”

Liam gave a soft laugh. "That figures. Charlotte’s Web was Oscar’s favorite story." He cleared his throat. “It’s a beautiful name.”

They drove into Denver, heading for the Four Seasons, with Liam’s mind reeling from the information Patrick had just dropped on him.

"You really didn’t know about the baby?" Patrick asked, confused. "Surely Barb would’ve called to pass that kind of news on."

"All our phones were taken away when the first threat on my brother’s life came through and replaced with clean ones because we thought someone had compromised the ones we had," Liam reminded him. "And I know the connection from Africa to Montana wasn’t the best from where Barb was located."

“You shouldn’t have tried to get rid of Barb when you ran into her at the lodge earlier,” Patrick pointed out. “It’s made her suspicious.”

Liam looked at Patrick in surprise. “No!” He shook his head. “I would’ve noticed if she was.”

“Would you have?” Patrick looked at him pointedly. “You were blindsided when you saw her.” His eyes narrowed. “Did your contact know Barb was going to be at the lodge?”

“Seems like they did,” Liam confirmed. “I think they also knew about Barb filing for divorce.”

Patrick looked at Liam in the mirror. “What are you going to do about it?”

“Stall,” Liam shrugged. “What else can I do?”

“Give Barb her freedom?” Patrick's words sent tiny waves of shock down Liam’s spine.

“I don’t think that’s a decision that should be made right now,” Liam stated firmly.

“Then you’re going to have a hard time trying to keep them safe if anyone else finds out who she is,” Patrick advised him.

“Luckily, only myself, Courtney, the annoyed person waiting for me in Denver, and you know about Barb and Oscar,” Liam pointed out, his voice holding a warning. “I will call Courtney and warn her about Barb when we’re in Denver.”

“You don’t have to worry about me,” Patrick assured him, a flash of annoyance in his eyes at the suggestion. “But it is a concern having Barb and her kids here if this investigation goes sideways. If whoever’s after your brother finds out where we are, they could be in danger and used as leverage.”

“You don’t have to remind me!” Liam’s jaw clenched. This was just creating more of a headache, especially if, as Patrick said, Barb was becoming suspicious.

They drove into the entrance of the Four Seasons Denver, and Patrick pulled into a parking space. “While you’re in the meeting, if you want me to, I’ll see what I can find out about Barb’s new baby.” He climbed out of the car and opened the back door for Liam.

“Thank you, Patrick,” Liam said as he climbed out of the vehicle. “I’d appreciate that. Could you find out who the attorney handling the divorce is as well?”

“What are you thinking?” Patrick asked, pulling their luggage from the trunk. “Want me to try and get the divorce papers ‘lost’ in transit?”

“That’s an idea.” Liam nodded. “It would help, as I made a deal with Barb. She promised to stay away from Zac and explain to Oscar to do the same if I’d get the divorce papers signed when they arrived in two days.”

“I’m on it,” Patrick promised.

Twenty minutes later, Liam and Patrick walked into the cocktail lounge, where they were escorted to a discreet booth out of the way of prying eyes. When they reached the booth, Liam’s contact was already waiting.

“Hello, Liam,” the haughty, impatient voice of the person he was meeting greeted him. “You’re nearly an hour late. My source will be here any minute if your bodyguard, dressed like someone out of Men in Black, hasn’t spooked them.”

Liam glanced to where Patrick had taken a seat nearby and was asking for a dinner menu.

“If they know who I am, they’ll appreciate that I have to have security,” Liam pointed out. “And as for being late…” His brows rose accusingly. “I got delayed by a rather shocking surprise that you, Priscilla, could have warned me about.”

“Honestly,” Priscilla’s cool eyes and soft voice held no hint of remorse, “I didn’t think, after what Barb and Oscar went through thanks to your family, that any of you deserved to know.” Perfectly groomed eyebrows rose pointedly. “It was your family that just cut ties with them and decided to leave them out of this.”

Anger flashed in Liam’s eyes as he glared at the person across the table. “You’re wrong about me not having the right to know,” he retorted. “If this goes south and they find out who Barb and her kids are…” He let the consequences hang in the air.

“I can assure you,” Pricilla’s voice dropped a few frost levels, “I have already ensured their and my family’s safety. You’re not the only one with power and influence, Liam.” Her eyes narrowed. “As far as my family, which includes Barb and her kids, are concerned, I want you and your family to stay as far away as possible from them.”

“It’s going to be kind of hard, considering she’s in Bungalow Number One, right next door to our chalet!” Liam pointed out.

“I only realized Barb had been put there late this afternoon when I got in from Los Angeles.” Priscilla leaned back as a waitress placed a menu on the table. “I’ve arranged for them to be moved to the far end of the resort, nearer to Ryder and Avery, in the morning.”

A pang of regret zapped through Liam, but he pushed it away. “Good, I appreciate that.” He steered the conversation away from Barb. He needed to get her off his mind as she and the kids were a distraction he could ill afford at the moment. “Who is this source? And how are they connected to my brother?”

“They were the last person to see him before he got shot.” A grin split her face.

“How did you track them down?” Liam asked.

“They found me.” The waitress came back and took our order for a light snack and some drinks while we waited. “Although they were a bit confused as to how you’re here.”

“You didn’t say anything, did you?” Liam’s eyes narrowed.

“No, Liam,” a familiar female voice came from behind them. “I’m not as stupid as everyone else obviously is, and I kind of figured it out for myself.”

Liam spun around, his eyes wide, surprised to see his younger sister. “Paige?”
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CHAPTER 5


Liam

He climbed out of the booth and engulfed his younger sister in a hug. “What on earth are you doing in Colorado?” She hugged him back, letting her slip into the booth before him. “You’re supposed to be star gazing at Keck Observatory in sunny Hawaii!”

“No!” Paige shook her head, taking over the light snack Liam had ordered. “If you read your messages once in a while, you’d know that I’ve been working between Keck and The University of Colorado Boulder.” She munched on a curly fry. “We have a collaborative astrophysics project with Boulder I’m working on.”

“That's right!” Liam remembered. “I’m sorry, little sister.” He sighed. “I’ve had a lot on my plate lately.”

“I can imagine, especially having to deal with politics and someone who doesn’t know who they are,” Paige said sympathetically, staring from Priscilla to Liam. “I believe you’ve been wanting to know why our brother was in Denver when he got shot?”

“Do you know?” Liam’s brow furrowed curiously.

“He came to visit me,” Paige surprised Liam by saying. “Trust me, I was just as surprised to see our brother—especially seeing him in one of the lectures I was giving.”

Liam’s eyes widened. “Our brother went to an astrophysics lecture?” A pained expression crossed his face.

“Yes.” Paige nodded. “I got back to Denver yesterday when I called our parents to find out how he was and was really surprised to find out that our parents know nothing about what happened.” She looked at Liam accusingly. “As far as they’re aware, the two of you have gone skiing in Aspen for Christmas.”

“You didn’t tell them anything, did you?” Liam asked, a little panicked.

“No!” Paige shook her head, helping herself to Liam’s soda. “But it did surprise me to see that you were still running for the Montana Senate seat.” She looked at him with a raised eyebrow. “And that Zac’s injury wasn’t fatal, but he still hasn’t regained his memory.”

“He hasn’t,” Liam confirmed. “All he knows is that he is Zac Shields, a Los Angeles FBI agent who is on recovery leave and engaged to Courtney Waller, my executive assistant who is also in charge of my campaign.”

“Did you feed him that information?” Paige enquired.

“No.” Liam shook his head. “He woke up and told Courtney and I that.”

“Interesting!” Paige pulled a face.

“How did you two meet?” Liam asks, pointing from his sister to Priscilla, who had been quietly eating her salad while listening to the conversation.

“I am your brother’s attorney.” Priscilla’s cool eyes turn toward Liam. “When Paige couldn’t get hold of you because your numbers had been changed, she contacted me.”

“That was actually after trying every ski resort I could think of,” Paige added. “Then I remembered Mistletoe Lodge was near one of our brother’s favorite skiing spots.”

“That’s when Paige called me and asked me if I knew what was going on because the last time she’d seen your brother was when he got shot.” Priscilla’s words sent a chill through Liam, who looked at Paige in disbelief.

“Good grief, Paige,” Liam hissed. “Why am I only hearing about this now?” He looked at her worriedly. “What happened?”

“I was in the bathroom of the private airport hangar lounge, waiting for our jet to be refueled. As I opened the door to step out, Eric shoved me back in and told me to stay there until he came to get me,” Paige explained. “I was stuck in the bathroom for twenty minutes before Herschel came to get me. I was taken through some secret tunnel from the hangar to the main airport, where Herschel followed me to Hawaii and has been with me ever since.”

“So you didn’t even think to call me?” Liam looked at her in disbelief.

“Herschel told me not to,” Paige stated. “He kept me updated about our brother’s condition and told me for my safety and the sake of the campaign, I couldn’t mention it to anyone—not even you.”

“So Herschel has been with you for all these months?” Liam’s brows shot up. “I was told that he’d taken a leave of absence for personal reasons.”

“No!” Paige shook her head. “He’s been with me.”

“I’m sorry you went through that, little sister.” Liam ran a hand through his hair. “Eric called me from the hospital as soon as our brother was taken there and didn’t want to be in the hospital. He tried to get off the bed, passed out, hit his head, and when he came around, he had no memory.”

“I’m sorry about what happened to Eric,” Paige said, her eyes darkening with emotion. “He was such a good bodyguard.”

“He’s one of the reasons I need to figure out what the heck is going on,” Liam told her. “The person who shot our brother, I'm sure, is the same person who ran Eric down in the hospital parking lot. Eric told me he’d seen the shooter, but before he could tell me who it was…”

“Is that what happened?” Paiges’s eyes were huge with shock. “Herschel told me it was a heart attack.”

“Oh!” Liam stated, silently cursing his big mouth. “I’m sorry. I thought Herschel would’ve told you.”

“No.” Paige shook her head. “No wonder they didn’t want me getting involved.”

“While I'm really angry with Herschel for his deception and not letting me know about all this, I’m glad he’s been so vigilant with your safety,” Liam said, moving the conversation back to their brother. “Other than visiting you, did our brother tell you anything else?”

“No.” Paige carried on eating the curly fries. “He just asked me about the new telescope project I was working on and wanted to know about the project I was working on in Boulder.”

“Before the two of you continue,” Priscilla interrupted, looking at her wristwatch. “My family are going to be done with the hockey game and will be back in a few minutes. I’m going to have to leave.” She started sliding out of the booth and smiled at Paige. “It was so good to meet you, Paige. Your brother is so proud of you.” She glanced at Liam and back to Paige. “The other brother, that is.”

Paige grinned. “Thank you, Priscilla, for getting Liam here for me.”

“I’m just glad we’re finally getting somewhere with trying to piece this puzzle together since your other brother can’t remember much,” Priscilla stood and looked at them. “Liam, you’ll update me on whatever you find out?” He nodded.

“I take it we’re not traveling tomorrow?” Liam looked at Paige. “Now that your source came to us.”

“No, we can get back to the lodge and enjoy the Mistletoe Lodge Countdown to Christmas festivities.” She looked at Paige. “You should think about joining us.”

“I’d love to,” Paige said, wiping her hands on a napkin. “But I have to get back to Hawaii after my lecture tomorrow.”

“Pity,” Priscilla said. “I think you’d bring a bit of a spark to the season.”

“Oh, I think you’re going to have a lot of spark.” Paige gave Liam a smug smile. “Especially with my two brothers and Barb.”

Liam’s eyes widened as he glared at Priscilla. “You told her?”

“No, not me!” Priscilla denied.

“The manager from the Clean Water Project in Africa that Barb was working on told me,” Paige told Liam, who looked at her in astonishment. “Yes, our brother told me all about that, as well as about Barb and her son Oscar.”

Priscilla laughed and agreed with Paige. “Yes, my dear, you may just be right about that.” She looked at Liam with a knowing look. “Especially with all the new developments around Barb, her family, and the divorce.”

“Divorce?” Paige spluttered. “Whose filing for divorce?”

“Barb!” Liam and Priscilla said in unison.

“On that note, I’ll take my leave.” Priscilla left them.

“Barb’s wanting a divorce?” Paige looked at Liam wide-eyed.

“That’s what she said,” Liam confirmed and then steered the conversation away from the topic of Barb. “Can we get back to why our brother was here visiting you?”

“Okay,” Paige polished off the last of the curly fries. “If you get me some more food, I’m starving.”

Liam ordered some more food and looked around. “Where is Herschel now?”

“In the car waiting for me,” Paige answered. “I told him I was meeting Priscilla to discuss some legal issues.”

“Paige, I need you to tell me everything about our brother’s visit to you before he got shot,” Liam told her.

“I’d been in Denver for two days and giving a lecture when someone snuck into the back of the class. To my surprise, it was one of my older brothers,” Paige started telling the story. “After the lecture, he took me to lunch and asked me about the Boulder project I’d been assigned to and about the professor running it.”

“Why was he interested in the professor?” Liam asked.

“He wanted to know some details about the new telescope project I’m working on at Keck,” Paige replied. “You know that our brother has been funding it.”

“What?” Liam looked at her in surprise. “He’s funding the project?”

“Not all of it,” Paige corrected herself. “He’s made large contributions and has found a lot of donors to make the project happen. Professor Jackson, the one I’m working with here in Boulder, also splits his time between Boulder and Hawaii. Professor Jackson is also heading up the project with two other professors in Hawaii.”

“Professor Jackson?” Liam’s brows furrowed as he wondered if the man was related to Barb in any way, as Barb’s real last name was Jackson. He made a mental note to look into the man as he might just be the person they were looking for.

“Yes,” Paige nodded. “He’s such an intelligent man and one of the top in his field.”

“Did our brother meet with Professor Jackson?” Liam asked her.

“Yes,” Paige nodded. “They had quite a lengthy meeting. I wasn’t there for it as I had another lecture. I was leaving for Hawaii the following day, so our brother suggested that I stay the night in Denver with him at the Four Seasons. The next morning, he surprised me by telling me he was coming to Hawaii with me to check out the telescope project. Professor Jackson made arrangements for him to meet with the other two professors on the project.”

Liam’s brows knit tighter together. “Our brother was going to Hawaii?”

“Yes, that’s why I was with him at the private air hangar. We were taking the family jet,” Paige told him.

“Why would he be interested in a telescope?” Liam sat back as the waitress brought their food.

“That’s a question only he can answer,” Paige told him, eyeing her meal in delight. “Maybe it’s good for his image?”

“He would’ve published something about it,” Liam said contemplatively.

“He also asked a lot of questions about the professors working on the telescope.” She frowned. “But I think that was just because of my moan about the other jerk that started there a year ago.”

“What other jerk?” Liam asked, wondering about the flash of anger in his sister's eyes.

“There’s this new pompous idiot who’s started at Keck, and I believe he’s also up for the same promotion I’m wanting.” Her eyes narrowed angrily.

Liam’s eyes narrowed when he noticed his sister's cheeks flush slightly as she spoke about the man. “What’s his name? This man we’re hating on.”

“Doctor Cane Rivers,” Paige sneered. “The man is so arrogant and oozing confidence. He thinks the world just falls at his feet. You know, the type who thinks rivers part for him if he needs to get across without a boat.”

“Mm,” Liam said, nodding. “And how old is Doctor Arrogant Jerk?”

“I don’t know,” Paige shrugged, annoyed. “Thirty?”

“And what does he look like?” Liam continued to grill his sister, watching how flustered and irritated she was getting speaking about the man as she shoveled her food around her plate.

“Here, I’ll show you, Nancy Drew,” Paige drawled sarcastically. She pulled out her phone and found a photo. “There.” She shoved the phone in Liam’s face. “You can see for yourself what an arrogant idiot he is. It even comes across in his photos. He’s the one standing in between Professor Stanton and his wife, the other Professor Stanton.” She drew in a ragged, angry breath.

“I can see how arrogant he looks!” Liam bit back a smile.

“This was taken when the second stage of the telescope was completed about a month ago.” Paige shook her head in annoyance. “That’s why they’re holding up the gold commemoration plate with the date on it to document the project stages. I should’ve been in that photo, not the arrogant jerk.”

Liam was getting the impression that his sister had a giant crush on Doctor Arrogant Jerk and made a mental note to check the guy out. He took the phone to get a closer look, and his sister's finger immediately tapped on the guy's face, blotting out other faces.

“Mm.” Liam nodded. He guessed the guy to be about six-two and not at all the nerdy professor type he was expecting. Even Liam could appreciate that women would find the tall guy handsome. “I guess he’s a hit with the students as well?”

“I’m just waiting for one of them to file some sort of harassment charge against him,” Paige sneered.

“What a douche!” Liam laughed, pulling the phone away when his sister went to snatch it back.

He spun around on the chair to look at the photo and froze when he saw the man to Doctor Jerk's left. His heart jolted with shock and disbelief as he stared at the professor. Liam squeezed his eyes shut, then opened them again just to make sure he wasn’t seeing things. He expanded the photo and stared into the eyes of a ghost.
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CHAPTER 6


Barb

Barb tightened her coat around herself as she left the warmth of the Lodge, the weight of everything that had happened pressing down on her. Barb felt guilty about leaving Heather alone with Charlotte for longer than expected, but Emily had drawn Barb into the intrigue of finding out what the Shields family was up to.

Starting with figuring out why it was so important for them to be here. Emily began their investigation by looking into the guest records of the past ten years. They had found that Liam had been to Mistletoe Lodge quite a few times over the past ten years. The most recent time before today was eleven months ago.

Liam had checked into the lodge and booked the chalet the Shields were staying in for four nights. He checked out the day before Zac was supposed to come back to Africa, which was the day Liam mentioned Zac had the accident and lost his memory.

Barb shuddered from the cold and the thought of how awful it must be to wake up with no memory of the present and think it was ten years ago. Didn’t he see the dates? Or maybe he’d lost ten years and just assumed the present was the past! Barb gave her head a shake, getting her brain tangled by trying to figure it out—how confusing it must be for Zac.

Her heart squeezed with compassion for Zac and felt heavy for whichever of the Shields brothers it really was that had lost his memory—it wasn’t anything to take lightly. Barb also felt for his family and even Courtney Waller—she must be just as confused, or maybe she was thrilled at getting Zac back. The thought zapped through her with a flame of jealousy in case it really was Zac who had been hurt—he was still Barb’s legal husband, the father of her daughter, and the new father to her son.

Thinking of Oscar brought a whole new turmoil of emotion to Barb’s already frayed system. How was she going to explain this all to her son? How do you tell a ten-year-old that the man he came to think of as his father didn’t know him? Because if Zac was stuck in the past, then Oscar wouldn’t have been born. Another thought hit Barb like a tidal wave—ten years ago, Zac had met Barb as Trevor’s fiance as they’d been partners in the FBI.

Barb was beginning to understand why Liam’s first thought when seeing Barb was to try and make her leave—Zac could get overwhelmed with information seeing Barb with a son… and… Her eyes widened—did the Shields family even know about Charlotte? Did Zac get any of her messages regarding his daughter?

The night had fully descended, and the cold, crisp air was a sharp contrast to the heated conversation she had just left. Barb’s boots crunched softly on the freshly shoveled path as she made her way toward Bungalow One. The resort grounds were eerily quiet, with only the gentle hum of the lights guiding her way.

The bungalows she could see peeking from behind the large barn in front of her had a soft glow around them, the lights barely piercing the darkness beyond, where the forest and orchard loomed like silent sentinels. Above, the stars glittered in the clear night sky, millions of them, like tiny pinpricks of light in the vast expanse of black.

Barb's mind was spinning, thoughts colliding and tumbling over each other. Liam—no, Zac—what had brought him here the week of the accident? Why had he lied about his identity? Emily believed Zac was protecting his brother, which Barb had to admit would be true because Zac told Barb that he and his brother would do anything for their family.

As she approached the barn that sat between the main lodge and the bungalows, Barb was hardly watching where she was going as she let her human autopilot guide her way. As she rounded the barn, lost in her thoughts, a hand shot out from the shadows, gripping her arm tightly and yanking her into the darkened interior.

Barb gasped, panic surging through her as a strong hand clamped over her mouth, silencing her scream. Her heart raced, beating frantically against her ribcage as she struggled, the cold fear gripping her body.

“Don’t panic,” a deep voice whispered urgently in her ear. “I’m not here to harm you. I don’t know if you remember me. I’m Zac Shields. I work with Trevor at the FBI. He introduced us a few weeks ago.”

Barb froze, her breath catching in her throat. Zac? She stopped struggling, her wide eyes searching the darkness.

“If I let you go, please don’t run or scream. I need to talk to you because you and Trevor are in danger.”

Barb nodded, and Zac slowly removed his hand from her mouth, allowing her to turn and face him.

In the dim light filtering through the cracks in the barn walls, Barb could just make out his face—tense, urgent, and unmistakably familiar. While he had the same eyes, the same hair, and the same face, she knew he wasn’t Zac. But Barb also saw that he really thought he was—Liam was not lying about that, nor the fact Zac thought it was ten years ago and Trevor was still alive!

“Zac?” she whispered, still reeling from the shock of seeing him like this.

“I’m sorry I scared you,” Zac said, his voice low and filled with a desperation that sent a chill down her spine. “But I had to talk to you, and I couldn’t risk anyone else hearing us.” He gave her a tight smile. “I saw you from the chalet earlier going into the bungalow near it.” He glanced around them nervously. “You shouldn’t be here.”

Her brow creased as she looked at him with concern. “I’m here visiting my good friend for Christmas and New Year,” she explained.

“I hope Trevor’s not coming back here to join you?” Zac scraped his hand through his hair and started to pace. “How did he contact you?” His eyes searched hers. “Trevor wasn’t supposed to tell anyone he was still alive.” He put his hands on her arms, his voice filled with urgency. “He can’t be seen alive, Barb. Was it Trevor that sent word for you to meet him here?”

Alarm surged through Barb as she stared at Zac in confusion, trying to figure out if what he was saying was the truth or if Zac’s mind was playing tricks on him. Where does he think Trevor is?

“Zac, where is Trevor?” Barb asked, deciding to go with where he led the conversation.

His head shot up, and his eyes widened as he stared at Barb. “I can’t tell you that, Barb.”

“Is Trevor still alive?” Barb knew she shouldn’t be pushing Zac. Liam hadn’t lied about his state of mind, and because of the way Zac was talking about Trevor, Barb was starting to doubt her resolve that Liam and Zac had done a twin swap. “Zac, I need to know.”

Zac watched her intently in the dim light of the barn for a few seconds. “I’m sorry, Barb, I’ve already told you too much.” He pinched the bridge of his nose in frustration. “Darn it.” He swore beneath his breath. “I can’t remember…” He hit his forehead with the palm of his hand. “I can’t remember.” He looked at her almost pleadingly. “I’m sorry, Barb.” He shook his head. “I’m not well. I got shot and lost my memory. It comes back to me in dribs and drabs.” He started rubbing his temples, and even in the dim light, Barb could see pain flash in them and knew he was giving himself a headache trying to conjure his memories. “When I saw you, the memory of having to get Trevor to safety came back to me, along with the crushing realization that you’re in danger and could potentially expose him, especially if you were here to find the disk.”

The pounding of Barb’s heart intensified at Zac’s words, and her eyes widened. Are they here looking for something Trevor hid ten years ago? Her brows creased some more as she tried to remember Trevor mentioning Mistletoe Lodge to her.

Zac started to pace again, muttering something she couldn’t quite hear. He stopped and walked toward her. “Barb, did Trevor give you anything the night before you were supposed to get married?” He snapped his fingers thinking. “Maybe a chunky piece of jewelry, a card, or any gift he could’ve used to hide a thumb drive or a map of where he’d hidden the information?”

“Is that why you and your brother are here?” Barb asked, ignoring Zac’s question.

“Don’t do that!” Zac’s eyes sparked with anger. “Don’t try to lead me away from my train of thought,” he accused. “I’m having a hard time as it is with all these pieces of my memories floating around in my head. It’s like my brain got smashed, and now I’m trying to piece it together one memory at a time.”

“I’m sorry!” Barb apologized and decided to answer his question. “No, he didn’t give me anything. It was the day before Valentine's Day because we were getting married on the most romantic day of the year.” She smiled, thinking about that day. “As we weren’t having a traditional wedding, Trevor wanted to make the day before our Valentine's Day.”

“Did he give you a gift or ask you to keep anything for him that day or the day of your wedding?” Zac’s eyes widened with excitement at the thought that she may have what he was looking for.

“Trevor and I never gave each other gifts,” Barb told him. “Dedicating the entire day to each other was our gift.”

“Did you go somewhere special?” Zac asked.

“We went to our favorite Italian restaurant on the waterfront near my apartment in Santa Barbara,” Barb told him. “After that, he walked me home, and we were supposed to meet at the courthouse at ten the next day, and that’s where you showed up to let me know the news that Trevor had been killed in the line of duty.”

A lump formed in her throat, and she fought back the tears the memory of that day had still brought her. Barb hadn’t even gone to Trevor’s funeral as she wasn’t allowed to—Zac had swooped into the courthouse and dragged her away from it to redeposit her in her new life in L.A., and she landed a position with the Holland Corporation.

She’d lived quite happily as the heartache of losing Trevor slowly subsided, replaced by the love for his son growing inside her. After that, Oscar had become Barb’s world until two years ago when her uncle found her and tried to get Giles Holland in trouble and killed.

That’s why Barb and Oscar had joined Heather and Giles Holland on the Clean Water Project in Africa. Zac had come along as the agent in charge of Barb and Oliver’s protection. She’d gotten as far away from America as she could until her uncle was caught and sent to jail for life.

Until Zac had gone awol nearly a year ago, Barb had thought her life was taking a turn for the better, only to be once again slapped down by fate, dragging her into another drama.

Her eyes drifted back to Zac, who was once again pacing anxiously in front of her. If he was really Zac, then he was the one in trouble, and Barb had no idea how to help him. Not that she was even supposed to be near him at all, but now Barb knew why Liam was so worried about him. Zac seemed to realize he had a problem, but he didn’t know which memories he’d lost. He seemed to be struggling with Trevor's memory.

Barb didn’t know if she should mention anything to Zac about her account of what happened to Trevor. Zac seemed to believe Trevor was still alive. It was a bit alarming because while she knew Zac was not well, he also had no inhibitions and seemed to be speaking his mind. Barb wasn’t sure if what he was saying was true and reminded herself once again that Zac wasn’t well.

But if Trevor is still alive… She gave herself a mental shake—no, that was not possible. Zac would’ve said something to her when they were together in Africa—or would he have? Her eyes narrowed on the man walking next to her. It seems he’d kept a heck of a lot more from her if what Zac was saying now about Trevor did turn out to be the truth, and by the look in Zac’s eyes… Barb was starting to have doubts about a lot of things.

Her heart grew heavier when Zac lifted his eyes to hers and came to stand in front of her. She could see the pain and confusion in his eyes. Barb felt for him.

“Barb, I know how hard it must be for you that we had to take Trevor from you.” He reached out and took her hands in his. “But it had to be done for both of your sakes. I can’t tell you the details of the case, but I need to ask you something. I hate bringing up terrible memories, especially since it’s only been two months since we had to take Trevor from you.”

Her brow creased, and her heart jolted at Zac’s words—since we had to take Trevor from you. Is Trevor still alive? Surely not! But Zac had basically said as much a few times to her already.

“Zac, please just tell me the truth!” Barb knew she shouldn’t be trying to get information from a man with a brain injury, but she needed to know. “If he is, what really happened to him?”

Zac stared into her eyes for a few seconds. “I can’t tell you that right now, Barb.” His voice was low, and he glanced around them again. “But soon.” He gave her a tight smile. “I’d better get back before someone comes looking for me. They can’t know about you, Barb, or that we spoke. We must act like we don’t know each other, or you could be in danger.” He pulled out his phone. “What’s your number? I’ll send you a message so you have my number in case you remember anything about Trevor leaving something for you.” He looked at her. “Or if you need my help.”

Barb swallowed, trying to figure out what to do. She’d promised Liam she wouldn’t go anywhere near Zac, but she was about to give him her number here.

“Barb?” Zac looked at her expectantly. “I promise you, I might have a little problem with my memory at the moment, but I promise you, I remember this quite clearly. In fact, it’s so vivid in my mind that day…” He closed his eyes for a few minutes as if trying to contain himself. “That day Trevor was shot. It’s like a video that’s been looped in my brain set to play whenever I close my eyes or have some alone time.”

“I’m so sorry this has happened to you,” Barb’s words were heartfelt, and she rattled off her number.

She watched as Zac typed it into his phone and then sent her a message. “There you have my number. Please, Barb, don’t hesitate to use it if you need to. I promised Trevor I’d look out for you.”

“Thank you,” Barb’s voice wobbled with emotion, and she felt like lead, and she needed to crawl into a dark corner to mull over the past couple of hours. “I’ll go out of the barn first and let you sneak out when I’m gone.”

Zac nodded. Barb gave him one last lingering look before turning and slipping out of the barn, hopefully, unnoticed by whoever Zac thought was watching them. A glance around showed no one as the world around her was still not even the insects chirped in the crisp winter air.

Twenty minutes later, Barb showered and curled up in her bed, with Charlotte lying in the crib beside her. She had pulled the crib into her room because she was exhausted from the trip from Africa, and her brain was completely taxed by everything that had happened since arriving at the resort.

All she wanted to do was let herself drift into sleepy oblivion for at least ten hours, but she knew she had about four until Charlotte woke up for a feed. Barb lay on her side, looking at her beautiful baby girl through the slats of the crib. She was sleeping so peacefully now that they were not in an airplane. There were nights when Charlotte slept right through, and a pediatrician had told her to let her sleep and not wake her if she didn’t want to wake up.

Barb had to stop herself from getting up and putting Charlotte in bed beside her as a wave of loneliness and sorrow hit her. When she felt like she was missing Zac, Barb found holding her kids helped. But Oscar was having a sleepover, and Charlotte needed to get back into her routine, which had been disturbed because of the flight.

Barb sighed, closed her eyes, and let her mind drift back to the night before her wedding. She’d been so excited as she and Trevor had gone to the Italian restaurant. They’d spent the evening staring into each other’s eyes and speaking about everything and anything. They did that. Trevor was a brilliant man. He’d studied astronomy and astrophysics before joining the FBI to follow in his late father's footsteps.

Like her, Trevor had no other family. He’d been an only child. His mother was in the military and had died in the line of duty, and his father had had a heart attack four years before they’d met. They’d fallen in love when he’d showed up at the safe house. Barb and her parents had been holding up there after they’d given evidence and were waiting to testify against her mother’s younger and older brothers.

The younger brother had been killed in prison, but the day before her uncle, Jason, was about to be tried, her parents were gunned down in front of her on the way to the courthouse. Trevor had taken Barb and run, moving her to a new location where she’d changed her name and taken his last name. The week before they got married, Trevor and Barb had spoken about their future. They’d made a pact that if her uncle wasn’t imprisoned for good within a month of their marriage, they were moving to another country.

He’d also told her that because of the danger of his job, he’d made sure that if he were married when he died and hadn’t had kids yet, he’d ensure his wife would have a child if that’s what she wanted. Trevor had grown up as an only child, watching how it had devastated his parents when they couldn’t have more kids. He wanted at least three, and because of his job, he wanted to make sure he’d at least have a backup plan to carry on his line. He was also worried that he may be like his father when it came to that, so he decided to ensure his family's future.

They had both wanted at least three kids. Barb’s mouth turned into a smile thinking about that conversation. It was a conversation that had helped heal her heart after he, too, was taken from her. Thanks to her mother’s side of the family, Barb had some contacts who forged a marriage certificate for her. Trevor had told her about the clinic he’d used, and she’d gone there with her marriage certificate and Trevor's will, which had provisions in it.

The clinic had been so friendly they’d done the procedure for her, and nine months later, Oscar was born to continue Trevor’s legacy. Barb’s little bundle of joy and the little person who saved her life and mended Barb’s broken heart. Her eyes opened and landed on Charlotte—now she had another bundle of joy who had helped her and Oscar over losing Zac.

Thinking of Oscar sent another surge of pain through her heart. What am I going to tell him? The truth, her subconscious answered. Or at least as much and as close to it as you can get without bringing in the details Oscar did not need to know. Barb sighed as her eyes started to feel heavy, and her mind slowly shut down to give in to sleep. As she hit the cozy drifting sensation, her phone bleeped.

Barb thought to ignore it for a few seconds, but Oscar was staying with Emily, and it might be an emergency. She picked her phone up and frowned when she saw a message from Zac.

I remember what Trevor said: Ask Barb for bubbles.

Barb’s tired mind started at the message, thinking that Zac really was ill when it hit her, and her eyes widened in realization. Another memory of hers and Trevor's last night flashed through her mind. They had just gotten to her front door when Trevor had given her a present—a silver and gold teddy bear with jeweled eyes holding a heart that said, "Keep me with you forever!"

The bear had a name engraved beneath him—Bubbles. Trevor had made her promise to always keep bubbles close to her. Not only was the bear a valuable antique and family heirloom, but Bubbles was also a representation of Trevor's heart and love for her. Her eyes widened, and her heartbeat quickened as she hopped out of bed and went to her small jewelry box.

There wasn’t much in there. Just Barb’s mother and father's wedding rings, her mother’s locket, and her father's antique watch he’d gotten from his father, as well as a few other items alongside Bubbles.

Barb took the small box over to the bed and sat on it. Switching on her bedside light, she moved the items covering the little gold bear that fitted in the palm of her hand. Barb held it up to the light. It was heavy for its size, but it was made of gold and silver. She examined it. The little bear's head could turn, and its arms moved. But as far as she could see, there were no seams with which to open the bear. Not even beneath its feet where the name was engraved.

She shook it, but nothing rattled inside it. Zac must’ve been mistaken unless there was another clue about the ornamental bear she was seeing. Yawning, Barb decided she’d give it a better examination in the morning and locked it in the safe in the bungalow’s closet with her jewelry box. That was a problem for tomorrow. Barb was going to catch some sleep while she could. This time, when she drifted off, she fought with herself over another dilemma—did she tell Liam about her impromptu meeting with Zac?
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CHAPTER 7


Liam

Suddenly, the pieces started to fall into place. He turned to his sister. “Who is this?” He pointed to the man to Doctor Jerks’ left.

“I told you that Professor Luke Stanton and that woman to Doctor Jerk’s right is his wife, Professor Kealani Stanton,” Paige answered.

“When did they join Keck?” Liam eyed his sister.

“They didn’t join together,” Paige replied. “Kealanie was already working there when Professor Stanton arrived from Boston a year after I got there. So…” She did a quick calculation in her head. “He’s been there about ten years.”

“How long has he been married?” Liam was pumping her for information.

“I don’t know. Six or seven years.” Paige shrugged, then looked at him curiously. “Why all the questions?”

“Who chose you for the project in Boulder?’ Liam asked. “You started this project about eleven months ago, right?”

“Yes.” Paige nodded. Her eyes narrowed some more. “Why is there a sudden interest in my projects and professors?”

“I think the pieces of the puzzle are finally falling into place,” Liam told Paige. “Can you send the picture to me?”

“Okay?” Paige said, taking her phone back and sending him the photo. “What is this about?”

“Do you have a phone number for Professor Stanton?” Liam ignored her question. “I’d really like to contact him about the project.”

“He doesn’t have a phone,” Paige told Liam and saw the disbelief in his eyes. “I promise you the man doesn’t even have social media. He has this thing about the Man spying on us.”

“He is probably right about that,” Liam muttered. “How do you get hold of him?”

“I go to their house or find him at the university,” Paige told him. “I can call his wife for you. She has a phone.”

“When are you going home?” Liam asked her.

“Tomorrow night,” Paige told him. “Why do you ask?”

“I was just wondering if you’d get him in touch with me,” Liam asked her. “Tell him I want a word with him about our brother.”

“Do you want me to tell him the truth about which brother wants to talk to him,” Paige asked.

“No, tell him Liam urgently needs to talk to him about the telescope funding,” Liam told her.

“He’ll tell you to talk to Professor Jackson,” Paige warned him.

“Then tell him I’ll pull all funding if I don’t talk to Professor Stanton!” Liam gave her a tight smile. “That should motivate him.”

“I will try,” Paige promised.

Patrick walked over to them. “Courtney just called me,” he told Liam. “She’s been trying to contact you.”

“My phone’s been off,” Liam stated, pulling it out of his pocket and checking it. “Five missed calls from her.”

“She says it’s urgent, and it's about your brother,” Patrick told her.

Liam nodded and found Courtney’s number. “Can you get Herschel? Apparently, he’s waiting in the car for my sister. Get him something to eat.”

“Will do,” Patrick said, frowning. “I thought Herschel was on leave?”

“No, he’s been Paige’s bodyguard,” Liam informed him. Patrick nodded, turned, and left as Liam dialed Courtney.

She answered after the third ring. “Thank goodness. I’ve been calling and calling,” she hissed into the receiver.

“Sorry, I’ve been busy following Priscilla’s lead,” Liam told her. “Is everything alright?”

“No, it’s not!” Courtney’s voice was laced with irritation. “You could’ve told me that Barb was at Mistletoe Lodge.” Her voice dropped. “I think your brother made contact with her.”

Zac’s brows shot up, and his eyes met Paige’s. “How and when?”

“About two hours ago!” Courtney told him. “And I’m not sure of the how. All I saw was Barb walking out of the barn, and two minutes later, your brother slipped out.”

“How’s his memory?” Liam asked.

“The same as far as I can tell,” Courtney told him. “He hasn’t said much since he got back. He had dinner and went to watch television, but he’s muttering something about asking Barb about bubbles.”

“Bubbles?” Liam shook his head. “What the heck?”

“I have no idea. He just keeps mumbling it,” Courtney said. “Do you want me to go have a word with Barb and find out what they spoke about?”

“NO!” Liam snapped. “Leave her alone. I’ll handle it.”

“Fine!” Courtney’s voice turned frosty. “I just thought…”

“Well, don’t!” Liam’s vice was loaded with impatience. “I’m the only one who deals with Barb. Is that clear?”

“Yes, crystal!” Courtney sounded angry.

“Oh, and you may as well know that Barb had a baby now,” Liam told Courtney, and she went quiet for a few moments.

“Is it a Shields?” she asked.

“What do you think?” His voice dipped dangerously low. “Of course it is.”

“I’m sorry, Liam,” Courtney said. All frostiness had gone and been replaced with compassion. “I know this isn’t easy for you.”

“It’s hard for all of us.” Liam pinched the bridge of his nose. “I’ll be back as soon as I can in the morning,” he promised. “Just keep him inside until then.”

“I’ll do my best,” Courtney promised before ending the call.

He turned to see Paige gaping at him. “A baby?”

Liam’s jaw clenched. Darn! He’d been so irritated when Courtney had said she wanted to talk to Barb that he’d blurted out about the baby.

“Yes, a three-month-old little girl named Charlotte,” Liam told her.

“Oh wow!” Paige’s smile turned whimsical. “Mom’s going to be so thrilled.” Her brows rose, and her eyes shone with excitement. “I’m an aunt—at last!”

“You’ve been an aunt for ten years already,” Liam told her and saw more shock register in her eyes.

“Please don’t tell me one of my brothers has a secret love child!” She looked at him accusingly.

“Not exactly,” Liam said. “And it’s a long story.”

“I have time,” Paige said. “I’m staying here tonight in your suite.” She shrugged.

“You are, are you?” Liam shook his head. “I hope you booked Herschel a room?”

“I did, under your name,” Paige grinned. “Now tell me about this other child!”

“Eleven years ago, a friend asked me for help,” Liam told her, starting to feel uncomfortable.

Every time he thought about what he’d done, it hit him in the chest like a bullet to the heart.

“Huuu.” Paige sucked in a breath and stared at him wide-eyed. “You helped out a friend who wanted to have a baby without all the rest of the things that go with it.”

“No!” Liam’s face scrunched as he looked at his sister in horror before realizing it was almost the same, though. “Well, not exactly.”

“Am I going to need some wine for this?” Paige asked, hailing a server.

“I don’t know, maybe!” Liam shrugged, waiting for Paige to order their wine. “I was young, and it didn’t seem like a big deal. Plus, there was a chance my friend wouldn’t need my help.”

“Now I’m really intrigued,” Paige said, pushing her empty plate away and pointing to Liam’s half-touched one. “Are you going to eat that?”

“No, go ahead.” Liam sighed, pushing his plate toward her. “Where the heck do you put all the food you eat?”

Paige shrugged and pushed the conversation to this ten-year-old niece or nephew she had. “You were telling me about helping your friend.” She tucked into Liam’s leftover food.

“My friend had mumps when he was twenty, and when he got engaged, he went to be tested to find out if he could have kids as they both wanted children.” Liam ran a hand through his hair. He’d never told anyone about this. “He found out he couldn’t, and he asked me if I’d help him out.”

“Liam!” Paige breathed. “That’s not something you take lightly. That’s a kid! Your kid.”

“I saw how in love they were.” Liam swallowed. “They’d both been through so much. He was an only child, and he’d always said he wanted a family of at least three kids.”

“So you and your big heart and savior complex decided to help him!” Paige guessed. “Good grief, big brother. So I’m guessing that your friend and his new wife used your donation to their family, and now there are other little Shields in the world.”

“Something like that,” Liam admitted, thanking the server for the wine that she placed in front of them and taking a big sip. “As fate would have it, my friend was killed before he could know his child…”

Paige’s eyes widened, and jaw slackened as she stared at him in disbelief. “No!” She breathed in realization. “No, no, no, no.” She shook her head. “If this is what I think you're trying to tell me—this is bad!” She took a sip of her wine, staring at her brother in horror. “It’s worse than bad, and you know things like that have a bad habit of coming out.”

“I know.” The muscle at the side of Liam’s mouth ticked.

“Good grief, big brother.” Paige took another sip of her wine. “You do love living life skating around the edge of complete and utter emotional destruction.”

“Thanks for that wonderful description,” Liam said. “But you are completely right.” He drew in a breath.

“Wow!” Paige bit her lip. “I’m tempted to join you for Christmas at the lodge because you’re going to need a lot of help and support to get through this.”

“I would love for you to be there,” Liam told her. “At least I’d be able to keep an eye on you, too, now that I realize that our brother has inadvertently drawn you into this.”

“What do you mean?” Paige frowned.

“Your Professor Stanton is not who you think he is,” Liam told her. “Although I do know his degree is real, I have a feeling I know who your Professor Jackson is, too.”

“What are you talking about?” Paige's brows knitted together. “I think you’re being overly paranoid. You always had trust issues, and Professor Stanton probably just looks like someone you know.”

“I’m afraid I’m not being paranoid, little sister,” Liam assured her. “Our brother wanted to go with you to Hawaii to speak to Professor Stanton, but I’m sure it wasn’t about financing the telescope.”

“Who do you think Professor Stanton is?” Paige asked him.

Before he could answer, his phone rang. He looked at it and frowned when he saw a number he didn’t know. He answered it.

“Hello?” he barked into the receiver.

“Is that Liam?” a familiar female voice resonated through the receiver, making his heart jolt.

“Barb?” Liam asked. “Yes, it’s me. Is everything alright?”

“I don’t really know,” Barb told him. “Can you talk?”

He glanced at Paige, who was looking at him curiously, having heard him say Barb’s name.

“Can I call you back in ten minutes?” Liam asked. “I’m just in a… dinner at the moment.”

“Oh!” Barb said. “Sorry, of course.” There was a pause. “I actually didn’t even realize how late it was.”

“It’s fine. I told you to call me if you need to,” Liam reminded her, looking at his sister. “Just give me ten minutes.”

“Sure,” Barb said. “Bye.” She hung up.

“So you gave Barb your new number!” Paige pointed out. “But you didn’t think you should call me and give me your number. Do the parents have your new numbers?”

“Yes,” Liam nodded. “Dad has it if he needs us. I did mention that we had to change my number for the campaign.”

“And he believed that?” Paige looked at her brother in disbelief.

“Yeah,” Liam said, nodding, pulling some bills from his wallet and handing Paige his room’s card key. “Here, go up to the room so long. Do you have luggage?”

“Oh, I don’t need your card,” Paige told him. “I already got one from the front desk.”

“It’s so nice to know how much this five-star hotel values my privacy,” Liam stated.

“Oh, they do,” Paige assured him. “But I have ID and a very persuasive bodyguard.”

“You got Priscilla to set it up for you?” Liam guessed.

“Yes.” Paige rolled her eyes at him, figuring out. “Go make your call.” She finished off her wine. “I’ll go to the room.” She yawned.

“Okay.” Liam slipped from the booth and kissed her on the forehead. “I’ll be up soon.”

Liam caught Patrick and Herschel’s attention. “Keep an eye on my sister. I have to go make a private call.”

“You know, big brother,” Paige said as she slid out of the booth behind him, “this new you actually suits you.”

“I think I’ve just got really good at pretending,” Liam told her before leaving the lounge and finding a quiet, secluded spot to call Barb back. She answered on the second ring. “Hi.”

“Thank you for calling back,” Barb’s voice was hushed. “Sorry, I can’t speak too loud. My… child has just gone back to sleep.”

Liam’s jaw clamped, and he felt a tightening in his chest, especially because he realized Barb hadn’t wanted to tell him about Charlotte. “I understand. What’s wrong?”

“I fell asleep trying to work through a dilemma,” Barb admitted. “I was woken thirty minutes ago because my child needed some milk. Then, I couldn’t get back to sleep because guilt was gnawing at me. I know I promised I wouldn’t go near Zac…”

Liam’s jaw clamped tighter as a mix of emotions flooded him. “Okay…” He toyed with the idea of letting her know he’d probably already knew what she was going to say, but Liam didn’t want her to think he had someone spying on her.

“But when I was walking back from the lodge earlier this evening, he… uh…” Barb hesitated. “He kind of pulled me into the barn to talk to me.”

“What?” Liam said, genuinely alarmed. “I hope he didn’t hurt you?”

“No!” Barb was quick to say. “He was very polite.”

“Well, that's a relief,” Liam told her. “Zac’s not in his right state of mind, so I did worry about what seeing you would do to him.”

“He uh…” Barb seemed hesitant again. “I don’t know if he didn’t realize it or not, but he… uh… kept saying something about someone he used to work with.”

More alarm bells went off in his head. “Who?”

“My late fiancé, Trevor Gardener!” Barb’s words sent little jolts of shock through him. “He apologized for having to take Trevor away from me. I know this sounds strange, but he made it sound like he thinks Trevor is still alive and that he had a message for me.”

A loud whooshing resounded in his ears at her words. “Did he tell you what it was?”

“He sent me a message as he couldn’t remember it at first,” Barb admitted. “I’m sorry, but I gave him my number. He asked for it.”

“Oh!” Liam found he was saying that word a lot in this conversation, but this whole conversation felt like an ‘oh heck’ one. “What did it say?”

“I remember what Trevor said: Ask Barb for bubbles,” Barb repeated the message to Liam.

Courtney had said that was what his brother had kept repeating after his impromptu meeting with Barb.

“Do you know what it means?” Liam asked.

Barb went quiet for a few seconds, and for a moment, he thought the line had gone dead. Liam found himself holding his breath, waiting to hear her voice again. He hadn’t realized just how much he’d missed hearing her voice. He gave himself a mental shake—Liam had to get Barb out of his mind for her sake and his brothers.

“I…” Barb hesitated. “I’m not sure.”

“But you have an idea?” Liam’s brows furrowed, and he glanced at his wristwatch. It was past midnight.

“I… Do you know if what Zac was saying about Trevor is true?” Barb evaded his question, throwing him a curve ball he didn’t quite know how to answer. “Or is it just his state of mind playing tricks on him?”

“I don’t know,” Liam answered, which was partly the truth. “I think we need to be mindful that Zac is confused at the moment.”

“Right!” Barb said. “I just wanted to let you know what happened.” Liam heard a soft wail in the background, and his heart jolted once again. “I have to go. Thank you for calling back, and I’m sorry about Zac.”

Before Liam could say more, she hung up. Liam stared at the blank screen, feeling the walls of his resolve begin to crumble. He allowed himself a few moments to truly feel the weight of everything—Barb’s voice, the uncertainty in her words, the mention of Trevor, and the growing awareness that he was sinking deeper into a web of lies and half-truths.

Pain and anguish rushed through him like a tidal wave, and for a brief second, he let it consume him. The tightening in his chest became almost unbearable as he realized how much he wanted to be the one comforting Barb, the one she turned to in moments like this. But he wasn’t. He was here pretending to be someone he wasn’t to protect his brother, while the one person he cared for most was slipping further and further away from him.

His breath came out in a shudder as the reality of his situation washed over him. The lines between his duty and his desires blurred, and the mask he had been wearing felt suffocating. But even if he was able to drop the mask, Liam had no idea if he’d ever be able to mend the pieces of the lives he’d destroyed—before Barb had come to the lodge, he’d been able to ignore what the future might hold by only concentrating on today.

But now… the stakes were a lot higher than before, but the rift he’d created was growing wider each day. With a deep breath, Liam forced himself to pull the mask back on. The mission wasn’t over, and he couldn’t afford to falter. It wasn’t just his brother who needed him. It was Barb and the kids. He had to keep going and ignore the hole burning through his heart and into his soul.

He squared his shoulders, steeling his resolve, and pushed the emotions deep down where they couldn’t interfere with what he needed to do next. There would be time for pain later—if he was lucky enough to survive this. But for now, Liam had to be the man the situation demanded, not the man he wished he could be. He glanced at his reflection in the darkened window, noting the hard lines that had formed on his face.

“Get it together,” he muttered to himself before turning away from the quiet corner, his expression unreadable once more.

He went up to his room, calling Patrick to get the car ready, and found Paige asleep on the sofa.

“Hey, little sister,” Liam gently shook her awake. “You can take the big room.” He smiled down at her. “I’m sorry, but I’m going to have to go back to Frisco tonight.”

“Is everything okay?” Paige looked at him, confused.

“I need to get back,” Liam hedged. “Barb just called to tell me about her meeting with our brother. I need to go and make sure he’s okay. I can’t expect Courtney to handle this on her own.”

“Okay,” Paige said, yawning and sitting up before reaching out her arms for a hug. “Be careful, okay. And I’ll call you when I’ve spoken with Professor Stanton.”

“Thanks, little sister,” Liam hugged her and kissed her on the forehead. “Just charge everything to me.”

“Wow!” She grinned. “You really are getting into this highflyer role.”

“Be safe, and call me as soon as you’re back in Hawaii,” Liam ignored her quip. “And let me know if you want to come over for Christmas. There's a lot of room in our chalet at Mistletoe Lodge.”

“I will,” Paige promised.

Liam nodded and left her. He met Patrick in the hall, and they went to the limo.

“Is there a problem with your brother?” Patrick asked as they pulled away from the hotel.

“I think there’s going to be,” Liam told him. “I believe my brother may be getting his memories back.”
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CHAPTER 8


Barb

Barb was exhausted. She’d been up with Charlotte for two hours now. She was restless, fussy, and hot. Barb had given her a bit of medication, which had settled Charlotte for about half an hour, but she’d started crying again.

Barb walked up and down the bungalow with her, softly humming and gently rocking Charlotte, but she only started getting more fussy. Barb took her temperature and didn’t like that it had gone up.

“Shoot, I don’t even know where the emergency room is,” Barb mumbled, checking the kitchen clock—it was just after three in the morning.

Barb rang Emily’s number, but there was no reply. She was going to have to go to the lodge and get a car to the emergency room. Barb quickly got dressed and then bundled Charlotte up. She grabbed her bag and Charlotte's baby bag.

“It’s okay, sweetie,” Barb cooed as Charlotte’s cries died down to little breathy moans. “Mommy’s going to take you to see a doctor, and he’s going to make you better.”

She rushed from the bungalow, trying to balance her purse, Charlotte’s bag, and Charlotte. As she neared the front of the lodge, she didn’t notice the limo that had just pulled up on the far side as she sang softly to soothe her daughter.

“Barb?” The deep voice had her spinning around and yelping in fright.

“Z… Liam!” Barb breathed, gulping for air after the fright he’d given her. “What are you doing up so late?”

“Asking you the same thing.” His eyes went to Charlotte. “Is everything okay?”

Barb saw his car and his driver pulling his bags from the trunk.

“You wouldn’t happen to know where the emergency room is?” Barb didn’t want to introduce the Shields family to Charlotte, but it seemed fate had other ideas.

“I do!” Liam nodded, turning to his driver. “Patrick, do you think you’re okay with driving us to the emergency room in Frisco?”

Patrick’s eyes widened as he saw Barb and Charlotte. “Of course,” he said without hesitation and opened the door. “May I help you with your bags?”

“Thank you,” Barb breathed a sigh of relief as Patrick relieved her of the bags, and she slid into the warmth of the long black car. Looking at Liam as he slid in beside her, she noted he couldn’t take his eyes off Charlotte. “I’m sorry to interrupt your night—again.”

“You’re not,” Liam assured her, giving her a tight smile. “I’m happy to help.” His eyes fell on Charlotte. “How old is she?”

“Three months,” Barb told him. “She has a fever right now and isn’t usually this fussy. She really didn’t fly well.”

“What’s her name?” Liam asked.

“You can ask what you want to ask,” Barb said a little snappishly. She didn’t like the way he was looking at her as if trying to figure out who fathered her baby. “Wait. Let me save you the bother. Yes, she’s Zac’s baby, and before you think I was trying to hide her from him… I called twice a week for the first four months of my pregnancy, and then I gave up until the day she was born when I let Zac know he had a daughter.”

“Barb, I…” Liam’s eyes filled with emotion. “I wasn’t thinking that at all and had no doubt who her father is.” He smiled. “She looks just like my sister.”

“I didn’t even know you had a sister,” Barb said, swallowing down the lump that had just lodged in her throat for no reason.

“She’s twenty-five, an astrophysicist, and doing a postdoctoral at W. M. Keck Observatory, Hawaii,” Liam told her. “I also have another brother who is twenty-eight, and he has all these ranching and animal degrees. He helps my father with our family ranch in Montana.”

Barb nodded, and she felt her heart drop. She realized just how much Zac had failed to tell her in the two years they had been together: She was married to a stranger. As a stranger, Barb was sure he was pretending to be his older twin brother, Liam.

“Zac didn’t speak much about his family,” Barb told Liam, unable to keep the bitterness from her voice. “I’ve been realizing that he really never opened up to me at all.” She felt the sting of tears at the back of her eyes. “I was married to a stranger who ghosted me and our children.” She held Liam's eyes, hoping he couldn’t see the heartache coursing through her. “I hope your brother contacting me won’t break our deal of you getting him to sign the divorce papers.”

She saw his eyes darken with emotion for a few seconds before he gave her a tight smile and nodded. “I won’t go back on my word. I realize it wasn’t you who approached my brother.”

“Thank you,” Barb said.

“But, Barb, while I will take the divorce papers, you must know that I can’t in good conscience get them signed.” Liam’s eyes hardened, and he glanced at Charlotte. “Especially as you have two kids now.”

“What?” Barb gasped at him, and Charlotte started screaming again. “Oh, baby, we’re almost there, sweetie.” She cooed and started rocking her daughter, trying to concentrate on her baby and not Liam’s warning. “Shhhh.” Her eyes narrowed on him. “I’ll remind you that Zac abandoned us!” she said through gritted teeth.

“Yes, but these aren’t normal circumstances,” Liam pointed out. His eyes drifted back to the very unhappy Charlotte. “It’s not my brother’s fault what happened to him.”

“No, but his family should’ve called me,” Barb reminded him. “And you can’t say none of you knew about us.” Her eyes narrowed. “Because you obviously did, as I have a witness to that fact.”

The car pulled up to the door of the small hospital’s emergency room. Patrick moved so quickly that before Barb could open the door herself, he was out of the car and helping her out. Barb reached for the bags, but Liam’s hand closed over hers, making her heart jolt. But she ignored the feeling that zapped through her and yanked her hand away as if he’d burned her. Her angry eyes met his.

“I can take it from here, thank you,” Barb said frostily. “I’ll call Emily to get us a ride home. Thank you for the lift.”

“I’m not going anywhere,” Liam informed her, climbing out of the car behind her.

Before Barb could object, Charlotte started to scream louder, and everything else was forgotten as she turned and rushed inside. The next few hours seemed to tick by in slow motion as the doctor saw Charlotte immediately and ran tests on her.

Barb sat beside the crib in the private room Liam organized for them—even after she’d argued about it. She was quite happy to be in a shared room. Barb stared at her little girl, who had quietened and had finally fallen asleep after the pediatrician had given her something.

Liam sat in the corner of the room in the recliner for parents of children who had to stay over. Barb ignored him. She had more important things to concentrate on right now than what she felt was Liam’s betrayal.

“She’s going to be okay,” Liam’s voice was soft and full of compassion.

Barb ignored him and kept her eyes on Charlotte, wondering how long they needed to get the test results. As far as Barb could see, the hospital wasn’t that busy. She bit her thumbnail nervously as she bounced her one foot on the floor.

“Barb,” Liam’s voice drifted to her. “You’re going to have to talk to me.”

Her head shot around to glare at him. “I have nothing left to say to you.” She kept her emotions in check. “And right now, I have more pressing worries. While I appreciate the lift, you helping with all the documentation, and getting us a private room…” She glanced pointedly at the door. “I’m sure you have much more pressing things to get back home to. I’ve already messaged Emily, who will come and fetch us when we’re ready to go.”

“Barb!” Liam sighed and shook his head. “I’m here already, so there’s no need to worry Emily. She should stay with Oscar and if Charlotte has picked up a bug, it’s best to try and limit the contact with it.”

She hated that he was making sense and was right! Barb didn’t need another sick child, and she didn’t want Rose to get a bug if Charlotte was infectious. Luckily, Barb was saved from answering Liam when the doctor finally arrived with the results.

“Miss Gardener?” The doctor stopped in front of her. He was tall and extremely good-looking with brown eyes, sandy blond hair, and a chiseled chin.

“Yes.” Barb stood up, suddenly conscious of her disheveled state.

“I’m Doctor Daven Reece,” he introduced himself. “I’m the pediatrician that has been called in to consult.” He smiled.

“Oh!” Barb said, nodding. “What’s wrong with Charlotte?”

“Would you mind if I just check her over for myself?” Doctor Reece asked.

“Of course,” Barb said, stepping aside. “Please.”

Doctor Reece nodded, his features softening as he looked down at Charlotte. “Hello, cutie,” he cooed when her little eyes opened as soon as Daven gently moved her head to one side so he could check her ears and then her throat. “That looks nasty, little princess. Very raw and swollen.”

Charlotte stared up at him as if mesmerized by the man being so gentle as he felt the glands in her little throat.

Barb nearly jumped out of her skin when Liam asked from behind him, “So, Doctor, what’s wrong with our little girl?”

The doctor straightened and turned to look at Liam, who was clearly trying to intimidate the man who raised an eyebrow as he looked at Liam, asking cooly, “Are you the baby's father?”

“No!” Barb answered before Liam could. “He’s just an… uncle.”

Doctor Reece nodded, and the two men stood sizing each other up. “I’m sorry, Mr…”

“Shields,” Liam offered and held out his hand.

But Doctor Reece held up his latex-gloved hands and looked pointedly at Liam's hand. “Hope you understand I have to keep my hand sterile,” he told Liam. “Also, only immediate family, like the parents, should be in the room at the moment.” He looked at Barb. “Unless Miss Gardener authorizes you to be here.”

Liam’s eyes met Barbs, and a jolt of spite washed over her. For a split second, she was going to say no, but she’d seen the genuine concern in his eyes for Charlotte and knew he’d stayed because he was just as anxious, although he was trying hard to hide it.

“It’s okay,” Barb said. “He can stay.” She glanced at the chair. “Just give the doctor some space to work.”

Liam nodded and went back to his chair. Barb turned around to see the doctor listen to Charlotte's chest. A few minutes later, he pulled off his gloves and disposed of them before typing something on a small tablet he pulled from his pocket.

“Charlotte has viral tonsillitis,” Doctor Reece told her. “I’m going to prescribe some medication to give her to manage the fever and pain.”

“How did she get that?” Barb’s eyes widened.

“They can get it a few ways,” Doctor Reece told her, his voice soft and patient. “Their immune systems are still developing, so they’re susceptible to viruses like this. She could’ve caught it from anywhere. They can get it from being kissed, someone sneezing or coughing around her.”

Barb nodded. “Does she need to stay in the hospital?”

“No.” Doctor Reece shook his head. “I’d like to keep her here for another two to three hours, though, just to ensure her temperature comes down. I’m going to get one of the nurses to come and give her some medication.”

“Thank you.” Barb breathed a sigh of relief, biting back tears as she suddenly felt emotional.

Doctor Reece put his hand supportively on Barb’s arm. “She’s going to be fine. Other than this infection, Charlotte is strong and healthy.” He smiled, pulling a card from his pocket and handing it to Barb. “This is my number if you need anything. I’ll be back in a couple of hours to check on Charlotte, and before we release her, the nurse will make a follow-up appointment for her tomorrow.”

Barb nodded. “Again, thank you so much for coming out to see Charlotte.”

“Of course,” Doctor Reece said. “That’s what I’m here for.” He looked at his watch. “I’ll see you in a few hours. The nurse will be right in with the medication. It will make her sleepy, and you should get some rest while you wait.”

Doctor Reece gave Liam a nod as he left the room, and Barb slipped the doctor's card into Charlotte’s baby bag, which was on the nightstand next to the crib.

“Well, he seemed… nice!” Liam drawled, his eyes meeting Barb’s. “Thank you for letting me stay.”

Barb nodded and turned back to her little girl as more emotion started to clog her throat, and she was right on the point of bursting into tears from the stress of the long flight, seeing Zac and Liam, Charlotte being ill, and Liam’s warning about the divorce.

It was long before the nurse came into the room carrying an IV bag and some vials. “Let’s get your angel on her way to healing.”

Barb nodded, and the nurse’s eyes filled with compassion, noting how on edge Barb was. “Doctor Reece is the best,” she assured Barb. “Your daughter couldn’t be in better hands.”

“He seems very good,” Barb agreed.

“Why don’t you and your handsome broody man in the corner go grab a coffee in the canteen down the hall,” the nurse suggested. “I’ll wait here for you to get back if you’re not by the time I’m done.”

“It’s okay,” Barb started declining the offer, but Liam came up behind her.

“I think that’s a great idea,” Liam stated. “Come on, Barb. Charlotte’s in good hands.”

Barb leaned over and kissed her daughter on her warm little forehead. “Mommy will be right back, sweetheart.” She eyed the IV needle with distaste, and her skin crawled, thinking it was going to hurt her baby.

“I’ve done a lot of these.” The nurse noticed Barb’s hesitation and look. “That’s why I do the babies’ IVs.”

Barb let Liam lead her from the room. They walked in silence to the cafeteria. Liam bought them coffee and bagels, which they ate in the cafeteria. Barb was surprised to find how hungry she was and that she could even eat at a time like this.

“Feeling better?” Liam asked as he wiped his hands on a napkin. “You should take Doctor Reece’s advice and get some sleep while Charlotte does. I’ll sit by her side and watch her.”

“No,” Barb said a little snappishly. “I’m fine.”

“Okay!” Liam didn’t argue as he followed her back to the room.

When they got there, the nurse was singing softly to Charlotte, who was already fast asleep.

“She’s such a little angel,” the nurse commented. “Can I bring you some blankets and an extra recliner so you can get some sleep?” She looked from Barb to Liam.

“Bring them for Miss Gardener,” Liam told the nurse. “She’s had a very long day.”

The nurse nodded and left the room, but she returned within a few minutes with a blanket and pillows that she put on the recliner. “I’ll be back in half an hour to check Charlotte,” she said.

A heavy silence fell over the room when the nurse left, leaving Liam and Barb staring at a sleeping Charlotte. Barb’s eyes suddenly felt really heavy, and her head was beginning to ache.

“If you don’t mind keeping an eye on Charlotte,” Barb grudgingly had to admit defeat as her body started to object to the strain, “I might just close my eyes for half an hour.”

Liam nodded and, without a word, readied the recliner for her. Barb deliberately gave him a wide berth, careful not to touch him before slipping into the recliner, snuggling her head into the pillow, and pulling the blanket over her.

She watched Liam pull the other chair in the room closer to the crib and sit beside Charlotte. As her eyes drifted shut, she saw him gently reach out and take her baby's little hand in his. She sighed, thinking this was how it should be—Zac, Oscar, Charlotte, and her—a family.
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CHAPTER 9


Liam

Liam watched the little girl sleeping peacefully. She really reminded him of his sister, Paige—she was beautiful, and he felt his heart swell with love. Liam glanced around to see Barb sleeping peacefully, curled up in the reclining chair.

A smile split his face as he watched her, his heart aching for everything she’d been put through at his family’s hands. Liam knew he’d been harsh with her about the divorce, but there was no way he could let her go. Not now. His eyes turned back to Charlotte. The little cherub moved in her sleep, and he ran a finger over her soft cheek.

There was no way Liam could allow Barb to file the divorce. Not now. When this was all over, and his brother had regained his memory, maybe Barb would agree to therapy. Or at least sit-down and talk things through. Liam knew that a sorry wouldn’t get Barb over what happened or to trust him or anyone in his family ever again.

He couldn’t even blame her for it. If their places were reversed, Liam knew he’d have filed the paperwork for a divorce as well a long time ago. Barb had waited much longer than he would’ve to see an attorney to speak about a divorce if she’d just left him. Charlotte interrupted his thoughts when she woke up and started fussing.

Liam glanced toward Barb. He didn’t want to wake her, so he carefully lifted Charlotte. “Hey, beautiful,” he whispered as her blue eyes locked with his, and she quieted as he rocked her. “Your mommy’s sleeping, and she looks so tired. I think we should let her sleep for a little longer, so I hope you don’t mind spending some time with me?”

The little eyes watched him, and even though he didn’t think it possible, his heart swelled even more with love for the little bundle in his arms. He checked the IV, which was still in her arm, and was careful not to pull it when he sat cradling Charlotte in his arms.

He was cooing and gently singing to her when the nurse spotted Barb sleeping, quietly walking into the room, smiling, and seeing Liam sitting with the little girl.

“She’s looking a lot better already,” the nurse whispered. “Sorry, but I’m going to have to take her and put her back in the crib.”

“Sure,” Liam said, feeling a little deflated as he gently put Charlotte back in the crib.

As the nurse started to check Charlotte’s vital signs, he felt his phone vibrate. He pulled it out and saw that it was Courtney. Liam glanced at the nurse.

“I have to take this. Will you wait and let me know how Charlotte is?” Liam asked.

“If I’m not here, I’ll be at the nurse's station just a few feet away from the room,” the nurse told him.

Liam nodded and walked out of the room to take the call.

“Hello, Courtney. Is everything okay?” Liam answered the phone.

“Where are you?” Courtney snapped. “What time are you getting back here?”

“We’re not married, Courtney,” Liam reminded her coldly. “And the last time I checked, you worked for my brother and me, not the other way around.”

“Wow!” Courtney gave a low whistle. “You’ve really changed.”

“I had to, didn’t I?” Liam retorted. “Is there a reason you’re in a mood?”

“I need help with your brother,” Courtney told him. “I’ve tried to keep him inside, but he’s insisting he has somewhere to be.”

“Then let him go and follow him,” Liam advised. “He may be remembering something.”

“Or trying to find Barb,” Courtney pointed out.

“Either way, we need to let him do what he needs to do,” Liam told her and glanced toward Charlotte’s room. “Don’t worry about him finding Barb. I’m sure he won't.”

“How would you know that?” Courtney asked curiously.

“Because I’m with her at the hospital just outside Frisco. Her baby has viral tonsillitis, and I gave her a lift here at three this morning.” Liam glanced at his wristwatch, surprised to see it was already almost six-thirty in the morning.

“Oh, my word,” Courtney breathed. “I hope the baby is okay.”

“She seems to be,” Liam said. “I must get back to them. Let Zac go and just follow him without letting him know, and keep me posted.”

“Will do,” Courtney promised. “I’m sorry about Charlotte, Liam. Keep me posted as well.”

“Thanks.” Liam nodded before ending the call.

“So she got hold of you,” Patrick’s voice had Liam spinning around.

“Geez, man, get a freakin’ bell,” Liam growled. “If you mean Courtney, yes. We’ve just spoken.” He glanced toward the room again. “Maybe you should get back to the lodge and help her follow my brother.”

“What about you?” Patrick asked.

“Get the lodge to send their car for us,” Liam ordered, looking at Patrick with concern. “After you’ve helped Courtney, get some sleep.”

“Yes, boss.” Patrick saluted and was about to turn to leave when he stopped. “I don’t mean to speak out of turn here, but you were a bit harsh with Barb in the car about the divorce, especially at a time when she was clearly emotional and beside herself with worry.”

Before Liam could respond, Patrick turned and walked away, leaving Liam staring after him with his jaw clenching. Not because he was angry that Patrick had spoken out of turn but because Patrick had been right.

Liam knew that he, too, had been anxious and worried about Charlotte and Barb, who looked emotionally, mentally, and physically drained. Only Liam wasn’t able to express his concern, and it had come out in the worst possible way—he’d hit back at Barb for something that wasn’t even her fault—it was his.

“Mr. Shields?” The nurse's voice drew him from his sleep. “I’m finished with Charlotte. Her temperature is going down nicely. I’m just going to get her a bit of formula.”

“Thank you,” Liam said, nodding. “Is she still awake?”

“Yes.” The nurse smiled knowingly. “I think she wants her daddy.”

Liam’s heart jolted at the nurse's words, and before he could correct her, she turned and disappeared. Liam quietly walked back into the room and pulled the blanket that had slipped from Barb’s shoulders back around her. It took everything he had to stop himself from kissing her forehead or moving a stray lock from it.

“Hey, little princess,” Liam cooed as he leaned over the crib. “The nurse said you’re getting better so nice and fast. She’s gone to get you some food.”

He reached in and picked her up, noting that while the IV was disconnected, the needle was still neatly bandaged on her little hand. A pang Liam could only explain as feeling the little girl's pain shot through him as he gently cradled her sitting on the chair.

“Your grandmother and grandfather are going to adore you,” Liam told the little girl as he rocked her, and her little hands reached out toward him. “You also have two uncles and an aunt who are going to spoil you so much.”

“Would you like to feed her, Mr. Shields?” The nurse appeared from nowhere and nearly gave him heart failure.

Liam glanced at Barb, who was still fast asleep and nodded. “If I can.”

“Do you need me to show you?” the nurse asked, seeing his hesitation when she handed him the bottle, and he nodded.

The nurse showed him how to cradle Charlotte and hold the bottle for her. Just when Liam thought he couldn’t fall more in love with the little bundle the moment she took the bottle and started drinking, staring up at him so trustingly, he knew there was no way he’d ever let this little girl go. Like her brother, they were a part of Liam’s heart and soul.

He glanced at Barb, and Liam knew what he had to do. When they knew Charlotte was okay, he was going to tell her everything. Liam didn’t know if she’d ever forgive him or his brother, and Liam completely understood if she wanted nothing to do with either of them. While he knew if Barb wanted the divorce, there was no way they could stop her, Liam hoped that she’d find it in her heart to somehow forgive them—him!

He glanced out the window and smiled as he saw snowflakes start to fall and realized it was the first day of December. Liam remembered that Emily had told her that they start their Christmas decorating today at the lodge. The Carlisle family asked all the guests to join in by opening the barn, where they had a load of fresh Christmas trees and decorations for the guests to choose from.

One of the Mistletoe Lodge's new Countdown to Christmas competitions was the Christmas decorating competition, where the guest whose bungalow or room is the best gets a prize. He smiled as his heart started to lift. Liam wasn’t going to join in, but maybe this was just what he and his brother needed to take the pressure off. Perhaps some good festive fun would help his brother’s mind to heal and release the memories it was holding hostage.

Liam looked at Barb, and maybe it would help heal a torn-apart relationship. Charlotte drew his attention as she started to fuss, and he remembered what the nurse had told him. He put the small towel over his shoulder, rested Charlotte on it, and gently rubbed her back. Within a few minutes, he felt her burp and gave her a minute to ensure she’d released all her wind before

“There you go.” Liam smiled at her. “Feeling better?”

“You’re a natural with her,” the nurse appeared again. “Do you want me to put her down?”

No! Liam wanted to snap and hold Charlotte out of the woman’s reach. He loved holding the little girl, but he nodded and reluctantly handed Charlotte to the nurse.

“It’s always so nice to see a baby as much loved as little Charlotte,” the nurse commented, putting Charlotte back into the crib and making her comfortable. “I’ll be back in thirty minutes.” She pointed to the call button. “Call me if you need anything.”

“Thank you,” Liam gave her a tight smile as she left the room and pulled out his phone while Charlotte and Barb slept.

He went through emails and messages as he answered the ones that required his urgent attention. He felt his eyes grow heavy, and as hard as he tried to fight it, sleep soon won.

“Mr. Shields.” A soft voice pulled him from his sleep. “The doctor is on his way.”

At first, Liam wasn’t sure what she meant as his eyes opened, and he remembered where he had been returned. He winced as he sat up, and his neck felt stiff from the awkward angle at which he’d fallen asleep in the chair.

“What’s the time?” Liam frowned, looking at his wristwatch. He was surprised to see he’d been asleep for an hour. He glanced to where Barb was slowly coming awake as the nurse woke her up.

“Nearly time for you all to go home,” Doctor Reece said with a smile as he walked into the room. It didn’t go unnoticed to Liam how the doctor looked at Barb, and it didn’t sit too well with him.

“How long did I sleep for?” Barb’s eyes widened in alarm, and she sprung out of the chair looking so cute, all sleep disheveled, as she rushed to Charlotte’s crib. “Oh, no, how awful of me to have just slept.”

“It’s okay, Miss Gardener,” Doctor Reece assured Barb, putting a hand on her shoulder and pushing Liam’s buttons. “The nurse and I believe her uncle,” he turned and gave Liam a look that made Liam want to punch him, “took excellent care of her. You needed your rest.”

“Thank you,” Barb said to him with a warm smile. “I can’t thank you enough for everything you and the wonderful nurses have done for my little girl.”

What about me? Liam managed to bite back and clamped his jaw shut.

“I’ll just give Charlotte one more check, and then I’ll sign her discharge papers.” Doctor Reece spoke to Barb and ignored Liam. “The nurse will make an appointment for you to bring Charlotte to see me tomorrow.”

Doctor Reece checked Charlotte and typed something on his tablet before once again ignoring Liam and turning his irritating, smiling charm on Barb. “Charlotte’s going to be fine. The nurse will give you the prescription before you leave.”

Liam saw Barb breathe a sigh of relief as she beamed at Doctor Charmer. “I’m so relieved.”

“I’ll see you and Charlotte tomorrow,” Doctor Reece said to Barb. “Call me if you need anything at all.”

“I will,” Barb promised.

Not if I can help it! Liam’s mood started to darken as his anger sparked watching the Doctor openly flirt with Barb.

“It was nice to meet you and Charlotte, Miss Gardener,” Doctor Reece told her.

“It’s Mrs. Shields,” Liam couldn’t hold his tongue any longer.

“Oh?” Doctor Reece looked from Barb to Liam.

“Oh…” Barb’s eyes widened. “No. I was married to Liam’s brother.” She shot Liam a dark look before turning back to Doctor Reece. “I’m in the process of filing for a divorce.”

“I’ve been there,” Doctor Reece’s eyes filled with compassion, and to Liam’s annoyance, that only drew Barb in some more. “I’m here if you need me.” He shot Liam a smug look. “For anything.” He looked at his watch. “I have to get ready for my rounds. I’ll see you tomorrow, Miss…”

“Please, it’s Barb,” Barb told him with a shy smile.

“Please call me Daven,” Daven said. “Now, as much as I’d love to stay, duty calls.” He turned to the nurse to give her instructions before leaving.

Liam was furious by the time Doctor Charmer left.

“Would you mind just keeping an eye on Charlotte for a minute?” Barb asked the nurse. “I have to go to the bathroom.”

“Of course.” The nurse nodded as Barb turned and left the room. She took the needle from Charlotte's little hand and put a band-aid on it before lifting her from the crib. She turned to Liam. “You should tell Miss Gardener how you feel about her. Love is precious, and life is not guaranteed for anyone, so you need to grab every moment of joy you can.”

“Here.” The nurse gave Charlotte one last cuddle before handing her to Liam. “It’s clear you love your little girl and her mother. If you don’t tell her, you’re going to lose them.”

“She’s not…” Liam tried to deny it, but the nurse raised her eyebrows.

“Of course not.” She smiled at Liam. “I’ll be at the nurse's station when you’re ready to leave.”

Charlotte's little hands touched his face as she gurgled, looking a lot better than she did when they’d arrived in the early hours of the morning.

“Where did the nurse go?” Barb rushed back into the room, nearly ripping Charlotte from his arms. “I asked her to look after Charlotte.” Her voice was laced with annoyance. “Sorry that you had to be burdened with it.”

Liam felt like she’d ripped his heart out when Barb grabbed Charlotte, and for a few seconds, he stood staring at Barb, flabbergasted, before a surge of red-hot anger seeped through him. “I can assure you it was not a burden. After all, she’s my family, too,” he snapped.

Barb’s eyes widened as she stared at him. “Thank you,” was all she said, packing up Charlotte's bag, which Liam had taken when it was ready.

“I’ll go see if our car is here yet while you finish off with the nurse,” Liam said before stalking out of the room without waiting for her to reply.

As he stepped out of the hospital, a man in a black suit walked toward him. “Mr. Shields?”

“Yes?” Liam nodded.

“I’m here to take you and Miss Gardener back to Mistletoe Lodge,” the man told him.

“Thank you. Miss Gardener will be here shortly,” Liam told him.

He’d just climbed into the car when Barb walked out, and his heart jolted as he watched her cradling Charlotte as they walked toward the car.

“Hello, Garth,” Barb greeted the driver. “Thank you for coming to fetch us.”

“It’s a pleasure, Miss Gardener,” Garth told her. “We’re all worried about little Charlotte.”

Barb slid into the back seat with her daughter. “She’s much better, Garth. Do you think you could stop at a drug store as I need to get her prescription?”

“Of course.” Garth nodded, closing the door and going to climb into the driver's seat.

Ten minutes later, they pulled up in front of a drugstore. “Would you like me to go in for you, Miss Gardner?”

“No,” Barb answered. “I’ll do it. I have some other things I need to get.” She surprised Liam when she turned to him. “I don’t want to take Charlotte into the cold again. Would you mind holding her?”

Liam was so shocked he didn’t trust his voice. He nodded and took the now sleeping baby into his arms as Garth helped Barb climb out of the car. Barb had been gone for five minutes when Liam’s phone buzzed.

“Hello?” His voice was low as he spoke into the phone.

“What’s up with you?” Patrick asked him.

“I’ve got Charlotte, who's sleeping,” Liam explained. “Barb went into the drug store.”

“Ah,” Patrick acknowledged. “Does this mean you’re on your way back to the lodge?”

“Yes,” Liam replied. “Is everything alright?”

“Not really,” Patrick said. “Your brother tried to break into Barb’s bungalow.”

“Heck no!” Liam breathed, gritting his teeth. “What on earth did he do that for?”

“He didn’t say,” Patrick answered. “But he’s insisting on talking to Barb.”

“Where is he now?” Liam asked.

“Sleeping,” Patrick answered. “I gave him some tea dosed with sleeping pills.”

“Great!” Liam sighed. “When we’re all rested and thinking straight again, I’ll take him to see Barb.”

“I think that’s a good idea,” Patrick agreed. “How is Charlotte?”

“Better,” Liam told him.

“That's good,” Patrick said. “I’m going to catch a few hours of sleep. The Carlisles have announced that all the guests who want to participate in the Christmas decoration competition must be at the big barn by three this afternoon.”

“And you want to enter it?” Liam laughed.

“I do.” Patrick said. “My niece will be so proud. She wants me to send pictures.”

“Awesome.” Liam felt a pang of guilt keeping Patrick away from his sister and niece, whom he adored, during the festive season. “I’ll see you this afternoon. Get some rest.”

No sooner had he hung up when Barb climbed back into the car with an armload of shopping bags. “Thanks, Garth.”

“Got everything you need?” Liam asked as Garth took off.

“I do,” Barb nodded and glanced at Charlotte. “Do you want me to take her?”

“No.” Liam shook his head. “Let her sleep.”

His eyes met Barb’s, and at that moment, he knew that Patrick had been right—Barb was suspicious! When they got back to the lodge, Liam was going to suggest Barb, his brother, and he meet.

[image: image-placeholder]



CHAPTER 10


Barb

Barb had just settled Charlotte in her crib in Barb’s room when someone knocked on the door. She went through and found Emily at the door.

“Hi,” Emily greeted her, stepping into the bungalow and hugging Barb. “How is she?”

“Much better,” Barb told her, feeling the relief flood through her as she realized the truth in her words. “It’s been quite the night.”

“I believe so,” Emily replied. “I’ve ordered you some breakfast and,” she held up the coffee cups, “brought you some coffee.”

“Thanks, Emily.” Barb took the coffee and sipped the warm brew. “I needed this.”

“You need a good soak and then to go sleep for a couple of hours,” Emily stated as they traipsed through to the living room where the fire had long since died. “Do you want me to start the fire?”

“No,” Barb shook her head. “The heating is on, and it’s fine for now.”

“Okay,” Emily said, taking a seat beside Barb on the sofa. “Want to tell me what happened?”

Barb told Emily the story and didn’t leave anything out, including all the tension between Doctor Reece and Liam.

“I’m so glad Doctor Reece was able to get to you,” Emily said, giving a sheepish smile. “I have to confess that I called and asked him to go see you.”

“What?” Barb looked at her in disbelief.

“Yeah, he’s the best pediatrician, and we’re lucky to have him,’ Emily stated. “He works between here and Denver.”

“Oh!” Barb said, sipping her coffee. “He’s not bad on the eyes either.”

“No, he is not,” Emily grinned. “And now I’m even happier I called for his help.”

“Ah!” Barb realized. “Well, Liam was not amused by the attention the handsome doctor was giving Charlotte or me!”

“That’s good,” Emily said. “We’ve managed to crack his armor.”

“I don’t know,” Barb sighed. “He also told me in no uncertain terms that he means to contest the divorce now that he knows about Charlotte.” Her eyes narrowed angrily. “He’s also lumped Oscar into it, as he said, now that there are kids involved.”

“I’ll get my grandmother to help you,” Emily said and bit the side of her mouth. “Although I think Avery mentioned that she saw my gran in a meeting with Liam in Denver last night. Her firm represents him.”

“If that’s the case, I doubt whether she’d take my silly divorce case,” Barb pointed out. “Conflict of interest.”

“Then we’ll get one of Giles’s hotshot attorneys to handle it,” Emily told her. “Let’s face it, when it comes to giants, you don’t get much bigger than Giles Holland.”

“Thanks, Emily,” Barb said with a nod. “I was trying to keep Giles out of it. That’s why I went to this attorney who was recommended to me by an old colleague of mine. This woman is apparently very good.” She pulled a face. “I may have lied to Liam and told him my attorney was a man for some reason.”

“No harm in that,” Emily replied. “Knowing Liam, he’ll probably be trying to find out who it is. I know the type. He’ll try to find a way to stall you getting them or something.”

“No!” Barb laughed. “I doubt it. He’ll just go into his pretend attorney mode and find a way to contest it.”

“Actually…” Emily said. “I found out that, like his brother, Zac did actually study law and forensic science.”

“Oh!” Barb’s eyes widened. “Just a few more things I never knew about my husband.” Her voice was tinged with bitterness. “Liam told me a bit about his family during our time together.”

“That was nice of him.” Emily’s voice dripped with sarcasm.

“He was so good with Charlotte, though,” Barb admitted. “I managed to get at least two hours of sleep in that uncomfortable recliner while he looked after her.”

“That’s even better.” Emily grinned. “If he is Zac, as we think he is, I bet this experience has him reeling, which is good. We’ve just got to keep hitting him off guard.”

“He wants to have a sit down with me and Zac,” Barb told Emily, then told her about how Zac cornered her. “It was so strange.” Her brow creased. “He kept talking about Trevor as if he was still alive.”

“You did say Zac thinks it’s still ten years ago,” Barb pointed out. “You can’t put much into what he was saying.”

“I know,” Barb agreed. “But now that I think of that time…” She shook her head. “Everything was like a big blur of pain and disbelief.” She cradled the warm coffee cup between both hands. “I didn’t even get to see Trevor to say goodbye. He didn’t have any family. Only his FBI colleagues were at the funeral, which I wasn’t allowed to go to for my safety.”

“So there is room for doubt that Trevor isn’t dead.” Emily nodded. “Surely he would’ve tried to contact you?”

“I doubt it,” Barb said. “Especially if he believed my uncle or someone involved with him was responsible for trying to kill Trevor.”

“I see your point.” Barb nodded. “There is one way to find out about Trevor, and that’s to ask Zac again.”

“I know.” Barb glanced at the fireplace. “But I’m not sure that until Zac gets his memory back, I’ll get any coherent answer from him.”

“What if Trevor is alive?” Emily asked her.

The question hit her like a ton of bricks as she hadn’t thought of what would have happened if he was still alive. Instead, Barb had only wondered if he was. She frowned, realizing she hadn’t thought of what the implications would be if Trevor were still alive. He’d probably moved on as she had. It had been ten years.

“I don’t know!” Barb answered honestly. “I’d like to think he’d also moved on.”

“Like you did,” Emily stated.

“Yes.” Bar nodded, suddenly feeling guilty for her feelings for Zac.

She gave herself a mental shake. She had nothing to feel guilty about. If by some miracle Trevor was still alive, like Zac, he’d left her to mourn his loss, which Barb had done. A spurt of anger rushed through her. I have nothing to feel guilty about. They were the ones that left me. She blew out a breath. I have every right to move on and pick up the pieces of my life—a life that they had shattered.

“You have nothing to feel guilty about, Barb,” Emily stated as if she’d read Barb’s mind and heard all her conflicting thoughts. “Trevor was the one that left and went into hiding if he is still alive.” She raised her brows. “Just like you have nothing to feel guilty about if you want to go through with the divorce from Zac. He abandoned and then ghosted you.” She pointed a finger. “His family didn’t even have the decency to call you and let you know. Instead, they let you suffer.”

“I know.” Barb sighed. “I also tried to let Zac know about Charlotte, but he never even replied. Surely, one of his family members has his phone. If it is really Zac who is the one injured.”

“Exactly!” Emily said, backing up her friend. “So if you decide you’re going through with the divorce, you know my family will stand beside you.”

“Thank you,” Barb said, her heartwarming. She’d never had the luxury of friends growing up, and as an adult, she’d had Trevor and Giles.

Emily and Heather were the first best friends she’d had in her life, and she couldn’t have asked for better ones.

“I’ll keep Oscar tonight if you like,” Emily offered. “Avery and Ryder have asked if I’ll look after their two kids again tonight as they need to get more supplies for the festival and Countdown to Christmas festive fun.”

“Oh!” Barb breathed. “I’d nearly forgotten that it starts today!”

“Yup!” Emily nodded. “I’ll keep you some of the better decorations if you want to compete in the decorating competition.”

“I do,” Barb said, her heart lifting. She loved Christmas, especially now that she had kids. “And Oscar would never forgive me if we didn’t participate in the Mistletoe Countdown to Christmas fun or the festival.”

“Good.” Emily nodded. “But you need to get some rest.” She glanced at the small monitor near the door. “You should try to do so while Charlotte’s asleep.”

“I’m going to have a shower,” Barb admitted. “If Charlotte’s still asleep, I need to get us unpacked. That sleep at the hospital did wonders for me.”

There was a knock at the door. “That must be your breakfast.”

“I’ll get it,” Barb said, her stomach giving a little rumble at the thought of food. “I’m actually quite hungry.”

“Good,” Emily said, following her to the door. “I ordered you the farm-style breakfast.”

“I’m quite hungry,” Barb got to the door and froze when she saw Liam standing in the doorway. He’d changed. His hair was still damp. Gone was the expensive suit, replaced by a long-sleeved cotton T-shirt that strained across his muscular chest, jeans, a sheepskin-lined bomber jacket, and dark brown hiking boots. Barb swallowed at how handsome he looked.“Oh, it’s you!”

“Were you expecting someone else?” Liam’s brows rose.

“Yes, she was,” Emily stepped beside Barb.

“Hello, Emily,” Liam greeted her. “I need to have a word with Barb—alone.”

Emily looked at him in surprise. “That’s rude. I was here visiting my friend.”

“Sorry,” Liam apologized. “Forgive my rudeness.” He sighed. “I’m a little tired.”

Emily nodded and looked at Barb. “Do you want me to keep Oscar tonight?”

“I think we should let him decide,” Barb said. “Although it might be best if he’s not sick. I’m not sure if this virus is contagious.”

“I’ll ask him,” Emily said, her head looking past Liam as Barb’s breakfast arrived. “Your breakfast is here.”

Liam turned and took the tray from the Mistletoe staff member, signed the bill, and handed the tray to Barb.

“Thanks,” Barb said, stepping back. “Come in,” she invited Liam.

“I’ll go check on the kids,” Emily said, giving Liam a warning look. “Liam!” She stepped past him, turning back to Barb. “I’ll call you when we open the barn.”

“Okay.” Barb nodded, turning to the dining table where she put her breakfast tray. Emily pulled the door closed behind her, leaving Barb and Liam alone.

“How is Charlotte?” Liam asked, following Barb to the dining table.

“Sleeping,” Barb told him. “Can I make you some coffee?”

“No, thank you, I’m fine,” Liam declined her offer. “But please, eat.”

“I can wait,” Barb said, leading him to the living room. “I was just about to start the fire.”

“Let me,” Liam offered and went to work. “I thought I’d come to see you before I brought my brother over.” Within a few minutes, he had the fire roaring to life. “We need to talk.”

He got up and sat beside her on the sofa, which suddenly felt too small.

“What’s this about?” Barb asked curiously.

“You asked me about Trevor,” Liam said, and he pulled out his phone. “I haven’t asked my brother yet, but I found this.” He scrolled through something on his phone and handed it to Barb. “Do you recognize anyone?”

Barb took the phone, and her eyes widened. Her heart hit her rib cage like it was trying to bang open a locked door. “That… that's Trevor!” Her head shot around, and she looked at Liam. “Where is this?” She breathed. “Where is he?”

“Barb, you need to keep a level head,” Liam advised. “I’m not even sure it is Trevor. It could be someone who looks like him.”

“No!” Barb shook her head, expanding the photo so she could see his face. “Do you think someone who would look like Trevor would have an identical scar on his cheek?” She handed the phone back to Liam. “That is Trevor!”

He took his phone back and looked at the scar on the man in the picture’s face. Liam had seen that scar nearly every day. It was where a perp’s pocket knife had sliced Trevor.

“I agree. It looks a lot like the scar Trevor had on his face,” Liam agreed. “But it still could be a coincidence.”

“Who are the other people in the photo?” Barb couldn’t help but ask, especially after seeing a wedding ring on the man that could be Trevor’s finger.

“The man in the middle is an astrophysicist, and the woman on the other side of the younger man is Trevor's wife,” Liam told her. “I believe they were married seven or eight years ago.”

“How do you know this?” Barb asked Liam, searching his eyes as if trying to pull the answers from his head. “Do… do they have children?”

Liam looked at her with something like panic in his eyes for a fleeting second before it was gone, and he shook his head. “I’m not sure.”

Barb frowned as she was sure he was lying for some reason. “If it is Trevor, don’t you think he has the right to know about Oscar?”

“I think he might already know,” Liam told her. “I have reason to believe that someone close to me has been keeping him updated.”

Barb’s brows shot up. “Zac!” she guessed.

Liam nodded, staring at his phone, before switching it off and pocketing it. “I’m afraid my brother is full of surprises.”

Barb looked at Liam in disbelief. “So your brother knew that Trevor was alive all this time?”

“If it is Trevor, yes,” Liam said with a nod. “Do you know a Professor Jackson who works between Boulder and Keck in Hawaii?”

“My father's younger brother was a professor of…” Her eyes widened. “He, too, was an astrophysicist.” She looked at the pocket where Liam had put his phone. “Trevor also has a PhD in Astrophysics. That photo of him, Trevor, was at Keck in Hawaii, wasn’t he?”

“Your uncle, was he ever in protective custody?” Liam asked her.

“They wanted him to go into protection with us, but my uncle refused,” Barb told him. “He said that he could do more good and help the FBI and U. S. Marshals being on the outside.”

“Do you think he helps relocate witnesses?” Liam’s brows drew together.

“I don’t know,” Barb said with a shrug. “I haven’t spoken to him in years. I lost touch when my parents and I were put into the program.”

“I believe your uncle helped my brother get Trevor into witness protection,” Liam explained. “Your uncle has also helped get many other people into witness protection.”

“Really?” Barb smiled. “Is he okay? My uncle?”

It sounded like something her uncle would do based on what she remembered of him. He was such a strong, kind, and giving type of person. He’d taught Barb all about the stars.

“I believe so,” Liam said with a smile. “My brother speaks very highly of him, and before you ask, my brother was lucid, and I think his memories are slowly returning.”

“Oh!” Barb said, her heart jolting once again as she stared at Liam. Confusion coursed through her. “If they’re coming back, does that mean he’ll soon remember us?”

“I’m sure your husband has never forgotten you, Barb,” Liam’s voice dipped. “Just circumstances and duty got in the way of him getting back to you and his family.”

Barb looked at him, alarmed, as she felt he was once again speaking from the heart, like he was apologizing for having left Barb and their children. Was he hoping she’d forgive and forget? Her eyes locked with his, and she saw raw pain in them.

“Barb, we have to talk,” Liam said, leaning forward. “You have to know the…”

He was interrupted by a knock on the door. Barb frowned and spun around, looking at the door.

“Excuse me,” Barb said, standing and going to the door. She opened it and found a messenger with a big bunch of colorful roses. “Hello.”

“Hi, the man said, are you Miss Barb Gardener?”

“I am,” Barb said, smiling, looking at the flowers.

“These are for you,” the man said. “Could you please sign here?”

Barb nodded and signed, taking the flowers. “Thank you.” The man left, and she closed the door, walking back inside and going to the kitchen to see if there was anything she could use as a vase.

“Flowers?” Liam’s eyes darkened with emotion for a moment. “Who are they from?”

“Not sure,” Barb said, finding a jug that she filled with water and putting the flowers in before taking the card attached to it and opening it.

I hope Charlotte is feeling okay and that you get some rest.

“And?” Liam asked, his eyes narrowing. “Who are they from?”

Barb shrugged, frowning. “I don’t know. There’s no name.”

“What does the card say?” Liam asked a little gruffly.

“I don’t think that’s any of your business,” Barb pointed out, taking the roses to the coffee table and putting them on it. She slipped the card into the pocket of her pants before turning to Liam. “Actually, Liam. I really need to have a shower and get half an hour's sleep while Charlotte’s down.” She glanced at the monitor to see her baby still sleeping soundly. “Can we pick this up later?”

A muscle ticked at the side of Liam's jaw, but he smiled stiffly and started walking toward the door, just as there was another knock on it.

“Good grief!” Barb rolled her eyes. “It’s like a circus in here today.” She pulled the door open to find Zac standing there.

“Hello, Barb,” Zac said, something in his eyes made her frown. “Is my brother here?”

“Yes, I’m here,” Liam came up behind Barb. “Is everything okay?”

Zac nodded and looked at Barb before glancing behind him. “Do you mind if I come inside? I need to talk to both of you.”

“I was just leaving so Barb can get some rest,” Liam told him. “Can it wait until we come back here later?”

“No,” Zac said, shaking his head and walking into the living room, Liam and Barb following him. “I’m afraid this can’t wait.”

“What’s wrong?” Barb asked, starting to become worried by the look on Zac’s face.

“My memories have returned!” He looked at Liam and Barb. “All of them.”
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CHAPTER 11


Liam

Liam stared at his brother in disbelief as tiny waves of shock zapped through him. He’d really wanted to have spoken to Barb before this happened. Liam had a feeling that his brother was starting to remember.

“Everything?” Liam asked his brother.

“Yes,” Zac said, nodding and looking at his brother. His eyes were shadowed. “I’m so sorry, little brother, for what I’ve put you through.” He turned to Barb. “I’m incredibly sorry for everything I’ve put you through, Barb. Courtney told me you have a daughter?”

“I do,” Barb said, and Liam could see her frown and nod. “Yes, Charlotte, she’s three months.”

“That’s a lovely name,” Zac told her. “My parents are going to love Oscar and Charlotte. They have been dying for grandchildren, and they know I don’t have any plans to have kids, nor does Courtney.”

Liam’s jaw clenched. “That’s enough!” he barked, seeing the look on Barb’s face and knowing that what his brother was saying was hurting her. “Barb doesn’t need to know about your and Courtney’s plans.”

“Of course,” Zac said, nodding and looking at Barb apologetically. “Barb, I have to tell you something. Ten years ago, Trevor called me to help him. He’d intercepted a disk your uncle sent to you.”

“Trevor opened my mail?” Barb's eyes widened with shock, and Liam didn’t think she was fully hearing what was being said. “Why would Trevor take a disk from my uncle?”

“Because it had information on it about the people from your mother’s family, the Pooks, you know the mob side of your family?” Zac said. “And the people in power that are helping them. But the day we met, your wedding day, someone had followed us, and Trevor was shot.”

“But he didn’t die!” Barb said, and Liam could see her eyes looked a little glazed as she took all the information in. “You and my good uncle moved him to Hawaii, where he got married and has a horde of kids—probably three.” She gave a soft laugh. “He always wanted to have three kids.”

Zac looked at Barb, confused, and before Liam could stop him, blurted out. “No, Trevor always wanted kids, but he could never have them.”

“What?” Barb’s brows drew together. “Yes, he could,” she corrected him. “Oscar’s his child. He…” She swallowed, her cheeks turning red. “He uh… used a clinic to keep some of his specimens. We once had a conversation about kids. We knew we were both in danger. Me, for as long as my uncle and his mob were free. Trevor because his job put him in danger every day.”

“Barb…” Liam said, trying to stop her from continuing as the alarm bells were ringing loudly in his head. “You don’t need to—”

Barb cut him off, continuing, “I had some of my eggs frozen, and he also got some specimens frozen. We made a pact that if anything happened to either of us, we’d use them to have a child together, and that’s how I had Oscar.”

“Really?” Zac frowned. “Are you sure it was Trevor’s sample?”

“Yes,” Barb said, nodding.

“That's…” Zac started, and Liam cut him off.

“That’s a great story, Barb,” Liam interrupted. “And you have nothing to feel embarrassed about. You have a beautiful son, and I’m sure Trevor would be proud to know him.”

Zac exchanged a look with Liam. “Of course.” He nodded and changed the subject from Oscar. “Barb, do you know where Trevor would’ve hidden the disk? Do you know what bubbles is?”

Barb looked at Zac, her eyes wide, and she glanced down the hall, but as she did, Charlotte started fussing.

“Excuse me,” Barb said and got up. “I have to get my daughter.”

Barb left the room, and Liam watched her walk into her bedroom.

“Don’t say things like that to Barb,” Liam hissed at his brother. “You were the one that took Trevor from her, and the only comfort Barb has is Oscar—their son.”

“Trevor had to go into hiding,” Zac hissed back. “When Barb’s parents died, Trevor came to me for help to make Barb safe. I was the one who had her name changed and got her the job at the Holland Corporation.” His eyes narrowed. “That’s when Trevor and I set up our form of witsec with a man who was his mentor who used to be FBI and then went to work for the U.S. Marshal’s office.”

“You can’t just go relocating people!” Liam looked at his brother in disbelief.

“Nearly every witness that ever went up against the Pooks ended up dead,” Zac told his brother. “Trevor, myself, and Barb’s Uncle Brent Jackson suspected that someone quite high up in the FBI and possibly the Attorney General's office was working for the Pooks. So, with the help of the U.S. Marshal, we started our program.” He looked at Liam with raised eyebrows. “How do you think we were able to convict Niall Pook this time?”

“Witnesses from your program!” Liam guessed, and he had to admit to being impressed by what his brother, Trevor, and Barb’s uncle had accomplished. “But why is Trevor still in hiding?”

“He’s happy where he is, and well, he knows Barb has her own life now.” His eyes met his brothers. “A life that we, or at least I, have once again ripped apart.” He patted Liam on the back. “But hopefully, this time, once we’ve found that disk and eliminated the threat to our family, Trevor, and Brent…” He glanced at the baby monitor where Barb was changing Charlotte. “And Barb and her kids, I can fix it.”

“No,” Liam said, shaking his head. “Barb is my mess to clean up.” His voice dropped, and his heart ached.

“I’m sorry, little brother,” his eyes met Liam’s. “I should’ve kept you in the loop, but I was trying to protect you so you could get back to your family in Africa.”

“What?” Barb’s shocked words came from the hallway as she stood staring at Zac and Liam in shock, Charlotte bundled in her arms. Her wide eyes traveled from one brother to the other. “I knew it.” Her voice was soft and throaty as his eyes shone with unshed tears and resonated with pain.

“Barb!” Zac and Liam said in unison.

“Please let me explain,” the real Zac stood and started walking toward her.

“No!” Barb recoiled and stepped back into the hallway. “I need you both to leave.” Her eyes blanked off as they met the real Zac’s before moving to his brother, and she held up a palm-sized gold and silver jeweled bear. “This is Bubbles.”

She shoved it at the real Zac. “Barb, please…” He took a step toward her, but she took another step back.

“Please, just go,” Barb said, her voice trembling as she glanced at the brothers. “Both of you. You have what you want now.”

Zac’s eyes met hers, but she looked away and walked to the door, pulling it open and then waiting for them to leave. Liam walked past his brother and took the bear from him.

“Thank you, Barb,” Liam said. “I’ll get the bear back to you once I’ve figured out how to retrieve the disk.”

“Keep it,” Barb snapped. “Please just don’t come near me again.” She glanced at Zac. “—neither of you.”

Zac and Liam walked out of the bungalow, and as the door shut behind them, Zac couldn’t help but feel it was symbolic of how Barb was slamming the door shut on their relationship. Not that he could blame her, as he deserved to be shunned by her.

“Liam, is everything okay?” Patrick approached Zac.

“It’s okay, Patrick,” Zac told him. “My brother’s memories have returned. You can call me Zac again.”

Patrick’s eyes widened in surprise as he turned and looked at the other twin.

“Really?” Patrick asked wide-eyed. “That’s amazing.” He glanced at Barb’s bungalow. “Does Miss Gardener know?”

“Yes!” The identical twin brothers said in unison.

“Patrick, if you’re rested, we’re going to need you to take us to Denver to go see a specialist to have Liam checked out,” Zac told him, still trying to fit back into his persona.

He’d been living as his older twin brother for eleven months. He’d almost forgotten who he really was. He wasn’t even sure that Zac existed anymore. He glanced back at Barb’s bungalow as they walked toward their chalet. What he did know was how much he loved Barb, Oscar, and Charlotte. Zac also knew that he more than likely had no future with Barb as she’d never forgive him for this betrayal—and Zac would never expect her to.

“There doesn’t seem to be anything inside this,” Liam said, shaking the gold and silver bear.

“Here,” Zac took the little ornament as they walked into the bungalow and sat on the sofa. He frowned as he noticed that the head and arms had turned.

“I found it,” Liam stated, holding up his phone. “On the internet. How to open the bear.” He took the little ornament back. Turned its head to the side, lifted the left arm, and pushed the right arm back, and the head popped open. “Here we go.” He reached in and pulled out a disk and note. “This is the note to Barb from her uncle.”

Zac got his laptop, and they loaded the thumb drive. There was video footage of Liam’s office at the Deputy General’s office in California. But it was just an empty office, so Liam fast-forwarded it until they both sat gaping at the screen, and the door to his office opened. Two people entered it—a familiar woman and a familiar man.

“You shouldn’t be here,” the woman hissed. “I told you I’d get the information you wanted. You’re being reckless.”

“With my father in hiding, you know if we don’t get the correct information…” the man answered, his voice holding traces of panic in it. “Nothing scares me more than my father. You know what he’ll do to both of us if we don’t do what he wants.”

The woman sat behind Liam’s desk and logged onto his computer, downloading information onto the disk, which, when it was done, she gave to the man.

“Who are you giving this information to?” the woman asked the man.

“You’re already in this too deep,” the man told her with a soft smile. “He’s someone at the FBI who's been working with my father for years.”

“Who is it?” she insisted. “I’m in this with you now, too, and I need to know who I’m dealing with.”

He ran a hand through his hair. “Special Agent in Charge Mark Rogers.”

“Trevor Gardener’s boss?” the woman’s eyes widened. “You know he’s going to give your father the information that’s on that disk.”

“Look, you know I don’t want to do this,” the man assured her. “I want nothing to do with the man, but he just keeps showing up like a bad penny.”

“Then maybe we should be helping to put him away rather than keep him free,” she pointed out. “He’s going to kill them. Your uncle, aunt, and cousin.”

“What do you want me to do?” The man looked at her. They heard and saw the despair in his eyes. “Do you know what it’s like being Niall Pook’s son?” He looked at her, palming the thumb drive. “You know how you gave yourself a whole new identity so no one would know you grew up in a trailer park with a junkie mother and deadbeat dad?”

“Yes, but it doesn’t give us the right to trade the lives of innocent people for our own,” she implored him. “There must be another way?”

“I’m working on it,” the man promised. “It’s just going to take some time.”

“Time and innocent lives,” she said, logging out of Liam’s computer and making sure nothing looked like it had been disturbed. “You’re lucky I love you so much.”

“I’d never let anything harm you,” he assured her. “I am sorry that it may harm a few others in your life, though.”

“We just need to find a way to stop your father for good,” the woman said as they left Liam’s office.

Zac and Liam sit staring at the screen in disbelief.

“The traitor was your ex-wife, Sally Shaw?” Zac looked at his brother. “She was the one feeding all the information from your computer about various cases and other classified information to Jason Pook.”

“And David Bradley, the governor of California’s Chief of Staff, is Jason Pook's son!” Liam said, astounded. “They used my computer to access the information in case the disk ever showed up.”

“How did they know there was a disk with evidence on it?” Zac frowned. “Did you record this?”

“No,” Liam said, shaking his head. “I don’t have any cameras in my office.”

“Are you sure? The camera that filed this was definitely in your office,” Zac pointed out.

“I put it there.” Courtney’s voice came from the living room door, and they turned to see her watching them. She pulled out a badge and threw it over to Zac. “You can check with my boss, the head of the special joint task force between the FBI and IA, to investigate corruption in various state departments.”

Zac looked at the badge and then at Courtney with narrowed eyes. “You knew about this all along but said nothing?” He shook his head. “You were the one that convinced me to step into the part and be Liam.”

“Because we had to confuse whoever was after that disk and the other information only Liam knew,” Courtney told them. “I didn’t know what was on the disk. When I went to retrieve it, Sally caught me in Liam’s office. I had to pretend to be checking his calendar because someone needed to see him urgently.”

“So you mean to tell me you had this disk but didn’t know what was on it?” Zac didn’t believe her.

“It was up to me to check the SD cards from the recording device,” Courtney explained. “I had to change the SD card each morning and send it to my boss.”

“Who is your boss?” Zac asked, glancing over her credentials once more and wondering why he’d never heard of the task force.

“Professor Brent Jackson,” Courtney’s words sent a cold shiver down Zac’s spine as his eyes met his brothers.

“The same man who helped you set up the other secret program.”

“Don’t!” Courtney held up her hand. “You can never mention that program. Professor Jackson and Liam have helped a lot of people start new lives.” She glanced at Liam and smiled. “I’m sorry it turned out to be Sally as the traitor. At first, I thought it was Zac as he was the one closest to you. That made more sense as he also worked at the FBI.”

“Thank you for the vote of trust!” Zac drawled. “But before I trust you, I think I’ll make some calls of my own.”

“I wouldn’t,” Courtney advised. Her eyes met his. “As soon as I saw who the two people were on that video, I called my boss, and he’s already having Sally, Mark, and David taken into custody.”

“Was it you that had Liam shot to find out what he’d done with this disk?” Zac glared at Courtney. Anger was washing over him at all he’d given up so she could get her hands on this disk.

“No, of course not,” Courtney hissed, her eyes softening as they turned toward Liam. “I love you, Liam, you know that. I would never try to kill you.” She frowned. “I also don’t think that whoever shot Liam intended to kill him as they shot him in the shoulder.”

Zac’s eyes widened as he glanced at his brother. “You think they were trying to kidnap him to get information about a witness he’d relocated?”

“Or, all the witnesses Liam had relocated and possibly get the name of who headed up the division,” Courtney told them. “Professor Jackson is the only one who knows all the names and locations of the many people he and Liam have relocated.”

Liam grunted and grabbed his head, pinching the bridge of his nose as pain seared through his brain.

“Liam!” Courtney and Zac said in unison as they rushed toward him. “Are you okay?”

“I don’t think whoever shot me was aiming at me,” Liam said, keeping his eyes closed. “I remember the shooting now. I was about to get some coffee for Paige and me when someone called me. I turned around to see…” His eyes opened wide as his head spun around. “We need to go now,” he said. “I know who shot me, and he was trying to kill my bodyguard to get to me so he could get to the professor.”

“Who?” Zac asked as he and Courtney followed Liam to the chalet door.

“Patrick!” Liam’s words made Zac stop dead in his tracks.

“No, you must be wrong.” Zac shook his head in disbelief.

“I’m not.” Liam shook his head. “I saw him, and he came into my hospital room when Eric stepped out to call you, Zac. I fought with him, fell, and hit my head.”

“Why didn’t he just kill you then?” Courtney asked.

“Because they still needed to know who was running the task force you were working for, Courtney,” Zac told her. “Patrick was probably interrupted by Eric and had to get out of there. Eric must’ve then gone outside to phone me, and before he could tell me who it was, he was run down.”

“Patrick’s been keeping close to us, waiting for clues probably to feed to…” before Courtney was finished, she was grabbed from behind and a gun aimed at her head.

“Well done for figuring it all out,” Patrick sneered, pushing Courtney further into the room. “Now I have all the information I need. Including a disk that my employers are very eager to get their hands on.” His cold eyes met Zac’s. “Thank you for telling me about it.”

“You traitor!” Liam hissed. “All this time, you’ve been working for Sally and David!”

“You’re all really on a roll today, aren’t you,” Patrick said with a nasty laugh. “Pity you’re not going to be around to do anything about it.”

“That’s where you’re wrong,” Courtney told him, standing with her hands in the air while the cold barrel of Patrick’s gun was stuck at the back of her neck. “You won’t have any bosses to go back to. I’ve already called my boss.”

“Not much they’re going to do without that disk for evidence,” Patrick pointed out. “I’m sure Miss Shaw will state you were jealous or something like that. I’ll have the Professor and his niece to ensure he cooperates.”

“You leave Barb out of this,” Zac growled, fear flooding him.

“You can’t give me orders anymore,” Patrick told him. “I’ve finished my mission now. So don’t make this any harder and throw me the disk.”

Zac walked toward Liam’s laptop, but as he went to get the disk, he stopped, seeing Patrick jolt, his eyes widening in surprise before they rolled back in his head and he crumpled to the floor.

“Take that you scum bucket!” Paige hissed.

Zac, Liam, and Courtney all turned to gape at the sight of Paige and her bodyguard, Herschel. Herschel had hit Patrick in the back of the head with the butt of his gun.

“Paige!” they all said in unison before going in for a group hug while Herschel tied up Patrick and called the authorities.

“What are you doing back here?” Zac asked her.

Paige’s eyes narrowed as she looked from her one twin brother to the other. “Are you two back to your normal selves, or are we still pretending Zac is Liam?”

“I have my memories back,” Liam assured his little sister before pulling her in for another big hug. “I’ve never been happier to see you and Herschel in all my life.”

“Why are you back here?” Zac looked at Herschel.

“I bugged Patrick,” Herschel told him. “Last night at the hotel, I noticed he kept getting messages, so I cloned his phone and then bugged him when I realized he was a mole.”

“And before you pick on Herschel for bringing me along,” Paige knew what Zac’s following words were going to be, “I insisted and then snuck into his car when he was on his way here.”

“I’m really sorry about that,” Herschel assured Zac. “I’d never intentionally put Miss Paige in harm's way.”

“We understand, Herschel,” Liam assured him and sent Paige a black look. “We know how sneaky our little sister can be.”

“On the bright side…” Paige said, her eyes lighting up, “now that this is all over, we can enjoy Christmas because I’ve canceled everything to spend time with my older brothers.” She looked around the chalet. “And you were right, Li… Zac. This place is magical, and I thought in light of what happened to Liam, we needed to have a family Christmas, which we haven’t had in years.”

“Actually, Paige…” Zac said, his eyes darkening with emotion. “I was going to suggest we leave Mistletoe Lodge now that we no longer need to be here.” He glanced out the large windows that looked across the snow-laden field toward Barb’s bungalow. “Maybe we can go to Hawaii together for Christmas.”

“Why?” Liam. Paige, Courtney, and Herschel asked in unison.

“Because we’re not wanted here,” Zac told them.

“Then we’ll just have to remedy that,” Paige said. “Because if you all want to leave, then go, but I’m staying as I want to get to know my niece and nephew.”

“I second that,” Liam said.

“I’m voting yes, too,” Courtney said, smiling at Liam. “And I go where Liam goes.”

Liam smiled at Courtney and lovingly put his arm around her.

“I have to stay where Miss Paige stays.” Herschel’s eyes filled with apology as they met Liam. “But, sir, if I might speak honestly.” Zac nodded. “I, for one, have seen the lengths you’d go to for your family. You sacrificed your heart for your brother. I have no idea where to even start, but I’d be proud to help you try to win back your wife and kids—they’re the family you need to make sacrifices for now.”

“I second that!” Liam stated, turning to look at his younger twin. “I’ll do whatever it takes to help repair your relationship with Barb.”

“I’m with them,” Paige stated, pointing from Liam to Herschel.

“I’m voting yes too,” Courtney told them. “So even if you want to run away,” she warned, “the four of us are going to stay and fight for you.”

Zac felt a lump burn his throat as he looked into four pairs of eyes, waiting for his reply. His heart skipped a beat as he glanced toward Barb’s bungalow. Zac remembered the bunch of roses she’d gotten, and he had no doubt they’d come from Doctor Reece. A surge of anger washed over him, and he turned to the group in the room.

“Like Herschel, I have no idea where we’d even start or if Barb will ever forgive me,” Zac told them. “But I’m willing to try and fight for the woman I love and my kids.”

“Good, so operation Win Back Barb and the Kids begins with the Christmas Decorating Competition!” Paige said, grinning.
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CHAPTER 12


Barb

Barb’s entire body felt like it was vibrating with waves of pain after Zac and Liam had left. She moved on autopilot, tending to Charlotte and trying desperately to maintain a facade of normalcy, a thin veil over the emotional storm raging within her, to shield her daughter.

“Here you go, sweetheart,” Barb smiled into her little girl's eyes as she fed her. “Not too hot, just right for you.”

As she watched her daughter drink from her bottle, Barb felt her heart warm to a point where she could push the pain of Zac aside. There wasn’t even a slight victory to be had from knowing she’d been right about Zac having literally stepped into his brother’s shoes. A part of Barb had hoped she’d been wrong, and it really had been Zac who had lost his memory.

At least then, the pain of seeing him in that newspaper clipping with a woman attached to his arm or not being told about his accident would make sense to her. It would still be excruciatingly painful—but it would make sense! Barb could’ve at least clung to some part of Zac that hadn’t been a lie in the two years they’d spent together. At least she’d be able to believe he really had loved her and Oscar—they weren’t just a way to pass the time in Africa.

Zac had lied to her about everything. He’d known Trevor was still alive. He’d changed his phone number. Barb closed her eyes and swallowed, the bitter taste of betrayal lingering in her mouth, remembering staring at the text messages she’d sent Zac over the past eleven months. Like the voice messages she’d sent him, they had either not gone through or remained unheard. Now Barb knew it was because Zac had changed his number. The realization of Zac's deception was a bitter pill to swallow, intensifying her sense of betrayal.

Zac hadn’t just changed his number but his entire personality to morph into his older twin brother and then try to deceive even her. Barb was so happy that Oscar hadn’t yet seen him. It was one thing to break her heart but she would not let Zac and his family confuse or hurt her son.

“Maybe we should leave Mistletoe Lodge?” Barb suggested to Charlotte as she picked her up to rub feeding wind from her. “At least I don’t have to worry about your father breaking your heart just yet, sweetie.” Her protective instinct towards her children was palpable. Her unwavering determination to shield them from the harsh truth was like a fortress.

Barb stood, gently patting Charlotte on the back as she walked to the window. She could see the Shields’ chalet from the kitchen and dining room window. Her heart hammered wildly at the thought that Zac was just a few feet away. But she reigned her feelings and wayward thoughts in.

“If my time with Zac taught me anything,” Barb muttered to herself, her voice tinged with bitterness, “it’s that I hardly know Zac Shields at all.” The bitter truth of her lack of knowledge about Zac was a painful realization, shattering the image of him she had held. But you knew him well enough to know he wasn’t really Liam, her subconscious argued. “Oh, shut up!” She mentally shook the thought away as Charlotte expelled a few winds. “There you go.”

Barb cradled Charlotte in her arms. “You are looking so much better, my angel.” She kissed her daughter's forehead. “And you feel so much cooler.”

Walking into Charlotte's room, Barb found the baby rocker chair with brightly colored characters hanging from the bar. She took it through to the living room. After moving the coffee table to one side of the room, she placed the rocker where it had stood.

“There you go,” Barb said to her daughter, putting a blanket over her. “Nice and warm. Mommy’s going to heat her breakfast.”

Barb had just put her food in the oven to heat it when there was a knock at the door.

“Great!” she muttered as she hesitated for a moment, wondering if she kept quiet, whoever it was might go away. But the knock came again, and she went to answer it. “I’m obviously not meant to have breakfast today.”

Barb swung the door open and found a young woman with golden hair peeking out from beneath a woolen cap and big, warm brown eyes that enhanced the smile on her face, which was dotted by deep dimples.

“Hi!” Even her voice was bright and cheery. “I’m Jackie Reece. Emily and Heather hired me to help you with Charlotte.”

“Uh…” Barb gaped at the woman, and for a moment, she was sure she had seen a shimmering light surrounding Jackie’s head and the outline of her wings. She shook her fanciful thoughts aside and got a grip of herself. “Hi.” She held out her hand, and Jackie’s gloved one took it. “I’m Barb.”

“Emily called me this morning and asked if I could come in. I believe you and Charlotte had a rough night,” Jackie told her, pulling the large envelope from beneath her arm. “This is for you. It’s a copy of my nursing degree, my work experience at the last hospital I worked at, and proof of my current studies to further my degree to become a nurse practitioner specializing in pediatrics.”

Barb’s eyes widened in surprise as she took the envelope. “Wow!” She was impressed. “May I ask why you’re working as a nanny when you are so overqualified, and the healthcare industry is so in need of nurses?”

Barb saw Jackie’s eyes darken for a moment and the sunny smile falter.

“I… uh…” Jackie cleared her throat. “I needed a fresh start, and my brother coaxed me into moving to Frisco, where he and his son, Max, have found one.”

“Reece?” Barb’s brows drew together. “Is Doctor Reece your brother?”

“Yes,” Jackie said, her smile becoming bright once again. “He moved here three years ago, and I moved here two years ago.”

“Oh!” Barb said, realizing she was keeping Jackie out in the cold. “Please come in.”

“You can look at my credentials first if you like.” Jackie’s grin widened. “I do understand having to be cautious in this world, even in a small town like Frisco.”

“It’s fine,” Barb said, standing back so Jackie could enter. “I just hope that my daughter isn’t contagious though.”

“No, she should be fine now,” Jackie assured Barb and sniffed. “Are you cooking?”

“Trying to reheat my breakfast.” Barb laughed. “I had visitors when it arrived, and then I had to feed Charlotte.” She glanced at her disheveled clothes. “I haven’t even had time to shower or get dressed yet.”

“Why don’t you introduce me to Charlotte, go have a shower, and let me order you a fresh breakfast?” Jackie offered. “If that’s bacon and eggs, there’s nothing worse than having to reheat them.” She shuddered.

“It’s okay,” Barb told her. “I’m starving, so reheated is going to have to do.”

She led Jackie through to the living room, where Charlotte had knocked off her blanket as she wiggled and kicked, gurgling at the bright creatures hanging above her.

“Hey, little one.” Jackie dumped her oversized purse, dropping to her knees beside Charlotte. “She’s gorgeous.”

Barb hadn’t thought it possible, but Jackie’s smile got even brighter.

“Do you mind if I get my breakfast?” Barb asked. “Can I get you anything?”

“Go ahead,” Jackie said. “I’ll watch this little cutie while you eat and then have a shower.” Her eyes met Barb's. “When you’re done, you can give me Charlotte’s schedule, feeding times, allergies, and everything else I need to know.”

“She is on medication,” Barb started to tell Jackie before realizing that her brother probably already mentioned that. “But then your brother already probably told you.”

“He mentioned,” Jackie confirmed, nodding. “Now, go eat, shower, and have a rest. You look exhausted.”

Barb stood staring at Jackie awkwardly. “I’m sorry, this is new to me—having a nanny.”

Jackie looked at Barb. “It’s okay, I understand. It’s tough to leave your kids with a stranger. But you can talk to Emily, who said she’d call around a bit later as I’ve agreed to look after all the kids if you don’t mind having them here today anyway,” she explained. “I thought it best if Charolotte stayed inside until she’s seen the doctor for her check-up, so I told Emily I’d speak to you about having the kids here.”

“As long as Charlotte can’t infect them, it’s fine with me,” Barb assured her. “I just worry about you with all those kids and…” She looked at the envelope she’d put on the table. “You being so overqualified.”

“I work part-time at the local hospital,” Jackie told Barb. “Until they can offer me a full-time position, I just pick up work with them. When a nurse is ill, or I need to stand in for one in Denver.”

“I do feel better knowing my kids are with a nurse,” Barb admitted. “I’m sorry you’re having such a hard time getting full-time work.”

“It’s okay, and to be honest, I’m getting time to study as well and work with kids,” Jackie told Barb.

“I can see you really love kids,” Barb commented.

“I do.” Jackie nodded. “Growing up, it was just Daven and me. He’s a lot older than me, and we lost our parents at an early age, so we were brought up by our grandparents. While we had lots of friends, I always wanted to have a sibling my age. Then, I started babysitting when I was fourteen, and I loved it. Daven wanted to be a doctor like our parents and grandparents, but me… I knew nursing was my calling.”

“Excuse me,” Barb said as the oven pinged, and she quickly slipped off to get her breakfast. She was back in a few minutes with a tray, and she sat in the living room. “Are you sure I can’t get you anything?”

“No, I’m fine,” Jackie assured her again. “I’ve already had a large breakfast at the lodge.”

“So you’re from a long line of doctors?” Barb ate while she got to know Jackie.

“Yes,” Jackie answered.

“Were your family supportive of your decision to be a nurse?” Barb asked her.

“Oh, yes, especially my grandmother,” Jackie told her. “She wanted to be a nurse, but her father pushed her to become a doctor as he was this arrogant neurosurgeon, as my grandmother called him.”

“You and your brother must be close?” Barb watched as Jackie swung the little character for an excited Charlotte.

“Yes.” Jackie nodded. “He’s had a hard time in the past three years. His wife ran off with his best friend. She’s also a doctor, as is Davens’ best friend. They took off to another state to start their own practice.”

“You mentioned your brother has a son,” Barb stated. “Does his mother share custody?”

Jackie’s eyes flashed with anger. “No. She just signed sole custody to Daven and waived all parental rights. She wasn’t really maternal.”

“I can’t understand how some women can be like that,” Barb said, feeling compassion for Doctor Daven Reece. “Your brother seems like such a nice man.”

“He is,” Jackie agreed. “He didn’t deserve what his best friend and ex-wife did to him.” She pulled a face. “Oh, shoot. Daven’s going to kill me, giving away his history.”

“It’s okay.” Barb smiled, promising. “I won’t say a word.”

“Thank you.” Jackie breathed a sigh of relief.

“What about you?” Barb asked, finishing off her breakfast. “Are you in a relationship?”

“No.” Jackie shook her head, but Barb could see pain flashing in her eyes. “My fiancé died six months ago. He had a terminal illness.”

“I’m so sorry, Jackie.” Barb’s heart went out to the young woman. “That’s why you needed a fresh start in a new place!”

Jackie nodded and gave Barb a tight smile. “Everything back home just reminded me too much of Simon.”

“I can understand that,” Barb said, her voice filled with empathy. “Thank you, for agreeing to help me with Charlotte. While it’s going to be hard to leave her even for a minute, it’s going to be easier doing so knowing she’s been looked after by you.”

“Thank you.” Jackie touched her heart. “That’s such a nice thing to say.” She glanced at Barb’s clean plate. “Now go shower and make yourself feel better. Then we can discuss Charlotte so you can get some much-needed rest.”

Barb hesitated for a moment before nodding, leaning over to kiss Charlotte, and then making her way to the kitchen to put her tray down. As she was about to turn away, her eye caught the Shields brothers walking out of their chalet.

Her heart lurched when she saw Zac and then dropped when she saw the brunette who burst through the front door after him. It was the same woman who’d been on his arm in the photo Barb had seen of them in the newspaper article eleven months ago.

Barb quickly moved away from the window before they got close enough to her bungalow to see her watching them. She ducked into the dining area and covertly made her way to the living room.

“If you’re okay, I’m going to have a shower,” Barb told Jackie. Her legs felt like jelly, and her heart felt like someone was squeezing it painfully as she went to her bedroom and closed the door.

Twenty minutes later, Barb emerged feeling like a new, cleaner person as she stepped into the living room to find Charlotte peacefully sleeping while Jackie read her a story.

“You look refreshed,” Jackie commented as Barb walked into the room.

“I feel refreshed,” Barb admitted and smiled at Charlotte. “I see she’s feeling content.”

“Yes. Although babies tend to bounce back from being sick, they still need their sleep to finish healing,” Jackie said. “I hope you don’t mind. But my brother called. He’s been asked to go to Denver for two days, so I have to take Max for him. Is it okay if Max comes here?”

“Of course, I’m sure my son and Rose would love to have another friend their age,” Barb replied.

“Thank you,” Jackie said and glanced at her wristwatch. “He’ll be here in a few minutes.”

“I was going to go to the lodge to see Oscar and speak to Emily,” Barb told Jackie. “I’ll keep an eye out for them.”

“That’s kind,” Jackie told her. “Would you mind if I made myself some tea?”

“Please, help yourself,” Barb told her. “I’ve bought snacks for the kids, and if you need anything, just let me know.”

“I will,” Jackie promised.

“I’ve jotted down Charlotte's schedule and what I think you need to know.” Barb handed Jackie the notepad. “If you need anything or more information, just write here.” She pointed to the dining table. “Charlotte’s medication is on the table.”

Barb kissed Charlotte and walked out of the bungalow, trying to ignore the need to rush back in and snatch her baby away from Jackie. She knew it was just a bit of separation anxiety and a feeling of guilt for leaving her daughter’s care to someone else. Barb had experienced it a lot when she’d had Oscar and had to leave him at daycare when he was three months old. She’d had bills to pay and had no option but to go to work.

As Barb walked toward the main lodge, she pulled her coat tighter around her as the cold seeped into her. Her head was a little sore, so she reminded herself to ask Emily for some aspirin. As she walked into the lodge, her headache was pushed aside, and Oscar, Rose, and Rory, Rose’s golden retriever, came barrelling toward her.

“Mom!” Oscar rushed into her arms. “Is Charlie okay?”

Barb loved his nickname for his sister. “She’s fine now, love.” Her arms wrapped tightly around him, and she dropped kisses on his sandy blonde head. Her eyes met Rose’s. “Hi, Rosie.” She hugged the beautiful ten-year-old. “How are you, sweetheart?”

“Much better now that I have someone to play with,” Rose told her, grinning when Rory gave a few barks demanding some attention. “Besides Rory.”

Barb patted the dog's head. “Hello, Rory.”

“Can we go to the bungalow?” Oscar asked. “Emily said she was going to send some snacks and movies there as Rose’s nanny, Jackie, is going to be looking after us and Charlie.”

“You’ll really like Jackie,” Rose assured Barb. “She’s the best, and she has a nephew. He’s great, too.”

“Max?” Barb asked Rose.

“Do you know him?” Rose’s eyes widened.

“No, but I’ve met Jackie,” Barb told her. “She told me that Max was going to be spending the day here with you.”

“That’s cool,” Oscar said, looking at Rose. “Now we can play our games better.”

“Yes,” Rose agreed and rolled her eyes. “It’s no fun trying to play our games when there are just the two of us.”

Barb’s grin grew as she watched the ten-year-olds. It was so refreshing to see kids without some device in their hands. Oscar and Rose loved playing outside and finding things to do in the snow. In Africa, Oscar and his friends would go fishing, play chase, hide and seek, and other games with the kids from the village and his school.

“Jackie said that he’d be here soon,” Barb told Rose as Emily walked in.

“Hey, you,” Emily greeted Barb. “You’re looking a lot better.”

“Thanks to you for sending a fully qualified nurse to nanny my children,” Barb pointed out, laughing. “You also failed to mention that her brother was Doctor Reece.”

“I didn’t have time to.” Emily grinned.

Barb looked at Rose. “Sweetheart, I need to have a word with Oscar.”

“Of course,” Emily picked up the conversation. “Rose and I will go find out if Chef has the snacks ready.”

“Thank you,” Barb said to Emily, leading Oscar into the living room and finding a secluded table to seat them at.

“Is everything okay, Mom?” Oscar asked with a worried frown creasing his young brow.

“I have to speak to you about Zac,” Barb told him.

“Have you found him?” Oscar’s eyes lit up with hope.

“I have,” Barb answered truthfully. “There was an accident, and Zac’s brother, Liam, got hurt. In order to keep him and us safe from whoever hurt his brother, Zac couldn’t contact us.”

“That’s because he’s FBI, Mom,” Oscar pointed out, his eyes shining with understanding and pride for Zac. “We knew the only reason he couldn’t contact us was because he must’ve had a secret assignment.”

Barb swallowed the lump in her throat and fought to keep the tears stinging her eyes at bay. Her little boy had such a big heart and always tried to see the best in people.

“That’s right, sweetheart,” Barb told him.

“Does that mean he’s coming back to us?” Oscar asked excitedly. “I’ve missed him so much.”

“That’s good, kiddo, because I’ve missed you too.” Zac’s voice came from behind Barb.

She shot around with fright as her heart thudded against her rib cage. Before she could say anything else, Oscar was out of his chair and flew into Zac’s arms.

“Dad!” Oscar shouted as Zac lifted him into a bear hug.

The reunion should’ve made Barb’s heart swell as she noted the genuine love for Oscar in Zac’s eyes, but instead, it sparked her anger as she stood and her eyes met Zac’s.

“Are you here to stay?” Oscar looked into Zac’s eyes. “Or do you have another case?”

“I’m no longer working for the FBI,” Zac told Oscar, his eyes sliding to Barb’s. “I’ve been offered another job that doesn’t take me away from my family.”

Oscar sucked in an excited breath. “Really?”

Zac nodded and gently put Oscar down. “But I still have to do a bit of work with the FBI and my brother, so I won’t be home with you right away.” His eyes met Barb’s. “Your mother and I have to work out a few things.”

Oscar looked up at Zac and smiled. “I understand, Dad.” He gave Zac one more hug before looking at Barb. “Do you need to speak to me some more, or can I go to the kitchen to find Rose?”

“No, that’s all, sweetheart,” Barb kissed his head. “I’ll see you back at the bungalow.”

“Okay, Mom,” Oscar said. “Welcome home, Dad.” He waved at them and took off toward the lodge's kitchen.

As soon as Oscar was out of hearing range, Barb’s angry eyes turned on Zac. “That was uncalled for.”

“I’m sorry,” Zac said, his eyes dark with emotion. “I just wanted to say hello to my son.”

“I told you to stay away from my kids,” Barb seethed. “I was trying to explain things to Oscar as I haven’t had a chance to since finding you here yesterday. You had no right to barge into that moment.”

“You’re right!” Zac agreed. “I’m sorry, Barb.” He took a breath. “I…” His eyes held hers. “I miss you and Oscar, and I just want to get to know Charlotte.”

Barb felt that pain squeezing her heart get a little tighter as she looked into his eyes and saw the emotion in them. She tried to put herself in his position and knew she’d never be able to be so close to her child and not be able to see them or hold them. Her resolve started to soften, but as she opened her mouth to say something, the brunette popped up beside him.

“There you are,” the woman said, linking her arm possessively through Zac and turning her smile toward Barb to greet her. “Hi.”

Another wave of pain hit Barb, and she felt like she’d been slapped in the face as she gave the woman a tight smile. She was searching for an exit to excuse herself when Doctor Reece and his son walked into the lodge.

“If you’ll excuse me,” Barb told them. “My visitor is here.” She looked at Zac. “Please stay away from my kids until we’ve had a chance to talk.” Her eyes slid pointedly to the brunette hanging on Zac’s arm. “If you send me a message, we can set up a time to discuss the papers that I’m expecting to arrive soon.”

With that, she stepped around them and complimented herself for walking smoothly to where the handsome doctor who had spotted her was waiting for her.
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CHAPTER 13


Zac

“Well, that was a little frosty,” Paige said, frowning at her brother. “She didn’t even let me introduce myself.”

“I guess Barb was in a hurry to meet her new friend.” Zac’s eyes narrowed as she turned to see who Barb was walking to.

“Who is he?” Paige asked.

“Charlotte’s pediatrician,” Zac answered.

“Are you sure?” Paige asked. “Because he seems awfully friendly with your wife.”

“According to Barb, I’m her soon-to-be ex-husband,” Zac said through gritted teeth.

“Oh!” Paige’s eyes widened. “Are the papers she mentioned the divorce ones?”

“Yes,” Zack said, biting down his anger and jealousy as he watched Barb greet the little boy with the doctor. “Patrick was supposed to get them delayed.”

“Well, we all know that Patrick was a traitor.” Paige’s eyes darkened with anger.

“I think we’d all have acted like he had if they threatened our families,” Zac defended Patrick. “Professor Jackson is locating Patrick’s sister and niece. Once they’re safe, Patrick will help us get Sally and David Bradley.”

“I don’t want to talk about those horrible people,” Paige hissed. “It’s Christmas, and this year we’re going to spend it together.” She glanced at where Zac was staring. He saw her eyes widen as another two kids joined them. “Is that Oscar?”

“Yes.” Zac nodded.

“He looks just like…” Paige said in disbelief, glancing at her brother again. “Does he know you’re here?”

“He does now,” Zac told her with a sigh. “I think I just angered Barb more as I walked in on her explaining me being here to him.”

“What do you mean?” Paige looked at him curiously.

“I saw Oscar and Barb sitting at the table when I walked out from the bathroom on the way back to the limo.” Zac’s heart thudded against his rib cage, and his hands clenched at his side as he watched helplessly while Barb, Oscar, Rose, the other little boy, and the doctor turned and walked out of the lodge. “I just wanted to say hello. I didn’t realize Barb hadn’t yet had a chance to speak to Oscar about me, which is what I walked in on.”

“And at no point when you heard what she was telling Oscar did you think about aborting the mission and silently slinking away?” Paige’s voice resonated with annoyance as she glared at her brother. “Are you trying to make this operation as hard as possible for us?”

Zac shook his head. “When it comes to Barb and my kids…” He swallowed. “It seems my heart gets to rule over all other thoughts.”

“You seemed to be doing fine when you were pretending to be Liam,” Paige pointed out.

“Right up until I saw them again,” Zac admitted. “To be honest, when I went over to see Barb earlier before Liam came by to tell us his memories had returned, I was about to confess everything to her.”

“Everything?” Paige’s eyebrows rose. “Even about Oscar?”

Zac rubbed his face and blew out a breath. “Everything!”

“Let’s keep the Oscar revelation to ourselves for now,” Paige advised, “and concentrate on winning back the love of your life before Doctor Hunk steals her away.”

“Thank you for making me feel so much better about my wife disappearing with the man,” Zac told Paige.

“That’s what I’m here for, big brother.” Paige grinned. “That, and to save you from yourself.” She pulled him. “Now come on, we’re going to Denver to give our statements against Patrick. I’ll introduce you to someone who could be an ace up our sleeve.”

“Since when do you use poker terms?” Zac glanced at his sister as she led the way out of the lodge.

As they were climbing into the limo to join Courtney and Liam, Priscilla appeared.

“Hello,” Priscilla greeted them. She had a large envelope in her hands. “I hear everything’s started to return to normal?”

“Almost everything,” Paige said before Zac could.

“That’s good to know,” Priscilla said and looked at Zac, then leaned into the limo to greet Liam. “Hello, Liam, welcome back.”

“Thanks, Priscilla,” Liam greeted her back.

“Would you mind if I had a moment with Zac, please,” Priscilla asked.

“Sure,” Paige said, shrugging. “It’s not like we don’t have to be in Denver in a few hours to speak to the FBI or anything.”

“Don’t be sassy, young lady.” Priscilla raised an eyebrow. “Or I might retract my offer of Giles’s helicopter.”

“Helicopter?” Paige’s face went white. “No, we’re good getting to Denver late.” She slid into the limo.

“She doesn’t like flying,” Zac explained.

“I know.” Priscilla grinned, walking away from the waiting limo. “Patrick asked me to give this to you before he was hauled away by the FBI an hour ago.”

“What is it?” Zac asked, eyeing her curiously.

“Open it,” Pricilla ordered.

Zac pulled the documents from the envelope and looked at Priscilla in amazement. “How…”

“I guess he tried to make up for his betrayal in various ways,” Priscilla said. “He managed to intercept them when you were at the hospital. When he got back to the lodge, he gave them to me to look over as yours and your brother’s attorney.”

“And?” Zac looked at her curiously.

“It’s quite brutal,” Pricilla warned him. “And I know the attorney and she’s the best there is.”

“But you’re better,” Zac said with confidence, glancing over a few lines of the documents, feeling his heart drop to his feet. “I know you’re conflicted with this, but I need your help, Priscilla, please!”

“You’re lucky that I saw the way Oscar looked at you,” Priscilla told him. “I also saw the way you looked at both of them, and I’ve decided to help your family get you back together with Barb.”

“Really?” Zac looked at her in disbelief. “I think your family is going to object to that.”

“Leave my family to me,” Priscilla told him, holding out her hand for the documents. “I’ll bury these for as long as I can.”

“Thank you,” Zac smiled at her, feeling hope seep into his heart as he handed the documents back to her. “Out of interest, how long do you think you can bury those documents?”

“A week, maybe two or three.” Priscilla shrugged. “As long as they don’t arrive, we can all enjoy the festive season without it hanging over our heads. So make the most of it.” She looked at him pointedly. “And try to avoid disastrous situations like the one in the living room a few minutes ago. If you want to spend time with your kids, make sure it’s about them and not about emotionally blackmailing their mother.”

“That was not my intention,” Zac assured Priscilla. “I really just wanted to see my son again.”

“Oh, speaking of that,” Priscilla said before reaching over and yanking out a few strands of his hair by the root.

“What the heck, Priscilla!” Zac hissed, rubbing his scalp. “Good grief. What was that for?”

“If Barb still wants to go forward with the divorce after Christmas, we need proof that both Charlotte and Oscar are your biological children!” Priscilla pulled a small bag from his pocket and dropped Zac's hair into it.

“What?” Zac spluttered, looking at her wide-eyed. “How did you…”

“Barb’s uncle gave me Trevor’s will to look over,” Pricilla surprised Zac even more by saying. “Before you ask, I didn’t know that Trevor was still alive, but Liam asked me to help Barb’s uncle by handling Trevor’s will. There was a letter addressed to me explaining the pact he and Barb had about having children. If Barb pursued their pact and the child ever needed his biological father for medical reasons, he explained what he and you had done.”

“I was young, and I never thought it would happen,” Zac defended his actions. “Then, when I realized Barb was pregnant…” He ran a hand through his hair. “At first, I thought maybe there was a chance it was actually Trevor’s…”

“So you left it,” Pricilla guessed. “Let Barb be comforted by knowing she had the love of her life’s child to console her after Trevor’s death.” She gave him a warm smile. “I’m not judging you, Zac. What you did was very noble. Not many people could do what you did. But you also owe Barb the truth—especially now you’re married and have a daughter together as well.”

“I’m beginning to think that while it’s noble of my family to want to help me win Barb back,” he sighed and rubbed his temples, “this is just one more huge lie and reason for her to hate me.”

“I doubt she hates you,” Priscilla assured him. “But Barb is hurt and feeling betrayed. While you’ll never be able to erase what you’ve done, you can start making up for it by cleaning the slate and starting again.”

“Which I want to do,” Zac told her and sighed again, glancing past her. “But I’m afraid she’s caught the attention of Doctor Charming.”

“I call that incentive, dear boy,” Priscilla told him with a smile. “It will keep you on your toes, but just remember, play fair, and respect Barb’s boundaries.”

“Thanks, Priscilla,” Zac said. “I appreciate everything.”

“Don’t make me regret this,” Pricilla warned him, holding up the envelope. “Or I might just change sides.”

“Noted.” Zac laughed, glancing at his wristwatch. “We’d better get moving.”

“And you’d better give your brother's wristwatch back as well,” Pricilla reminded him. “It’s his pride and joy.”

“I was thinking of hanging onto it a bit longer.” Zac grinned. “It’s an awesome watch, and I figured he owes me it.”

“I’ll keep a tree and some decorations for you,” Priscilla offered.

“I would appreciate that,” Zac told her. “Are there rules to this competition? Can we buy our decorations as well?”

“You may, but they have to be donated to the children's hospital after the season for next year, and there’s a spending limit on them,” Pricilla answered. “I’ll message you the rules.”

“Great,” Zac said, starting to walk back toward the limo, his heart feeling a lot lighter as a few snowflakes began to fall.

Eight hours later, they were back at Mistletoe Lodge. Zac had wanted to stay in Denver for the night and get back the following day, but his sister insisted they get back to Frisco.

It was early evening, and the lodge was buzzing with activity. As they pulled up to the front of the main lodge, Zac saw Emily, Rose, Oscar, and the child who had been with Doctor Reece through the living room window. They were laughing and decorating a big tree that was now dominating the middle window.

“Looks like the fun has begun,” Paige commented as they piled out of the big car.

“I have a headache,” Liam admitted. “I think I’m going to go to the chalet, order some food, and go to bed.”

“I’ll come with you,” Courtney said.

They looked at Zac and Paige. “Let’s go offer to help,” Paige suggested to Zac with a sly grin. “You can start to mend bridges with the Carlisle family.”

“I’m pretty sure I’m the last person they want help from,” Zac pointed out.

“But we’re going anyway,” Paige stated, linking her arm through her brothers and looking at Liam. “We’ll see you later, other big brother.” She glanced at Courtney. “Take care of him.”

“Will do,” Courtney nodded.

“I’ll get all your parcels back to the lodge,” Herschel offered.

“That leaves you and me, Zac,” Paige grinned, dragging him into the lodge. “If nothing else, we can have dinner.”

“Do you ever not think about eating?” he asked his sister.

“Yes,” Paige nodded as they walked into the warm foyer. “When I’m working.”

“Figures,” Zac said with a sigh.

They walked into the living room and were surprised to find guests scattered throughout the room. They were making Christmas decorations.

“Hello, Zac, Paige,” Priscilla greeted them. “Have you come to join in and help make Christmas decorations?”

“Yes, we have,” Paige answered before Zac could. “Point us in the direction.” She shrugged off her coat.

“Okay, well, we need to paint the baubles.” Priscilla took them to the far side of the room.

Zac’s heart leaped in his chest when he saw Barb laughing as she instructed a group of women on how to mix colors.

“Uh…” Zac looked at Priscilla. “I think I should be helping with the lights on that huge tree outside.

“Oh, now,” Priscilla said with a knowing smile, “there are too many men working on that already. We need some men here to help with the artwork.” She walked forward. “Barb, I’ve found a new recruit for you.”

Barb’s smile froze on her face as she glanced around and saw Zac.

“We’ve got enough people, thank you, Priscilla,” Barb said rather frostily. “I’m sure Avery could use some help with stringing the popcorn.”

“Nonsense,” Priscilla tutted. “Zac, you can help Barb.” She linked her arm through Paiges. “And you, my dear, can come help me.” She lowered her voice. “We need to come up with a plan to help your brother.”

“I agree,” Paige said, smiling at Barb as she and Priscilla turned to leave. “Good luck, big brother. Have fun.”

Zac watched them leave and turned to Barb. He took a breath and shrugged out of his coat, hanging it over the back of the chair directly in front of Barb. “How can I help?”

“By being somewhere else!” Barb suggested sweetly.

“Oh, Priscilla is calling us,” Julie, the one woman at the table, said. “There’s some sort of knitting emergency?” She looked at the other four women helping Barb. “I’m sorry, Barb, but we have to go. Are you going to be okay here?”

“What knitting emergency?” Barb frowned. “What is Priscilla knitting?” Her eyes narrowed suspiciously.

“Apparently, we’re knitting wooly hats,” Julie read the text message. “She needs them in two days.”

“Great,” Barb said, nodding, her eyes catching Priscilla’s from across the room. She smiled at Barb before turning to instruct her staff on where to position a table for her new group of knitting recruits. “Did you set this up?”

“No,” Zac said, shaking his head, thinking that was not subtle of Priscilla at all. “I was drawn into this by my sister.”

“Sister?” Barb looked at him with a frown.

He turned and pointed to Paige, who was helping Priscilla organize the knitting group she’d just stolen from Barb. “Yes, she’s the one helping Priscilla steal your painting crew.”

He saw the surprise reflect in Barb’s eyes. “That’s your sister?” She pointed to Paige.

“Yes,” Zac said with a nod and grinned. “Can’t you see the family resemblance?”

He saw Barb look from Zac to Paige. “Not really.”

“We have the same color eyes and hair,” Zac pointed out, smiling.

“Why are you here, Zac?” Barb asked him, putting the bauble she was painting down.

“To help you paint baubles,” Zac told her, eyeing the ones that had already been done. “And by the look of it, you could use my help.” He picked up one. “I know Christmas decoration making is all about the fun…” He gave his head a shake. “But what on earth?” He turned the picture toward her. It was a purple blob with a bit of green sticking up from its center.

He saw a flash of amusement in Barb’s eyes before she schooled her emotions. “It’s a plum.”

Zac’s brows shot up, and he looked at the blob again. “Seriously?” He turned it around. “Oh! Right. So it’s abstract art, then?”

“I guess,” Barb said, biting her lip, trying not to smile. “The ladies were trying really hard.”

“Well, let’s hope they knit better than they paint!” Zac rolled his eyes, put the bauble down, rolled up his sleeves, chose a brush bauble, and started to paint. “What are you painting?”

“Just a reindeer,” Barb told him.

“Can I see?” Zac asked. Barb turned it to him. “Oh wow. I didn’t know you were so good with art.”

“There’s a lot we don’t know about each other,” Barb told him bitingly. “Are you and your family leaving now that Liam has regained his memory?”

Barb didn’t meet his eyes when she asked, and she stared at the bauble she was painting.

“No,” Zac told her, and Barb’s eyes flew to his. “My sister and brother want to stick around for the Christmas ball.”

“Why?” Barb asked, her face falling as she stared at him.

“We’ve already paid up to the first week of the new year,” Zac answered with a shrug, his eyes holding hers. “And I would really like to get to know my daughter and spend some time with Oscar.”

“No!” Barb hissed, putting down the bauble and shoving her paintbrush into the jar of water. “No. That’s not going to happen.”

“Barb,” Zac said, “you and I need to talk about us and the kids.”

Her eyes widened as she stared at Zac in disbelief. “Us?” Barb’s words were laced with bitterness. “There is not us anymore, Zac. I don’t think it really ever was. We were two lonely people in the middle of Africa, and we just got carried away.”

“What?” Zac’s heart stopped for a few seconds as he held his breath while her words sank in. Is that really how Barb feels or what she thinks? “That is not what happened. I love you, Barb. More than anything in the world. You, Oscar, and Charlotte mean everything to me.”

Barb stared at him as if he’d grown two heads for a few seconds, and he noticed her cheeks were slightly flushed as her eyes narrowed. “Don’t you dare talk about love to me!” Her eyes blazed with a mix of anger and hurt as she met Zac’s gaze. "If you really loved me, Zac, you would never have just ghosted us like that. You would have found a way to let me know what was happening. Instead, you left me, left Oscar, and never even bothered to check the messages I sent you. You didn’t even know I was carrying our child."

Zac winced at her words, the pain evident in his eyes. "Barb, I was protecting you and Oscar. I thought it was some of your uncle’s men who had tried to kill Liam. I couldn’t risk them knowing where you were. The safest thing I could do was stay away and keep you out of it. If they had found out about you, about Oscar, they would have used you to get to me."

Barb shook her head, her voice trembling with emotion. "But you didn’t protect us, Zac. You abandoned us. You know Oscar never gave up on you. Every night, he’d tell me that he’s sure Dad is on some secret mission that he can’t tell us about.” She shook her head. “You know, I didn’t even know you had a sister until we were on our way back from the hospital.” He saw her look across the room. “I saw a photo of her on your arm in a newspaper. Do you know what I thought when I saw that?”

“Barb…” Zac said, putting the bauble and paintbrush down.

“I don’t even know who your family is because you never bothered to tell me anything.” He heard the wobble in her voice. “I was your wife, Zac. I’m supposed to know who your family is.” She swallowed, and he could see her fighting for control. “I don’t even know who you are.”

Zac reached out, but Barb pulled back, creating a distance that felt like a chasm between them. "Barb, you know me better than anyone. It’s not about my life or the things I didn’t tell you.” His eyes searched her. “Barb, you know better than anyone because you know my heart.”

Tears welled up in Barb’s eyes as she looked at Zac, her voice breaking. "And you broke mine. You shattered it, Zac. I loved you, I trusted you, and you left me when I needed you the most.” She sniffed. “But even worse for me is that you broke my son’s heart and that I will never forgive you for.”

Zac’s face was a mask of regret as he whispered, "Barb, I…” He felt a lump that felt like barbed wire lodged in his throat. His voice grew hoarse. “I’m sorry. I didn’t think there was another way. I was miles from you and Oscar. If what happened to Liam was connected to your uncle and they found the two of you…”

Barb shook her head, standing up from the table, her voice thick with tears. "If you cared, you would have found a way to let me know, Zac. But you didn’t. You just let us think you’d disappeared.” She stared at him for a few minutes. “How did you think this was all going to end?” She glanced around. “When your brother got his memories back, and you found what you were looking for. What then?” She tilted her head slightly. “You just come back to us and expect everything to be okay?”

“Barb,” Zac started to say but slumped back in his chair. In truth, he hadn’t thought it through.

As soon as Liam got shot and his most trusted man killed, Zac’s first thought was that it was Jason Pook sending a message to Zac. He couldn’t let anyone know where Barb and Oscar were, so when Courtney suggested he become Liam… he’d done it without hesitation.

“I’m so sorry,” Zac’s voice dropped. “I was so afraid when Liam got shot. The only way I could see how to protect you, Oscar, and my brother was to assume the role of Liam.” He ran a hand through his hair. “All I wanted to do was protect my family.”

“No matter the cost.” Barb’s voice was low and filled with bitterness. “And what a heck of a cost it was.” She rubbed her temple, and her cheeks looked more flushed than before. “I have a headache. I think I’m going to call it a night.”

“Barb,” Zac said, grabbing her hand. “Please, can we talk? I know what I did may sound crazy to you, but to me…”

Barb snatched her hand away and stood. His eyes widened in alarm as she swayed and gripped the table before stabilizing.

“Are you okay?” Zac sprung to his feet.

“I’m fine,” Barb snapped. “I just got up too quickly.”

“You look a little flushed,” Zac commented.

“Do you blame me?” Her eyes blazed at him.

Zac and Barb stared at each other for a few moments. Then, without another word, Barb turned and walked away, leaving Zac standing alone at the table, the weight of her words pressing down on him like a thousand stones. He watched her go, feeling helpless to stop her as she walked away with his splintering heart in her hands.
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CHAPTER 14


Barb

Barb’s head was killing her by the time she got to the bungalow. As she let herself in, Jackie greeted her with a warm smile.

“Hi.” Jackie got up from where she was studying by the dining table. “You’re back early.”

“I had enough for one day,” Barb told her, taking off her coat, hat, and gloves to hang on the coat hooks by the door. “How did everything go?”

“Perfect.” Jackie started gathering her books. “Charlotte is a little angel.”

“Her temperature and infection?” Barb asked, walking into the kitchen to make some ginger tea.

“My brother checked her out earlier when he dropped off Max and said she was coming along well,” Jackie told her. “I’ve taken Charlotte’s vitals, and she’s recovering fast.”

“Thank you, Jackie,” Barb said, feeling a pang of guilt at having left her daughter for three hours while helping at the lodge. “Have you had dinner?”

“Yes, I ordered from the lodge,” Jackie told her, frowning. “Barb, are you feeling okay?”

“I have a headache,” Barb admitted with a weak smile. “Probably all the stress and aggravation from my soon-to-be ex, who happens to be staying across the way in one of the new chalets.”

“Ah, Oscar told me all about his dad, Zac,” Jackie told her. “Sorry, I wasn’t prying. Oscar was so excited to tell me his father was here.”

“It’s okay,” Barb told her. “Would you like some tea? I’m making some ginger and honey tea.”

Jackie walked into the kitchen. “Do you mind if I take your temperature?”

“I’m fine,” Barb lied. “Nothing a hot bath, some aspirin, and my ginger tea won’t cure.”

“Then you won’t mind if I just check your vitals?” Jackie asked. “You’re really flushed.”

“Anger,” Barb told her with a small laugh. “I had a run-in with Zac.” She pulled a mug from the cupboard. “Tea?”

“Sure.” Jackie nodded, turned, and walked out of the kitchen.

Barb pulled another cup out and set about making the tea. Jackie came back into the kitchen with a bottle of aspirin and the infrared thermometer that she aimed at Barb's head.

“That was sneaky,” Barb said with a nervous laugh.

“You have a slight temperature,” Jackie noted, holding out the aspirin. “Take two of these and go have a hot bath. I’ll finish making the tea. Have you eaten?”

“No.” Barb shook her head. “I was going to order dinner at the lodge, but then Zac appeared.”

“What do you feel like?’ Jackie asked.

“I’ll do it.” Barb smiled. “You’ve been here all day. I’m sure you just want to go home.”

“No, I’ve decided to stick around,” Jackie told her. “Barb, you’re exhausted and stressed, and I’m willing to bet you’ve picked up Charlotte’s virus.”

“I don’t have tonsils,” Barb told her, taking the medication with some cold water from the refrigerator. Having a relaxing hot bath was appealing to her.

“You can still get the virus which infects the pharynx, which is the area behind the tonsils,” Jackie explained. “It still causes sore throat, fever, and general virus discomfort.”

“It’s just a headache,” Barb insisted. “I do suffer from migraines.”

“As Oscar and Max are staying with Emily and Rose tonight,” Jackie told her, “you won’t mind if I sleep in Oscar’s room.” She held up her hand before Barb could say anything. “I can look after Charlotte while you get some rest, as that can also knock your immune system.”

Barb’s head was starting to pound, and she did feel like she’d been sucked up in a tornado and spat out. “I think taking a bath sounds like a great idea,” she agreed with Jackie. “If you don’t mind staying, maybe I should try to get a decent night's sleep so I can enjoy all the festivities that are starting at the lodge and help with setting up the Mistletoe Winter Festival.”

“There you go,” Jackie said. “You need your strength, and if you do have the virus, you don’t want to be spreading it around. Now go take a bath and tell me what you want to eat.”

“Can you ask if they have a nice vegetable or chicken soup with some of Chef’s soft buttermilk or sourdough bread?” Barb asked.

“Of course,” Jackie said before pushing her out of the kitchen. “Now go. Oh, and I put Charlotte back in her room. The monitors are all set throughout the bungalow. Maybe turn the sound down on yours.”

Barb nodded and walked down the hallway. She couldn’t resist taking a peek at her daughter, who was soundly sleeping. She didn’t want to re-expose Charlotte to the virus if that was even a thing, but Barb didn’t want to take any chances.

“Night, my little love,” Barb whispered before quietly exiting the room and heading to her bathroom to take a hot bath and enjoy the luxury of a peaceful night's sleep.

The following day, Barb was awakened by excited voices echoing down the hallway. She smiled, hearing Oscar’s voice, and sat up as the knock resounded on her bedroom door.

“Mom!” Oscar yelled as the door swung open and bounded in, bouncing onto the bed. “Are you okay? Jackie told me you had a headache?” His eyes narrowed as he examined her. “You’re not getting Charlie’s sickness, are you?”

“No,” Barb lied as her head was still sore, and her throat felt a little raw. “Are your friends with you?”

“Just Max. He’s with Jackie in the living room,” Oscar told them, his eyes filling with excitement. “On our way here, I saw Dad. He’s going to ask if I can go with him to Frisco to buy Christmas gifts.”

A flash of anger spurted through Barb that Zac had approached Oscar without speaking to her first. Barb bit down the anger and smiled at her son. “Honey, I thought we could start decorating the bungalow for the competition today.”

His face fell, and he nodded. “Oh! Okay.”

Barb’s heart pinched at seeing how deflated he’d become, and it only added fuel to the angry fire she was trying hard to hold back in front of her child. “Let me speak to Zac, okay?”

“Really?” Oscar perked up again and hugged her. “Thank you, Mom.” He looked up at her. “Sorry, I can’t kiss you in case you have the virus.”

“I don’t have the virus…” Barb’s words trailed off as she swallowed. “But you’re wise to be cautious. Now let me get up and dressed so I can have a word with Zac.”

“Okay,” Oscar said, bouncing off the bed. “Love you,” he yelled over his shoulder as he rushed from the room, slamming the door behind him.

Barb sighed. “I wonder why kids can never just close a door.”

Forty minutes later, Jackie had left with Max and wasn’t due back until tomorrow. Barb and Oscar were having breakfast, with Charlotte doing her wiggle-wiggle exercises in her rocker on the table beside Barb.

“Do you know that as a baby's nervous system matures and their motorized skills get better, these continuous movements will start slowing down,” Oscar surprised Barb by saying.

“That’s right,” Barb said, looking at him in amazement. “Where did you learn that?”

“Jackie told us yesterday when we were laughing at how Charlie is constantly moving like she’s trying to wiggle herself somewhere,” Oscar explained.

“She does move a lot now,” Barb agreed, rubbing her head, then sipping some ginger, honey, and lemon tea to soothe her throat and headache. “You still move quite a lot, too.” She laughed.

“That’s because there’s a lot to do in a day,” Oscar told her, grinning. “Like running around and making snow forts for snowball fights.”

“Just make sure you’re all bundled up warmly and change your clothes when you're done,” Barb reminded him. “Don’t stay in damp clothes.”

“I know!” Oscar sighed, rolling his eyes. “I’m ten now, mom.”

“Of course you are,” Barb hid a smile. “But moms still like to feel useful and nag their kids about these things.”

“Can I be excused from the table?” Oscar asked. “I want to get ready to go with Dad into Frisco.”

“Sure,” Barb said, nodding before standing and taking their dishes to the sink.

As she was going back to Charlotte, there was a knock on the door. Her heart leaped, and the anger once again boiled as she instinctively knew it was Zac. Barb swung the door open and froze when she came face to face with the brunette she now knew was Paige.

“Hi!” Paige waved a gloved hand at her with a smile on her face. “I’m Paige Shields, Zac’s sister.”

“Hello, Paige.” Barb couldn’t help the frostiness that laced her voice.

“I came over to introduce myself as we didn’t get a chance to meet yesterday,” Paige explained. “As we’re spending the day with Oscar, I thought it best to meet you.”

“Where is Zac?” Barb asked, her anger rising a level at the assumption that she was just going to let Oscar go with them. “I need to have a word with him.”

“Oh,” Paige turned to look toward the chalet. “He’ll be here soon.” She looked at Barb again. “He takes longer than most women to get ready. Especially when it’s cold.”

Barb nodded.

“Is that Dad?” Oscar’s excited voice rang down the hallway as he rushed toward them, stopping beside Barb at the door. “Hello, Aunt Paige.”

“Hey, Ozzie,” Paige greeted him.

“Ozzie?” Barb’s anger gauge was rising to the steam out the ear point.

Paige’s eyes widened, and her smile dropped as she looked at Barb. It must’ve registered with her then that Barb wasn’t aware she’d met Oscar.

“Oscar and I met at the main lodge last night,” Paige explained. “Priscilla introduced us, and we—”

“Decorated the lodge’s window tree together,” Oscar explained. “Dad put me on his shoulders and lifted me as Avery said I could put the angel on it.”

Barb’s eyes widened as they caught Paige’s. She didn’t want to cause a scene in front of Oscar. “Honey, go brush your teeth.” She smiled at him.

“Oh, yes, I almost forgot,” Oscar said, glancing at his mother and then back to Paige. “I’ll be back in three minutes.”

He turned and ran to the bathroom.

“Could you call your brother for me, please, Paige,” Barb said with a tight smile. “I really need to have a word with him. I also have to make sure Oscar is ready.”

“Of course,” Paige said, nodding and smiling at Barb. “Barb, Zac didn’t mean any harm last night. Ryder was going to lift Oscar as your friend Emily didn’t let us near Oscar after Priscilla introduced me. It was Oscar who asked Zac to lift him.”

“Thank you for telling me that, Paige.” Barb nodded. “But I still need to have a world with Zac. It was nice to finally meet you.”

Paige stared at Barb for a few seconds before giving a nod and turning back toward the chalet as Zac walked down the path. Again, Barb’s traitorous heart skipped a few beats as he drew nearer.

“Why don’t I take Oscar to the lodge so you and Zac can talk?” Paige offered.

“That won’t be necessary,” Barb told her.

“Oh, okay,” Paige said. “It was nice to finally meet you, too.” She turned and walked toward her brother.

They were too far away to hear what Paige said to him, but his head turned toward Barb, and their eyes met.

“Is that Dad?” Oscar was back by her side in a flash, waving at Zac from the door.

“Honey, I need to have a word with Zac in private,” Barb explained. “I need you to watch Charlotte and make sure she doesn’t wiggle out of her rocker, okay?”

“Is Dad in trouble?” Oscar looked at her suspiciously.

“No, baby,” Barb lied, shaking her head, turning to take Charlotte's rocker off the table and put it in the middle of the living room floor. “But I just need to tell him something. Now go watch your sister for me, please.”

Oscar did as he was told while Barb stepped out of the bungalow, closing the door behind her. She hadn’t grabbed her coat, and the cold felt like it was blasting through her jumper as she walked down the path to meet Zac.

“Hi,” Zac greeted her with a tight smile. “I can see you’re upset with me for asking Oscar to come with me to Frisco, but…”

“There’s no but here, Zac,” Barb seethed. “I explicitly told you twice, no, three times yesterday not to approach my kids without my consent.”

Something flashed in Zac’s eyes as they met hers. “I’m sorry,” he apologized, but she could see he was angry as a muscle in his jaw ticked. “I met Oscar on my way to the main lodge this morning. He asked me what I was doing today, and I told him. Oscar wanted me to help you decorate the bungalow with him today and was disappointed I couldn’t spend time with him.”

“So you asked him to go to Frisco with you before clearing it with me?” Barb hissed. “Or did you do that on purpose because you knew I wouldn’t say no to my son?” Her eyes narrowed as her anger grew hotter. “I have no option now but to let him go with you. But I’m warning you, don’t make any more promises to him or invite Oscar anywhere without speaking to me first.”

“You know, Barb,” Zac said, his eyes flashing with anger and darkening with pain, “they are my kids, too, and I have a right to see them.”

Barb’s hands clenched at her sides. Did he really just say that to me? “Rights?” She looked at him in disbelief. “First, Zac is not your biological son and Charlotte… well, she was born without a father—check her birth certificate. Any rights you thought you had disappeared when you did from our lives eleven months ago.”

Zac’s eyes widened, and he looked like Barb had just punched him. He stared at her in shock. “I’m not on Charlotte’s birth certificate?”

“No!” Barb sneered, allowing her anger, hurt, and bitterness to take over as her headache started to increase. She rubbed her arms as the cold began to seep further into her bones. “I didn’t think you cared as I’d left you numerous voice messages and texts. Which you didn’t even bother to read.”

“Barb… no…” Zac reached toward her, but Barb recoiled as the pain of his abandonment rose once more.

“Oscar’s ready to go,” Barb told him through gritted. “Have him back before lunchtime. Don’t feed him too much sugar, and try to keep him away from grape soda, please.”

With that, she spun around and stormed back to the bungalow, stopping before she opened the door. “And I’m warning you, don’t make any more promises to Oscar without speaking to me first.”

She yanked open the door, took a deep breath to calm herself, and forced a smile onto her face. “Oscar, Zac’s here.”

“Dad!” Oscar called from the living room. “Come say hello to Charlie. She’s so excited that you’re here.”

Zac’s figure loomed behind Barb as she stepped over the threshold and froze at her son's words. She spun around and knocked into Zac, who was so close to him. His hands reached out to grab her in case she stumbled backward.

“You're freezing cold,” Zac said in alarm.

“I’m fine,” Barb said, pulling out of his arms, hoping he couldn’t hear how loudly her heart was beating or how his touch had instantly warmed her skin.

“Dad!” Oscar yelled again.

“I can tell him we need to get moving,” Zac said in clipped tones.

“No, go. I don’t want Oscar dragged into our troubles,” Barb told him.

“Thank you.” Zac’s voice was gruff as he stepped past Barb and walked into the living room.

Barb followed him. The heat of the fire enveloped her freezing body. She positioned herself close to it to absorb the warmth as she watched Zac drop to his knees on the rug beside Oscar.

“Hello, princess,” Zac’s voice was soft, and Barb’s heart pinched once again as guilt flooded her when she saw the love in his eyes for his daughter and Oscar. “If you were older and your mommy said it was okay,” he glanced at Barb, “you could come with us.”

“Am I going with Dad, Mom?” Oscar looked up at her.

“Yes, honey.” Barb smiled warmly at him. “Go get your coat, hat, and gloves on.”

“Okay,” Oscar said, nodding, kissing Charlotte on the cheek. “See you later, Charlie. I’ll buy you a present.”

As Oscar bolted from the room, Zac looked at Barb. “May I hold her?”

Barb didn’t trust her voice at that moment and nodded as a turmoil of conflicting emotions churned through her, intensified by the thumping pain in her head. Zac picked Charlotte up, and she reached out a little hand to touch his face, and a lump lodged in Barb’s burning throat.

“I must go check on Oscar,” Barb’s voice was hoarse, and she cleared her throat.

Zac smiled at Barb and nodded before his attention returned to his daughter.

“This is the only coat I could find.” Oscar popped out of his room. “And these gloves.”

“They’re perfect,” Barb said, zipping it up. “Where’s your hat?”

“I can use the hood on the coat,” Oscar reasoned.

“You know you need your woolen beanie.” Barb walked into his room and found one of the beanies. “Here, this will go nicely with your coat and gloves.”

“I don’t need to match like you, Mom,” Oscar moaned. “I’d rather have the red one.”

“The red one is dirty and being washed,” Barb reminded him. “So you’re going to have to use the dark blue on.”

“Fine,” Oscar said with a sigh. “But do you think you can buy me more red and green beanies, please?”

“I’ll look into that,” Barb promised, smiling. “There, now you’re all ready to go.”

Oscar threw his arms around her neck and hugged her, whispering. “Thank you for letting me go with Dad.” He kissed her cheek. “I love you, Mom.”

Guilt poured through Barb as she hugged her little boy tight. “Of course, my angel. Be good and listen to Zac, okay?”

“I promise.” Oscar nodded as they walked back into the living room.

Zac was playing with Charlotte, and try as she might, Barb couldn’t hang onto the anger that had been boiling inside her since Oscar mentioned Zac had asked him to go into Frisco with him.

“Oscar’s ready,” Barb said, keeping her voice level as she followed Oscar and Zac to the door.

“Thank you for letting him spend the morning with me,” Zac said, kissing Charlotte's forehead before handing her to Barb. “Bye, princess. Daddy loves you.”

His words hit Barb right in the middle of her heart, and she felt the sting of tears burning at the back of her eyes as she took Charlotte from him. Barb suddenly felt like a thief, like she was robbing Zac of time with his kids, as more guilt flooded her.

“I’ll have Oscar back before lunch if that’s what you want,” Zac assured her.

Barb drew in a breath and forced a smile. “Did you want to take him to lunch?”

“I was planning to,” Zac admitted. “But not if you want him back here.”

“It’s okay,” Barb said. “Enjoy your day.”

Their eyes met and held, and Barb’s heart accelerated some more.

“Thank you, Barb.” Zac’s voice was deep and hoarse with emotion when he finally broke eye contact as Oscar tugged on his hand.

Barb watched them walk down the path, but the cold was too much, and she didn’t want to expose Charlotte, so she ducked inside, closed, and locked the door. Noting the time, Barb saw it was Charlotte’s nap time, and she went to put her down. It wasn’t until Charlotte was asleep that Barb took some more headache pills, curled up in a blanket on the carpet beside the fire, and let herself have a good cry.

Confusion whirled around her aching brain while a mix of emotions flooded through her, overwhelming her. As she let the tears she’d kept at bay for too long fall, Barb made plans to call her lawyer later that day to find out where the divorce papers were and what she proposed as the best option for the kids. While Barb still loved Zac with all her heart, she was sure she could never trust him again. But she did know that she couldn’t keep him from the kids.
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CHAPTER 15


Zac

“I’m sorry, big brother,” Paige apologized as he and Oscar slid into the limo. He gave Oscar a tablet with headphones to watch his favorite cartoon. “I shouldn’t have gone over to Barb’s place without you.”

“It’s okay,” Zac assured her. “Where are Liam and Courtney?”

“Oh, I meant to tell you,” Paige said. “They’ve gone to Montana. Liam said they should find out what happened from him rather than someone else when the press becomes aware of three high-profile people about to be arrested.”

“We should be with them,” Zac said.

“No!” Paige shook her head. “You need to be here, and I’m staying with you.”

“I should be the one to tell Mom and Dad about my family,” Zac pointed out.

“Yeah, they’re going to be mad that you kept that from them,” Paige warned. “But not to worry, they’ll understand why you didn’t.”

“What’s one more person being mad at me?” Zac sighed, his mind flashing to the storm that he saw raging in Barb’s eyes. “I don’t think Barb will ever let me into her life again.”

“Since when have you been a quitter?” Paige poked him in the ribs with her finger. “You just need to keep trying no matter how many times you get knocked back. Barb is just hurt, and with good reason.”

“My name isn’t on Charlotte’s birth certificate.” Zac’s voice lowered.

“What?” Paige said, flabbergasted. “Why?”

“Barb didn’t think I was interested,” Zac told her. “She left and sent messages throughout her pregnancy and on the day of Charlotte's birth.”

“And you verified this?” Paige asked, sticking up for him. “Cause you know she could just be saying that.”

“Thanks for trying to be on my side,” Zac told her with a smile. “But she did. Herschel got my old phone back. They’re all on there.”

He pinched the bridge of his nose. He’d played the messages over and over again when he’d gone to bed the previous night.

“Oh!” Paige said, nodding and pulling an uh-oh face. “That is bad for you, big brother.”

“She’s right, you know,” Zac said, glancing out the window. “I cut her and Oscar out as soon as I heard Liam had been shot. It was the day after Jason Pook was murdered in jail.”

“You did what you had to do in order to protect Barb and Oscar,” Paige said, her voice also low. “With Liam thinking he was you when he woke up from the trauma, you didn’t have any other choice. It was best that no one knew your connection to Barb and Oscar, or they could’ve hunted them down again.”

“I should’ve tried to get word to Barb,” Zac said. “Barb was right about that. There were ways.”

“No, Zac, there were not!” Paige supported his decision. “The whole reason Barb and Oscar went to Africa was to hide from her criminal family.” She raised her brows. “You made a decision, and she needs to know what a sacrifice you made. Barb’s not the only one who suffered!”

“She went through a nine-month pregnancy and gave birth, all while being a single mother to Oscar and running the Clean Water project,” Zac pointed out. “I should’ve been there to support her or at least have acknowledged the little life we brought into this world.”

“You’ll just have to try and make it up to her,” Paige suggested.

“How do I make up for something like that?” Zac asked, and his eyes rested on Oscar, making him smile. “I missed Oscar so much that I didn’t even think about the consequences of wanting him with me for the day.” He looked at his sister and smiled. “It’s so worth it.”

“I know, but you have to stop antagonizing Barb,” Paige said. “You’re supposed to be winning her back, not pushing her further away.”

“I got to hold my daughter again,” Zac said, his heart filling as he thought about the little princess. “She’s so beautiful.”

“I’m dying to meet her,” Paige said, glancing at Oscar. “I think I should offer to babysit while you take Barb out for dinner to talk.”

“She won’t go for it,” Zac said. “Besides, she has Doctor Charming’s nurse sister as a nanny.”

“Giles Holland hired her,” Paige told her brother. “Her and her brother come from a long line of medical professionals.”

“How do you know?” Zac frowned.

“I did digging,” Paige said, shrugging. “He is gorgeous and has an impressive resume for someone who’s only thirty-four.”

“Do you have a professional crush?” Zac smiled knowingly at his sister. “I thought you were crushing on Doctor Jerk?”

“No, not crushing on Doctor Jerk,” Paige assured him. “I think that’s more a bit of jealousy as the man has some pretty awesome credentials.” She sighed. “Besides, he’s dating Naomi. You know, my good friend in Hawaii?”

“Vaguely remember her,” Zac admitted and watched Oscar laugh at something on the screen. “I missed them so much.”

“Well, let's make the most of today,” Paige suggested. “I believe there’s ice skating on the pond in the center of town.”

“I don’t know if Oscar can ice-skate,” Zac said.

“Hey, Ozzie.” Paige leaned forward and pulled one ear of the headset of Oscar's ear. “Can you ice-skate?”

“Are we going ice-skating on the pond?” Oscar’s eyes widened. “My new friend Max is going with Jackie today as well.”

“Huh,” Paige said. “Fancy that. Maybe we’ll meet them there. So buddy, can you ice-skate?”

“A bit,” Oscar said, nodding. “But I haven’t skated in two years.”

“Then, it’s settled,” Paige told him. “We’ll go skating before lunch.”

“Awesome,” Oscar said, grinning before his attention went back to the tablet.

“At least he is on your side,” Paige pointed out. “I don’t think Barb will keep you from your kids. But again, you have to let it be on her terms.”

“I know,” Zac agreed. “It’s just hard keeping my distance. Especially now, there should be nothing standing in our way of being together.”

“Ah, but there is!” Paige reminded him. “You still have a big secret you’ve kept from Barb that you had ample chance to tell her about, as you’ve obviously always known who Oscar’s real father is.”

“I know!” Zac’s jaw clenched. “It’s not easy to bring up in conversation. Hey, Barb, guess what? You know you thought you were continuing Trevor’s legacy…”

“I get it,” Paige told him. “But if you’re going to stand any chance of getting Barb back, you have to.”

Zac nodded. “But not today.” He glanced at his sister. “Today, we’re going to have fun with my son.”

“Agreed,” Paige said, nodding as they pulled into a parking space near the town square.

“This is the best place to park.” Herschel opened the partition.

Zac stepped out of the limo, taking in the sight of Frisco decorated for the holidays. The town square was a winter wonderland, with lights strung across the buildings and the road. He was sure they would cast a warm glow on the snow-covered streets in the evening.

Wreaths adorned with red ribbons hung from every lamppost, and garlands draped over storefronts while festive displays filled the shop windows. The giant Christmas tree in the center of the square was a spectacle in itself, with thousands of multicolored lights, shimmering ornaments, and a sparkling star at the top. Snowflakes, glowing in soft blue hues, gently swayed above the streets, adding a magical touch to the scene.

Zac couldn't help but smile at the charm of it all. “This place is incredible,” he said, glancing at Paige and Oscar, who was wide-eyed with wonder. “We need to come back here in the evening to see the lights when it’s all lit up. It’ll be even more magical.”

Paige nodded in agreement, her eyes scanning the square. “You know, this could be a perfect place to take Barb out for dinner,” she suggested, her voice thoughtful. “You could use the cozy atmosphere to talk about the kids—and maybe even explain yourself. It’s a good setting to tell her the truth, especially about Oscar.”

Zac considered her words, his eyes lingering on the twinkling lights. “I’ll see.”

“No! Do it!” Paige replied, a hint of optimism in her voice. “Barb loves the kids, and this place feels so magical. I’m sure it’s just the place to bring out the best in people. Plus, it’s neutral ground. You’re not at the lodge or her place. Just two parents out having dinner and talking.”

Zac sighed, the weight of his secrets pressing down on him. “I know I need to tell her about Oscar. It’s just… I’ve kept it from her for so long, and now it feels impossible to bring it up.”

“You’ll find the right moment,” Paige assured him. “But for now, cocoa and ice skating.” She pointed to where lines of booths littered a road that had been closed off. “Then shopping and lunch.”

“Always thinking about your stomach.” Zac shook his head, taking Oscar’s hand in his, and they made their way to the pond.

“Are we getting hot chocolate?” Oscar asked hopefully. “You know, the nice one like Emily makes with the marshmallows, candy cane, and bits of chocolate and caramel.”

“I don’t know if we’ll find something like that,” Zac told him. “But we can find something like it, maybe.”

“That’s good, too,” Oscar said. “Oh, look, that must be the pond.”

There weren’t too many people on the rink, but they got their skates, and Zac left Paige to help Oscar with his while he went to get them some hot chocolate. He was walking back to them when he spotted Barb, Heather, and Avery walking out of a hardware store across from the pond.

He got such a fright when he saw her that he nearly dropped the beverages. Zac stood transfixed as he noted how relaxed and happy Barb looked as she laughed at something Heather was saying.

His heart was beating so hard in his chest that he was sure they could hear it from across the road, and then, to his horror, Avery spotted him.

“Zac!” Avery called, waving.

He waved back and saw Barb’s smile slide from her face as her head shot around and saw him across the street. Zac stood dead still as he watched the three women cross the road to join him.

“Hi,” Heather and Avery greeted him with a smile.

“Barb mentioned you’d brought Oscar to Frisco,” Avery said and looked to where Zac had left Oscar and Paige. “I see you’re ice-skating.”

“Yes,” Zac said, nodding, his eyes meeting Barb’s narrowed ones for a few seconds before he turned to see Paige and Oscar walk onto the ice. To his surprise, Oscar was pretty good. “Oh, so he can skate.”

“Of course, he can ice-skate,” Heather said a little indignantly, glancing at Barb, whose eyes widened warningly, but Heather grinned. “Barb used to ice-skate as a sport when she was at school.”

Barb shook her head at her friend. “She told us she taught Oscar as he was interested in playing ice hockey one day.”

“You’re all welcome to join us if you’d like?” Zac found himself saying.

“No, we can’t,” Barb’s words were sharp. “You enjoy your day with Oscar. We have a lot to do at the lodge to get ready for the festival.”

“Yeah, Barb’s right,” Avery said with a sigh. “Although I’d love to join you as I haven’t ice-skated in a while.”

“Maybe we can make a night of it sometime this week,” Heather suggested. “I’ll ask Jackie when she looks after the kids and eight of us if you would join us,” She looked at Zac. “We could have dinner, do a bit of night browsing, and some ice-skating.”

“That sounds like a plan,” Avery agreed and looked at Barb. “What do you say, Barb?”

“I’m not sure,” Barb said hesitantly, her eyes meeting Zac’s once again. “It depends on what night it is.”

“We’ll let you know if you’re interested, Zac,” Heather said, and he nodded.

“It sounds good,” Zac said, nodding and holding up the drinks. “I have to take this to Oscar and Paige before it gets too cold.”

“See you later,” Avery said as the three women turned and walked away, leaving Zac to watch them go.

He felt it was becoming symbolic watching Barb walk away from him, and each time she left, it felt like she was getting further away from him. Zac heard a squeal of laughter and turned to witness his sister hit the ice after trying to do a spin, and Oscar found it funny.

Zac pushed thoughts of Barb from his mind and went to the rink. “Are you okay?” he asked his sister as he leaned over the railing.

“She broke her butt!” Oscar laughed.

“Sorry, that was me,” Paige admitted getting up. “As I fell, I yelled, ouch, I think I broke my butt.”

“Nice!” Zac shook his head. “You’re lucky Zac’s the only young person here right now, or you might’ve gotten us kicked off the ice.”

“Are you coming to skate with us, Dad?” Oscar looked hopefully at him. “I’ll hold you up if you can’t skate.”

“Thanks, buddy,” Zac said, smiling. “I might take you up on that. But I think for now, I’ll sit here and keep our drinks safe.”

“Okay.” Oscar nodded as Paige took his hand, and they skated off, laughing.

It was so lovely seeing his son and sister together. This is how it should be—Zac, Barb, and the kids with his family and their friends—doing things together. The next few hours flew past way too quickly, and all too soon, they were headed back to Mistletoe Lodge. It was four in the afternoon as they drove through the gates.

People had started putting booths together for the festival, and the car park was fuller than usual.

“Looks like the preparations for the festival are in full swing,” Paige commented. “Pricilla told me that they were opening the festival a week earlier to give it three weeks instead of just two.”

“That makes good business sense, as Heather told me how popular it’s become in the two years it’s been reopened,” Zac answered.

“Rose, Max, and I are going to help with the hayrides,” Zac told him proudly. “We are going to make the kids not be frightened.”

“That’s a really important job,” Zac stated. “And you get free hayrides.” He smiled as Oscar’s grin widened.

“Yup!” He nodded. “The hayrides are our favorite thing to do at the festival.”

“Have you been to one?” Paige asked, trying to figure out when.

“They were here when the first festival was held,” Zac explained as the limo drew to a stop. “I think I’ll get changed and go find out where I can help.”

“I’ll come with you,” Oscar offered.

“Let’s ask your mom first,” Zac suggested. “She may have something she needs you to do.”

“Okay!” Oscar nodded as they climbed out of the limo.

“I’ll take Oscar back to Barb,” Zac said.

“Okay, I’ll help Herschel get our purchases to the chalet.” Paige left them as Zac and Oscar went to find where Barb was.

“Oscar!” Rose saw them and rushed toward them. “Hello.”

“Hi, Rose,” Oscar greeted his friend. “What are you doing?”

“Going back to the lodge,” Rose told him, “Chef’s making cookies, and I’m going to help. Wanna come?”

Oscar looked at Zac. “Can I go, please, Dad?”

“Let’s ask your mother first,” Zac said.

“I’ll meet you at the kitchen,” Rose told them, sprinting off with her dog Rory in tow.

“Mom’s going to say yes,” Oscar assured Zac as they made their way through the people busy at work.

“Maybe,” Zac agreed. “But it’s best we ask her first, or she’ll be mad at me.”

Oscar nodded in understanding and spotted her. Barb was helping Emily, Heather, and Avery paint a booth with red and white stripes.

“There’s Mom.” Oscar pointed, his eyes widening in delight. “She’s at the candy cane booth. They’re going to have a giant candy cane that Chef’s making as a prize for a raffle draw.”

“That sounds awesome,” Zac said, biting back his comments on diabetes and tooth decay. “Let’s go speak to her.”

As they approached, Zac bit back a smile, seeing Barb with a pair of coveralls with red paint splattered on her hands. She looked up as they approached her, and again, Zac was struck by how flushed her cheeks looked.

“Mom!” Oscar yelled, breaking free of Zac’s grasp to rush toward Barb, who smiled, put down her paintbrush, and held her arms out to him.

“Hey, sweetheart, you’re back.” Barb’s arms wrapped around Oscar, and she kissed his hair. “Did you have a good time?”

“Yes, we did,” Oscar told her, quickly rattling off a few things they had done. “Can I go help Rose and Chef make cookies at the lodge?”

“Sure,” Barb said, nodding. “As long as Chef doesn’t mind.”

“She won’t,” Emily assured her. “I have to go check on Daisy.”

“I’ll come with you,” Heather said. “I need to check on Phoenix as well and get some more paint.” She looked at Barb. “Are you okay with continuing here for a bit on your own?”

“I can help,” Zac offered.

“I’m fine on my own,” Barb assured them, but Emily and Heather had already started walking away with an eager Oscar. “Great! I’m talking to thin air.”

“I heard you,” Zac told her. “But I’m ignoring you and helping.” He pulled his coat off, hung it on a tree branch, and rolled up his sleeves. “I see the festival preparations are well underway, which is impressive as they only started today.”

Barb dipped her brush in more red paint before glancing around. “This is the third year the festival has been back on. Emily told me the first year was chaotic, then last year they were more prepared, and this year it seems to be running even more smoothly.”

“What can I paint?” Zac asked with a paintbrush ready.

“Grab some coveralls over by that booth.” Barb pointed to a booth a few feet to his left. “Then you can start painting the white stripes on that side between the red ones I’ve just done.”

Zac picked out a pair of bright blue coveralls and put them on. The woman handed him some plastic booties to cover his shoes. When he wandered back to Barb, he looked like a surgeon. All he needed was the hat, mask, and latex gloves.

Zac started painting and was about to ask Barb if they could talk. He wanted them to clear the air and give him a chance to explain everything to her, but before he could, she started talking.

“Thank you for taking Oscar out for the day,” Barb surprised him by saying. “He is so happy.” Her eyes met Zacs. “What I said about Charlotte’s birth certificate—”

Zac cut her off. “It’s alright, Barb, you don’t have to explain.”

“I do.” Barb dipped the brush into the red paint once again. “I never put your name on Charlotte’s birth certificate for the same reason I never put a father’s name on Oscar’s.”

Zac felt his heart lurch. “You never put Trevor's name on Oscar’s birth certificate.” He saw something flash in her eyes that looked a lot like guilt.

“No, I didn’t,” Barb admitted. “For a few reasons, but the main one being that if I needed to move around again, I needed to do so without being hindered by having to get a father’s consent to take my child out of the country or get him a passport.”

Zac’s eyes widened with realization. “That makes sense,” he agreed, nodding.

“I had to get Charlotte a passport to bring her home, and if your name had been on the birth certificate…”

“You would’ve still been in Africa because you weren’t able to get hold of me,” Zac guessed.

“Yes,” Barb confirmed, nodding. “It’s not that I didn’t want to.” Her eyes met his, and his heart skidded and flipped as he saw the truth in them. “Of course, I wanted her father’s name on it. I was going to change it when I got home to the States. I just haven’t had time to do it.”

“I can help you with that,” Zac told her. “If you don’t mind, I’d like it if we did it together.”

“We might have to,” Barb told him. “I’m not even sure how we do it.”

“We’ll figure it out,” Zac assured her, a glimmer of hope for his future with his family starting to break through the dark pain in his heart. He swallowed as he saw her give him the first genuine smile since they’d met again. “Barb, while we’re speaking about birth certificates, there’s something I need to tell you.”

Barb looked at him questioningly. “About?”

“Trevor,” Zac said, taking in a breath to bolster his courage. “I know I should’ve told you a long time ago, but…” He ran a hand through his hair as nerves gripped him. He knew this wasn’t going to end well, and he was probably going to watch her walk away from him again. “Before you and Trevor got married…” He cleared his throat, not quite knowing what to say.

“Wait!” Barb held up her hands. “I need to tell you the second reason why I never put Trevor’s name on Oscar’s birth certificate.”

Zac frowned as his eyes searched hers. “Okay.”

“When I went to have the procedure done after Trevor's death, the clinic had a note for me from him,” Barb swallowed and rubbed her temple. “In the note, he told me that you had helped him when he needed it the most. It was up to me if I wanted to go through with the procedure after knowing the truth, but no matter who the donor was, the child was ours.”

Zac’s eyes widened as he gaped at Barb. “You knew?” His heart jumped into his throat, and his skin felt like it was vibrating from the waves of shocked disbelief coursing through him.

“I never thought I’d ever love anyone as much as I loved Trevor ever again,” Barb told Zac, her voice dropping and wobbling with emotion. “The thought of not having Trevor in my life had left a big hole in it. One that Oscar healed.” Her eyes sparkled with unshed tears. “My last name had already been changed because I had to change my identity, so I was already a Gardener. So when Oscar was born, I left the father blank in honor of the brave thing you did for your best friend.”

“Barb, I…” Zac swallowed, his throat suddenly dry. He stared at Barb, and his heart swelled. He didn’t think he could love her more than he already did, but Zac was wrong. “I’ve grappled with how to tell you for so long. Then I thought about Trevor, and I didn’t want to dishonor his memory.”

“I was wondering if you would like to have your name on both of your children’s birth certificates.” Barb cleared her throat and rubbed her throat.

Zac had to fight back the burning lump trying to suffocate him with emotion. “I’d love that.”

Barb sniffed and wiped her cheek with the back of her hand, smearing red paint on it. “When you left earlier with Oscar, I realized that while things between us are not right, it was unfair of me to punish my children,” she stated. “They deserve to know and spend time with their father. I have no right to keep you from your kids.”

Zac couldn’t find the words as he stared at Barb in amazement. His spirits lifted a little more. Maybe they could find their way back to each other. “Thank you, Barb. I appreciate that.”

“But there have to be rules, Zac,” Barb told him.

“Would you allow me to take you to dinner to discuss them?” Zac asked, holding up his hands. “Not a date. Two parents are discussing how to share parental duties.”

She stared at him for a few moments. “Okay.” She nodded. “I can do tomorrow night when Jackie’s back.”

“That’s great.” Zac’s heart picked up even more speed as excitement coursed through him. “I thought we could go into Frisco.”

“I’d like that,” Barb told him, rubbing her temples again, and Zac’s brows creased as he noticed her cheeks were now not just flushed but really red.

She pinched the bridge of her nose and started to sway.

“Barb, are you okay?” Zac looked at her worriedly.

“Just a headache,” Barb assured him right before her eyes rolled back in her head, and she started to sink to the ground before Zac reached out and caught her.
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CHAPTER 16


Barb

Barb slowly regained consciousness as she was wheeled through the hospital corridors. The sterile smell of antiseptic mixed with the soft hum of medical equipment. Her body ached, and her head pounded as though it had been caught in a vice. Her throat burned with each shallow breath, and her ears throbbed with a dull pain. Every sense felt dulled as if she were submerged underwater, hearing and seeing through a thick fog.

She forced her heavy eyelids open, struggling to focus. Figures in white coats and scrubs blurred around her, their voices distant and muffled. A sense of disorientation overwhelmed her, and she instinctively tried to move, but her limbs felt leaden, unresponsive.

Through the haze, a familiar face came into view. Zac. His dark hair was tousled, his amber eyes intense with worry as they locked onto hers. He was right by her side, his hand resting gently on her arm. "Zac?" she croaked, her voice barely a whisper, hoarse and dry.

"Shh, it's okay, Barb," Zac said softly, leaning closer so she could hear him. His voice was soothing, a lifeline in the sea of confusion. "You're in the hospital. You have a high fever, but you're going to be okay."

She blinked, trying to process his words, but everything seemed to blur together. Her throat ached, her ears buzzed, and the world spun around her. But Zac was here. He was with her. She tried to smile, but it was a weak attempt, and before she could say more, her vision darkened, and she felt herself slipping away. "I'm glad… you're here…" she murmured, her voice trailing off as the fever pulled her back into unconsciousness.

When Barb next opened her eyes, the room was dim, the only light coming from the monitors that beeped softly beside her bed. Her mouth was dry, her throat raw. She tried to swallow, but it felt like she was swallowing shards of glass. "Water…" she whispered, her voice rasping.

Immediately, Zac was there, holding a cup with a straw to her lips. "Slowly, Barb," he murmured, guiding the straw to her mouth. "Just small sips."

She took a tentative sip, the cool liquid soothing her parched throat. She reached for his hand as if he was her lifeline. "Don’t leave me," she whispered, her voice a faint echo in her ears.

Zac squeezed her hand gently, his expression full of tenderness. "I'll never leave you again, my love," he promised, his voice steady and warm, a beacon in the darkness that surrounded her.

Her grip on his hand tightened briefly before the exhaustion took over, and she drifted off once more, his words echoing in her mind.

The next time Barb woke, it was to a bright light being shone in her eyes. She winced, trying to turn away, but a soft, female voice coaxed her back. "Barb, I need you to open your eyes for me," the voice said, gentle but firm.

Barb blinked against the light, her vision slowly adjusting. A woman in a white coat was leaning over her, smiling kindly. "Welcome back," the doctor said, lowering the light and checking her pulse.

Barb's heart leaped in her chest as she looked around the room, her eyes landing on an empty chair by her bed. "Where… where’s Zac?" she asked, panic creeping into her voice.

The doctor placed a reassuring hand on her arm. "He'll be right back, I promise. I had to practically force him to go get coffee and something to eat. He hasn't left your side since you got here."

Barb let out a shaky breath, her body relaxing slightly. "How long have I been here?" she asked, her voice still weak.

"Since yesterday afternoon," the doctor replied, checking the monitors by Barb's bed.

Barb’s mind raced. "What time is it now?"

The doctor glanced at her watch. "It’s almost six in the evening."

Barb's eyes widened. "I’ve been out for that long? My kids…"

"Calm down," the doctor said gently, placing her hand on Barb’s arm. "Your husband took care of everything. Your only job now is to rest and get better."

Barb felt a warmth spread through her as the doctor injected something into her IV. The tension in her body melted away, and she felt herself drifting off again, the edges of her vision blurring once more.

Barb woke again to the sound of soft breathing beside her. She tried to swallow, her throat still feeling raw but less painful than before. She attempted to sit up, but a firm hand gently pressed her back down.

"Easy there," Zac’s deep, familiar voice said. "You need to lie still."

She turned her head, and there he was, sitting beside her bed, looking tired but relieved. He held a cup with a straw, bringing it to her lips again. "Here, take another sip."

She obeyed, the water soothing her throat. When she finished, she looked at him, a small smile forming on her lips. "I thought I dreamed you were here."

He returned her smile, his eyes softening. "It wasn’t a dream, Barb. I’m right here."

She reached out and grabbed his hand, needing to feel the warmth of his skin. "What happened?" she asked, her voice stronger than before.

Zac’s expression grew serious. "You collapsed from a high fever. You’re dehydrated, and the virus hit you hard. But you’re going to be okay now." Barb’s mind raced, but before she could ask about the kids, Zac spoke again, his voice calm and reassuring. "The kids are safe. They’re with Paige." He smiled. “Oscar and Rose each drew a get-well card for you.” He pointed to the cards on the table beside her bed. “Nearly everyone from the lodge has sent you flowers.”

Relief flooded through Barb, and she let out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. She squeezed Zac’s hand, her eyes filling with tears. "Thank you… for being here." Barb’s eyes roved the room where bunches of flowers lined the cabinet on the far wall.

Zac leaned down, pressing a gentle kiss to her forehead. "There’s nowhere else I’d be," he whispered, his lips lingering against her skin.

As Barb drifted off again, she held onto his hand, feeling safe as she hated hospitals and especially being left alone in them.

The following day, Barb woke up feeling a lot better and managed to eat breakfast, which was oatmeal with honey. Zac left her for a few hours to go home, shower, and change. He’d been with her since Barb had been admitted and joked about starting to smell and becoming a health hazard in the hospital.

While it was only a couple of hours, Barb began to feel anxious without him there and couldn’t wait for him to get back. When Zac did come back, he brought another card from Oscar, who had included Charlie’s get-well wishes, too. Barb’s eyes welled with tears as she read the car.

“I’m sorry, Barb,” Zac said, hanging his coat on the back of the door and holding up an overnight bag for her. “The hospital won’t let Oscar in to visit you. He and Charlotte love and miss you. But they’ve been spoiled and loved by their Aunt Paige, who has become very possessive over them and nearly had a fight with Jackie.”

“What?” Barb asked, alarmed.

“It wasn’t a big fight,” Zac explained, storing her bag in the closet on the other side of the room. “Charlotte needed to go for her check-up with your Doctor Reece, and Paige insisted she take her. But they compromised and took Charlotte together.” He pulled up a chair and sat beside the bed. “I’m afraid to say that I think my sister has a crush on your Doctor Reece.”

Barb gave a nervous laugh. “He’s not my Doctor Reece. He’s just a friend and Charlotte's pediatrician.” She frowned. “I do know that he’d had his heart broken.”

“Then he and Paige are a perfect match,” Zac told her. “Before Paige took a fellowship in Hawaii, she was going to work for NASA with the Hubble Telescope, but she was jilted.”

“Oh, no, that’s awful.” Barb’s heart went out to Paige.

“So Paige took off to Hawaii for a fresh start,” Zac explained. “But now it looks like Boulder University is trying to steal her.”

“I think my uncle works at Boulder,” Barb said.

“Professor Jackson?” Zac asked, and she nodded. “Yes, he does, and he wants my sister to stay and work with him there.”

“Well, if she takes it,” Barb said, “I think she and Doctor Reece would make a perfect pair.”

“You don’t mind?” Zac looked at her curiously.

“Why would I?” Barb asked.

“I just thought that…” Zac cleared his throat. “That you and he were dating.”

“No!” Barb spluttered. “I’ve only just met the man, and he’s Charlotte’s pediatrician. As I plan on staying here and going back to work for Giles, I want to keep him as hers and Oscar's doctor.”

“Phew, that's a relief,” Zac told her. “I was worried as he asked Paige out for dinner as soon as you’re out of the hospital.”

“Why wait for me to get out of here?” Barb asked, confused.

“As I said before,” Zac said with a snort, “my sister is rather possessive over her niece and nephew.”

“Oh!” Barb nodded, a warm feeling growing in her heart. She was glad Oscar and Charlotte would grow up knowing Zac’s side of the family. “Tell Paige I said thank you for looking after them.”

“I will,” Zac said. “But don’t worry, Jackie is there keeping an eye on Paige to make sure she doesn’t just feed them candy or ice cream,” he teased.

“Oh no!” Barb thought of the bungalow. “I haven’t had a chance to decorate the bungalow for the competition in two days.”

“Don’t worry,” Zac said. “Jackie, Paige, and Doctor Reece have done it under the strict supervision of Oscar, who told them exactly how his mother would want it done.”

Barb laughed, picturing her son taking charge. He could be rather bossy when he wanted to. Her eyes met Zac’s, and her heart skipped a beat—he was just like his father.

“That’s a relief,” Barb said. “And what about the fair and all the Countdown to Christmas fun.” She glanced out the window. “The doctor said she’d tell me this afternoon when she was releasing me.”

“I know you don’t want to hear this,” Zac told her, taking Barb’s hand, “but Paige hasn’t let Oscar miss one competition, and the only time she lets Jackie anywhere near Charlotte is when she’s helping Oscar with one of the challenges.” He rolled his eyes and shook his head. “Do you remember I told you how much Charlotte reminded me of Paige?”

“Yes,” Barb nodded.

“Well, Oscar is exactly like her,” Zac told Barb. “They are so competitive that, teamed together, they’re basically unstoppable.”

“Yes, Oscar can be very competitive,” Barb said, grinning. “I always wondered where he got that from. I’m glad he has your sister to help him. I frustrate him in those competitions. I always feel sorry for the child who is about to lose, so I hold back.”

“Yes, he told Paige that you throw the competition.” Zac laughed.

“Traitor!” Barb feigned being hurt. “I’m glad he’s having fun.” She smiled. “How is Charlotte? What did the doctor say when she went for her check-up?”

“Paige told me that Doctor Reece is pleased and that your daughter is doing a whole lot better than you are,” Zac teased her again.

“I’m so glad,” Barb told Zac. “I was worried that the kids would get the virus from her, and I didn’t want their Christmas festivities ruined.”

“Instead, you got it,” Zac replied. “The one good thing to come from it is that you got some much-needed rest.”

“Yes, and now I’m ready to go home and help finish setting up the festival,” Barb stated.

“You won’t be setting up any festival for a while,” the doctor said walking into the room with her tablet in hand. “I’m going to be signing your release. But you have to take it easy for a few days, and I want you back in two days for a check-up.”

“Really?” Barb said excitedly. “I can go home?”

“Yes, but not if you’re just going to go and build a festival,” the doctor told her. “You need to go home and take it easy for at least two more days.”

“But it’s the Countdown to Christmas, the tree lighting, going to the town festival, the start of the Mistletoe one,” Barb told the doctor. “How can I take it easy?”

“You can go to them; just don’t over-exert yourself, or you’ll land up back here,” the doctor warned her, jotting something on her tablet. “You can get dressed, and the nurse will have all your paperwork and medication and make you a follow-up appointment.”

“Is it okay if I take Barb for dinner and walk through the booths in town?” Zac asked the doctor. “Before we go back to the lodge?”

“As long as Barb bundles up warmly,” the doctor told them, smiling. “Take care, and I’ll see you in two days.”

The doctor left them, and Zac stood. Walking to the door, he grabbed his coat. “I’ll go get the paperwork for you while you get dressed.” He grinned. “And don’t worry, Emily packed your bag for you, not me.”

Barb had a quick shower and dressed in jeans, a thermal top, and a sweater with sheepskin-lined boots and thermal socks. She put all her cards in the overnight bag Zac had brought and stopped to look at all the flowers in her room.

She turned and walked to where Zac was getting her paperwork.

“Excuse me,” Barb got the nurse's attention. “Could I ask if you can distribute the flowers in my room to patients who don’t have family visiting them or whomever you think needs them?”

The nurse's face turned up into a warm smile. “That’s very generous of you, Mrs. Shields. I know just who to give them to.”

Twenty minutes later, Herschel took Barb’s bag to the car, and Zac led her down the brightly lit street to an Italian restaurant overlooking the square where the town Christmas market was set up.

“Are you warm?” Zac asked her for the fourth time.

“I’m still as warm as I was the last time you asked.” Barb laughed. “Really, Zac, I’m fine.”

While they were in the restaurant, Zac told Barb about how the booths were coming along from what he’d been able to see when he’d gone back to shower and change. The conversation took an awkward silent turn as they ran out of small talk, and the weight of what had happened between them crashed around them once again.

“Barb, I need to explain what happened,” Zac’s voice was soft. “Please, give me a chance to explain. I know a sorry is not going to miraculously heal all the hurt I caused you. I never expect it to. And like I said before, I hadn’t thought that far ahead. I acted on an instinct to protect my family—mainly you and Oscar.”

“Zac…” Barb tried to stop him, but images of him beside her these past few days flashed through her mind.

“I was ready to go back to Africa,” Zac told her. “So excited to get back to you and Oscar. I was so excited that we could finally return home once the project was done. No more running for you and Oscar. And then Liam got shot, and his bodyguard was killed to keep from telling us who tried to kill Liam.”

“Did the bodyguard know who shot Liam?” Barb found herself being drawn into the story despite her reluctance.

“Yes, I think so,” Zac told her. “He was about to tell me when he was run over.”

“Oh no!” Barb’s hand went over her mouth in disbelief. “Someone actually drove straight for him?”

“Yes.” Zac nodded. “I was on the phone with him.” She saw his eyes darken. “I also learned that Jason Pook had just been stabbed to death in prison, and my first thought was it was in relation to him.”

“So it’s true?” Barb asked. “My uncle’s dead?”

“Yes,” Zac said, nodding. “I rushed to Denver and found my brother's phone. He was getting messages from an anonymous number telling him that he’d better send the disk with the information they asked for, or his family would end up like his bodyguard.”

“The disk that was in my bear?” Barb asked.

“At first, that’s what I thought,” Zac told her. “But in truth, they were looking for the name of your other uncle, your father’s brother, Professor Jackson. It turns out that he, Liam, and Trevor had started a witness protection program of their own with the help of a U.S. Marshal. The people who were threatening my brother wanted to know who Liam was working with.”

“Why?” Barb asked.

“Because there were two sisters who could identify three people who had worked with Jason and we now believe had him killed in prison,” Zac replied.

“Who and why would they want Jason killed?” Barb’s brows knitted together.

“They are three people who have just moved into a position of power and didn’t want it coming out that they worked for Jason,” Zac told them. “The ringleader being your cousin.”

“Cousin?” Barb frowned. “I only have one, and she’s in federal prison.” Her eyes widened, and her heart pounded. “Did she get out?”

“No!” Zac shook his head. “Your other cousin, Jason Pook's son, David Bradley.”

“David Bradley, who’s about to become the Governor of California?” Barb’s eyes widened some more. “He’s Jason’s son?”

“I believe so,” Zac confirmed. “He was working with Liam’s ex-wife and…” His jaw clenched. “Mine and Trevor’s boss, Mark Rogers.”

“Mark?” Barb breathed. “But he was always so supportive and helpful.”

Zac’s eyes filled with compassion, and his voice dropped. “Barb, he was the one that leaked the information to Jason about where to find you that day your parents were killed.”

Barb’s mind reeled at the information. “No!” She stared at Zac in disbelief. “Trevor was suspicious of him. I said it couldn’t be, but after that, Trevor told me to cut all ties with the FBI because we no longer knew who we could trust.”

“Your uncle, Professor Jackson, put Trevor in touch with the U.S. Marshal they’ve been working with,” Zac told him. “You’ll never guess who it is.”

“Liam!” Barb guessed.

“No!” Zac shook his head. “Herschel. My sister's driver and bodyguard.”

“Herschel, who drove us here?” Barb’s eyes widened.

“Yes,” Zac nodded. “My brother’s bodyguard who was killed, Eric, was also a U.S. Marshal, but he’d retired to work for my brother.”

“So David and Sally were tying up loose ends that they thought could identify them,” Barb said, going over the details. “What was on the disk in my ornamental teddy bear?”

“Hard evidence that Sally, David, and Mark were working with Jason Pook,” Zac answered. “They’ve now been arrested. Liam and Courtney went to Montana, where we grew up on a ranch, to tell my parents and my other brother the truth of what happened.”

“They didn’t know that you’d assumed Liam’s identity?” Barb asked in disbelief.

“No.” Zac shook his head. “Courtney and I thought the fewer people who knew, the better and less likely our ruse would fail.”

“I can see the logic and reasoning behind what you did,” Barb said. “But Zac, not telling us could’ve put our lives in more danger. What if I’d have decided to come back here with the kids to look for you and inadvertently walked into the hands of the killers?”

“I thought I had that under control with Priscilla,” Zac admitted. “She was supposed to keep me informed about your movements.” He swallowed. “But I now see she failed to mention a lot of things to me.”

“I asked Priscilla not to tell anyone about Charlotte,” Barb told him. “She mentioned that she was your brother’s attorney, and I told her not to say anything.”

“I understand,” Zac said, but Barb’s heart squeezed when he saw the pain in his eyes.

“Zac, you broke my heart, and the worst part, you nearly broke Oscar’s, too.” Barb swallowed the fresh tears stinging the back of her eyes. “But he wouldn’t give up hope, and I didn’t have the heart to tell him my fears and suspicions.”

“I’m so sorry, Barb.” Zac’s voice dropped to a husky whisper. “It was never my intention to hurt you. I was trying to protect you and Oscar. I would do that with my life and at any cost. And I’m sorry to say, but I don’t think I’d do anything different if I had to make the choice again.” His eyes held hers. “Barb, I didn’t know who I could trust. I immediately had all our phones taken away and locked up in case they’d been compromised.”

“I understand,” Barb said, and she really did, but it didn’t fix how she felt or the pain it had caused. That was still going to take time.

“I love you, Barb,” Zac told her. “You and the kids are my world, and I’ll do whatever it takes to get you to trust me and love me again.”

“Zac, I never stopped loving you,” Barb admitted. “I just don’t trust you anymore even though I know in your heart you did what you did to protect us. You made all the decisions and took all my choices away from me," Barb finished, her voice trembling with the weight of her emotions. “We’re supposed to be a team, Zac.”

Zac winced at her words as if each one was a physical blow. He reached out, gently taking her hand in his. "I know, Barb. I made a rash decision that I deeply regret. I thought I was doing what was best, but I can see now that I was wrong. I should have found a way to tell you and include you in what was happening. But I was terrified that even a small slip could endanger you and Oscar."

Barb sighed, her heart conflicted. She wanted to be angry, wanted to lash out at him for the fear and loneliness she had endured, but she could also see the torment in his eyes. She knew he had suffered, too, carrying the burden of protecting his family while deceiving them.

"Zac, you were put in an impossible situation, and I can see that. But trust is something that, once broken, takes time to rebuild." Barb left her hand in his warm one. She’d missed his touch.

Zac nodded, his thumb brushing over the back of her hand. "I don’t expect you to forgive me right away or to trust me completely again overnight. But I promise you, Barb, I will do whatever it takes to earn that trust back. I’ve even resigned from the FBI, and I’ve taken the job of Giles’s head of security."

Barb felt a tiny flicker of hope, but it was faint, overshadowed by the hurt that still lingered. "I want to get back to where we were, but it’s going to take time."

"I understand," Zac said softly. "And I’m willing to wait as long as it takes. Just know that I’m here for you, and I’m not going anywhere."

Barb nodded, squeezing his hand gently. "I guess that’s all we can do for now. Take it one day at a time."

Zac leaned in, pressing a tender kiss to her hand. "One day at a time," he echoed. "And I’ll spend every one of those days proving to you that you and the kids are my priority."

Barb closed her eyes, leaning into his touch, allowing herself a moment of vulnerability. Despite everything, she still loved him deeply. But love alone wasn’t enough. They needed to rebuild what had been broken.
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CHAPTER 17


Zac

The crisp winter air of December filled Zac’s lungs as he and Barb positioned themselves on their sled, ready to take on the friendly competition. It was just over a week since Barb had landed in hospital. As they settled in, Zac couldn't help but feel a sense of contentment. The past week had been full of moments that brought him closer to Barb and their makeshift family.

“Ready for this?” Zac asked, glancing at Barb. Her golden hair peeked out from under her knitted cap, and her cheeks were flushed from the cold.

“Absolutely,” Barb replied with a determined smile. “Are you sure you wouldn’t rather have another sledding partner?” She gave him one last chance to change his mind. “I’ve been told I’m not that good with this.”

Zac chuckled. “Yes, Oscar told me at least ten times that Mom is terrible at sledding.” His eyes held hers. “But I’ll always choose you no matter what.”

Barb smiled as they stared into each other’s eyes, and Zac had to stop himself from leaning forward and kissing her soft pink lips, which were shiny from cherry chapstick.

Their moment was broken when Oscar called out to them, “We’re going to beat you for sure!” His voice was full of excitement as he shot them a mischievous grin.

Paige and Oscar were standing a few feet away from them, buzzing with energy and confidence. Zac laughed, thinking again about how much alike Paige and Oscar were.

“We’ll see about that!” Zac shot back, ruffling Oscar’s hair before the kid darted away to join Paige.

The other teams were equally fired up. Emily and her niece Rose were already settled on their sled, whispering strategies. Daven and Max were laughing together, their sled positioned right next to Paige and Oscar’s.

“Just remember, no cheating,” Zac warned Paige, who responded with an exaggerated look of innocence.

“Cheating? Me? Never!” Paige replied, her eyes twinkling with mischief.

The race was about to start, and the participants lined up at the top of the hill. The slope was steep, the path carved out and slick from the recent snow. The lodge staff had taken care to pack the snow tightly, ensuring a fast, thrilling ride.

“On your marks… get set… go!”

The signal was given, and with a mighty push, Zac and Barb were off. The sled immediately picked up speed, the wind whipping past them as they descended the hill. Zac leaned into the turns, his muscles tensing as he steered them down the course.

Barb clutched the sides of the sled, laughing as they hit a bump that sent them airborne for a split second before landing back on the track. “This is insane!” she yelled over the rush of wind.

“Hold on tight!” Zac shouted back, a grin splitting his face. He felt a surge of adrenaline as they closed in on Paige and Oscar, who were just ahead of them. The competition was fierce, with each team jockeying for position.

Suddenly, out of the corner of his eye, Zac noticed Paige and Oscar’s sled veering dangerously close to theirs. Before he could react, Paige gave a quick nudge with her elbow, sending Zac and Barb’s sled careening off course. The world tilted as their sled flipped, sending them tumbling into the snow.

Barb landed on top of Zac, both of them breathless and laughing as they tried to regain their bearings. The snow was soft, cushioning their fall, and for a moment, they simply lay there, caught up in the excitement of the race and the closeness of the moment.

“You okay?” Zac asked, still chuckling as he brushed a few stray snowflakes from Barb’s hair.

“I’m fine,” Barb replied, her blue eyes sparkling. “But I think your sister just cheated.”

Zac grinned, lifting his head slightly to get a glimpse of the race continuing without them. “Looks like she did. We’ll have to get her back for that.”

Barb pushed herself up and walked over to their toppled sled. “I guess we need to finish this race.”

With a playful groan, Zac stood and helped Barb back onto the sled. They could see that the race was almost over, with Paige and Oscar crossing the finish line in a triumphant cheer.

“Well, look at that, they won!” Barb snorted as Zac pushed them off to finish the race.

Emily and Rose, who had finished just after Paige and Oscar, laughed at the sibling banter. Daven and Max arrived next, looking slightly disappointed but still in high spirits.

Zac and Barb finally joined the others coming last.

“You cheated!” Zac accused Paige, shaking his head in mock disapproval.

Paige smirked. “Prove it!”

Zac pointed at Paige, his tone light. “You’re not getting away with this. We’re taking you down in the next event.”

“Oh yeah?” Paige challenged. “It’s the three-legged race?” She raised an eyebrow. “You know you can’t beat me at that!”

“He can if we race together!” Daven grinned, joining in the banter.

“No fair!” Paige wiggled her index finger. “You know the rules.”

“Dad, I don’t like that race,” Max said, shuddering. “You’re a giant compared to me. Why don’t you and Emily do the race together?”

“Sure,” Emily said. “I’m game.” Her eyes narrowed in on Paige. “Let’s take Paige and Oscar down.”

“Bring it!” Oscar laughed.

“Yeah. Let’s see if you can keep up!” Paige taunted them all teasingly. “Come on, Ozzie, let's get ready.”

“Love you, Mom and Dad.” Oscar blew them a kiss as he left with Paige hugging their trophy.

“Love you too, honey,” Barb called after him. “He’s really taken to your sister.”

“She loves him and Charlotte,” Zac replied. “I’ll speak to her about dialing back the competitiveness.”

“Nah!” Barb said, shaking her head. “They’re having fun, and Oscar knows that.”

“We’ll keep an eye on it,” Zac said. “I grew up with my sister.” He shook his head. “Are you ready for the next race?”

“Of course,” Barb said, grinning. “Maybe we should take a page out of your sister’s playbook this time.”

Zac feigned shock as he stared at Barb. “Why, Barb, are you saying we should cheat?”

“If you can’t beat 'em…” Barb laughed, shrugging.

Paige and Oscar came second behind Rose and Max, who’d teamed up. As they were a better height match, they managed to slip past all the other odd matches. To Zac’s delight, Oscar was so excited for his friends that they now each had a trophy.

With the race behind them, the group made their way to the next part of the festival. The atmosphere was full of joy and camaraderie, and Zac couldn’t shake the warmth he felt being surrounded by the people he cared about most. Despite the playful rivalry, the day was shaping up to be one of the best he’d had in a long time.

“I’m so glad tomorrow’s only the snowman building and chili contest.” Emily breathed a sigh of relief. “I need a nap after all that excitement.”

“Well, cousin, you can get off your feet while we go make our chili.” Heather joined them. Her eyes met Paige’s. “As Avery has defected to Ryder and Hank’s team, would you like to join our chili-making team?”

“Ooh, I’d love that,” Paige said, turning to pull a face at Zac. “See, some people do trust my cooking skills.”

“Don’t leave her with any sharp knives,” Zac warned Heather, and Emily then looked at Daven. “Maybe you should be on standby just in case my sister cuts hers or someone else's fingers off.”

On that note, Zac and Barb checked in on Jackie, who still had Charlotte and was gathering the rest of the kids. As they were about to make their way to Barb’s bungalow, Paige and Oscar appeared.

“Mom, do you mind if I go with Paige and Herschel to ride the hayride course?” Oscar asked. “Max is going home, Rose is going into Frisco with her parents, and Jackie is with Charlotte in the main lodge decorating the small trees.”

“Herschel needs someone to go with him to make sure the hayride is exciting and fun,” Paige told them, grinning. “I’m sure you two could use the time to get your chili done.”

“Please, Mom.” Oscar bounced in front of them. “I really, really want to ride on the cart.”

Zac’s heart swelled when Barb turned to look at him. “What do you think, Zac?”

He swallowed his throat suddenly dry and nodded. “Of course, buddy. I don’t mind.”

“Then I guess it’s okay,” Barb said and turned to Paige. “Thank you for spending time with him. He really enjoys being with you.”

“You raised a great kid, Barb,” Paige said with a warm smile. “I love spending time with him too.”

“Because she can be a big kid again,” Zac teased, then yelped when Paige punched him on the arm.

“Come on, Ozzie, let's go catch us a hayride.” Paige took his hand.

“Bye, love you both,” Oscar said, blowing them a kiss as he and Paige walked off.

Zac and Barb walked back to the lodge and found that Herschel had gotten them all the supplies Zac had ordered. They were neatly laid out on the counter, and the cold goods were stored in the refrigerator.

“We’re making that much chili?” Barb’s eyes widened as she looked at the pot Herschel had bought.

“Yup!” Zac nodded. “There are a lot of mouths to feed at the festival.”

“Then we’d better get cooking,” Barb said.

As she moved, Zac moved, and they bumped into each other. Zac reached out to grab her and pulled her against himself to stop her from falling. Their eyes locked, and they started being drawn toward each other. As their lips met, Barb’s arms wound around Zac’s neck as he pulled her closer to him.

The world around them started to fade away, only to come back in when Zac and Barb’s phones began to ring. They pulled apart and answered.

“Hello,” Zac said, a little breathless, his heart beating so loudly that he was certain Barb and whoever was on the other side of the call could hear it.

“Zac, it’s Jackie.” Jackie’s voice was strained. “You need to get to the start of the hayride right away. Oscar, Paige, and Herschel are missing.”

“What?” Zac and Barb said in unison, their eyes meeting.

Once their calls were ended, Zac and Barb looked at each other. “Did you just get the call about Oscar, Paige, and Herschel?”

“Yes,” Barb said, her eyes wide with fear. “Let’s go,” was all she said before spinning on her heel, grabbing her hat and coat, then rushing out the door.

Zac was just a little behind her. They reached the starting point of the hayride. Daven, Hank, Giles, Emily, and Heather were waiting for them.

“What happened?” Zac asked.

“The horse and cart came back without Herschel, Paige, and Oscar,” Giles told him, indicating toward the seat. “Zac, there’s blood on the driver's seat.”

“We were about to go look for them when we saw you arriving,” Daven told him, his eyes filled with worry.

“We don’t have any weapons,” Zac said, glancing around, his eyes scanning the ground where he saw the tracks made by the horse and cart. “Follow me.”

Zac followed the tracks, backtracking the way the horse had brought the cart home and stopping at a point which marked a scuffle. Zac picked up five sets of footprints: two females, two males, and a child.

“They went that way.” Zac pointed in the direction the footprints lead into the woods.

He stood by the edge of the snow-covered forest, his eyes scanning the trees for any sign of movement. It had been a week since Barb got sick, and during that time, he had found solace in the small moments they shared—breakfasts, dinners, and quiet talks about their families as they prepared for the Mistletoe Winter Festival. But now, with the festival in full swing and the sledding competition behind them, everything had taken a dark turn.

The laughter and joy of the sled race still echoed in Zac’s mind. For a brief moment, time had stood still as he and Barb had shared their first moment. But that lightheartedness had quickly evaporated when they received the calls—Oscar and Paige were missing.

Now, Zac’s focus was razor-sharp, his FBI training kicking in. As he was about to walk, his phone bleeped. “Shoot.” His mind was in such turmoil that he’d forgotten to tell the group to turn off their phones. “Turn the sound off your phones.” As he did so, a message flashed on his screen, making him freeze.

We have Oscar and Paige. We want two million wired to an account and a plane to get me out of the country—no cops, or else.

“I’ve just received a ransom message.” Zac’s voice was low, and he showed it to the group.

“What?” Barb’s face paled as she stood beside Zac. “Where am I going to get two million dollars?”

“Don’t worry, Barb.” Zac’s voice softened. “We’ll work it out.” His eyes darted back to the tracks. “I don’t think we’re dealing with professionals here.”

“Does that make it more or less frightening?” Barb asked, her voice shaky.

“To be honest,” Zac muttered. “I’m not sure.”

“Where do you want us?” Giles asked.

Zac split them into teams of Daven and Giles, Ryder and Hank. He assured them he was okay by himself. He asked Barb, Emily, and Heather to guard the entrance to the woods to ensure no one else went in and to let them know the hayride was closed. They were not to mention what had happened.

Giles asked Heather to call Jackie and get her to make sure the other kids and Charlotte were safely in the main lodge, then to call Priscilla and ask her to get ready to start getting the funds together.

They had less than four hours to comply with the kidnappers. Zac quickly typed a message back to the unknown number. I’m making arrangements. Let me have the account number.

The two groups split up and went the way Zac had directed them as he started to follow the direct path of the footsteps. He was cautiously making his way through the trees when he heard a soft rustle behind him and instinctively reached for his gun, which wasn’t there. He turned, his breath catching when he saw Barb standing behind him. Her face was pale, but her eyes were steely with determination.

“I told you to stay with Heather and Emily,” Zac said, trying to keep the frustration out of his voice.

“And I’m your number two,” Barb shot back, her voice firm. “Oscar is my son, Zac. I’m not just going to stand by.”

Zac sighed, knowing there was no point in arguing with her. “Fine, but stay behind me. We don’t know what we’re walking into.”

They moved cautiously through the forest, the snow crunching softly under their boots. As they approached a clearing, Zac saw the outline of a campsite—a camper with a larger tent beside it. Smoke wafted from a small fire pit, and the sight made Zac’s heart race. This must be it.

"Stay low,” Zac whispered, motioning for Barb to crouch beside him as they moved closer. His eyes scanned the area, noting every detail—the makeshift clothesline strung between trees, the pile of firewood stacked neatly beside the camper, and the faint sound of voices coming from the tent.

Suddenly, the tent flap opened, and David emerged, followed closely by Sally. His eyes widened. “No way,” Zac whispered.

“Isn’t that David Bradley?” Barb asked in disbelief. “I thought he was behind bars?”

“So did I,” Zac whispered back.

Sally and David did not look like their usual tailored selves. They both looked disheveled, their expressions tense and anxious.

“This isn’t going to work!” Sally’s voice was laced with panic as she paced near David. “I don’t want any more deaths on my hands, David.”

“Neither do I,” David hissed, running a hand through his tousled hair. “What choice do we have? We’re in so thick with my horrible father.” He stopped and looked up at the sky. “He has always ruined everything in my life.”

“I know, baby,” Sally said sympathetically. “My father wasn’t much better. The world's biggest con man.”

“They didn’t want to do this,” Barb whispered, more to herself than to Zac. “They were trying to get ahead in life…”

Zac tightened his jaw. “There are other ways to get ahead,” he muttered under his breath. “Barb, they killed people, leaked information about cases…” He looked at her and saw the compassion in them. “There’s always another way.”

“I know how he feels having a sleazy relative,” Barb told Zac. “His father was my uncle.”

“I know, but now they’ve committed another felony by kidnapping Oscar and Paige,” Zac pointed out. “That’s a gun tucked into David's belt.” He glanced around. “Barb, I need you to stay here while I approach them, okay?”

Barb looked at him and nodded. Zac lifted his arms and stepped into the clearing.

“David, I’m unarmed,” Zac called, noting David grabbing the gun and pointing it at him.

“How did you find us?” Sally hissed.

“I told you we needed to cover the tracks,” David growled before turning his attention back to Zac. “We don’t want any more trouble. We just need the money so we can leave America and never come back.”

“You’re going to run forever?” Zac asked. “That’s not a life, David. In the age of technology, you’re not going to get very far.”

“Two million and Giles Holland’s private jet will get us where we want to go,” David told Zac. “Now get us the money, and we’ll set Paige and Oscar free in Frisco.”

“Where are Oscar and Paige?” Zac demanded, his tone firm. “Let me see them for proof of life.”

David hesitated, glancing at Sally. Before he could respond, a movement caught Zac’s eye. Herschel, his head bleeding from a deep gash, was sneaking up behind David, his face set in determination. Daven appeared on the other side, moving in on Sally, who Giles, Ryder, and Hank were shadowing.

Zac knew they had to act quickly. “There’s a better way, David,” Zac said, trying to buy more time. “Just lower the gun, and we can figure this out together.”

But David was too far gone. “No, Zac! It’s too late for that! Now, just get us the money.”

“No, David, listen to him,” Barb sprung up from behind the bushes.

David got a fright and he swung the gun toward Barb. Zac acted on pure instinct and adrenaline as he saw David’s finger squeeze the trigger. Time seemed to slow as Zac heard the blast. He lunged forward, knocking Barb out of the way. Pain seared through his arm as the bullet tore through his flesh, but he gritted his teeth and stayed on his feet.

Herschel and Daven pounced at the same time. Herschel tackled David to the ground, the gun skidding across the snow, while Daven subdued Sally with swift precision. The struggle was brief but intense, and soon, both kidnappers were restrained, their plans foiled.

Barb rushed to Zac’s side, her hands shaking as she inspected his arm. Blood stained the snow, but Zac waved her off. “It’s just a flesh wound,” he assured her, his voice tight with pain. “I’m fine. We need to find Oscar and Paige.”

Together, they ran to the camper. Zac tried the door, but it was locked. With a swift kick, he broke it open and rushed inside. The small space was dimly lit, and Zac’s heart pounded as he searched for the children.

“Oscar! Paige!” Barb called out, her voice trembling with fear.

“Barb?” Paige called, followed by a “Mom? We’re in here.”

They heard banging on the door to a small bedroom off to one side. Zac managed to break down that door as well to find Oscar and Paige huddled together on one side of the room. Relief flooded Zac as he saw them, unharmed but frightened. The two of them flew into Zac and Barb’s arms, sobbing with relief.

Zac held Oscar tightly, his heart swelling with gratitude that they were safe. “It’s okay, buddy. You’re safe now.”

Paige clung to Barb, but when Daven appeared in the doorway, she broke away and ran to him, burying her face in his chest. Daven wrapped his arms around her, his expression a mixture of relief and anger.

Zac looked at Barb, who was still holding Oscar close. “It’s over,” he said softly, his voice rough with emotion, pulling her to his side. “They’re safe.”

Barb met his gaze, her eyes shining with unshed tears. “Thank you, Zac,” she whispered.

Zac nodded, unable to find the words. All that mattered was that they were all safe and that, for now, the nightmare was over.
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CHAPTER 18


Barb

Barb sat on the edge of the bed in the medical room at Mistletoe Lodge, her heart still racing from the events of the day. She glanced over at Oscar, who was being examined by Jackie and felt a wave of relief wash over her.

He was safe. Barb pulled him close once more, hugging him tightly as if to reassure herself that he was really there. The sleepover plans she had made for Oscar and the other children were long forgotten; tonight, all she wanted was to have her family close.

As Barb looked around the room, she noticed Daven stitching up Zac’s arm with the precision and care of a seasoned professional. Despite the tension in the air, she couldn’t help but smile. Zac was calm and focused, and his unwavering composure was a stark contrast to the storm of emotions swirling within her.

“Barb, why don’t you all join us for dinner tonight?” Heather offered, her voice warm and inviting. “It’ll do everyone some good to be together after what happened.”

Barb shook her head gently, still holding onto Oscar. “Thank you, Heather, but I think we’ll pass this time. I just want to be with my family tonight.”

Zac nodded in agreement, his eyes never leaving Barb. “We’ll take a rain check, Heather. We could all use a quiet night.”

Paige, who had been quietly conversing with Daven, also declined the offer. “Daven and Jackie are coming over to the chalet for dinner with Max.”

Daven smiled, glancing at his sister, who was still busy tending to Herschel. “Yeah, I’m cooking us dinner as I’m getting a bit tired of omelets and scrambled eggs.” He grinned at the black look Paige and Jackie shot him. “That’s all Paige and Jackie are able to cook.”

“Heather’s really good at catching rabbits and cooking them over a fire,” Giles told them, wincing when Heather walloped him with a pillow. “I was paying you a compliment, my love. At least if we ever get lost in the jungle somewhere with you, we know we won’t starve.”

As soon as Daven and Jackie patched everyone up and gave them check-ups, he allowed them to go. Barb and Zac gathered their children, said their good nights, and headed out of the lodge.

As they walked toward the bungalow, Barb asked Zac, “Are you going to have dinner with us tonight?”

Zac looked at her with a soft smile. “I’d like that. Besides, we still have to make the chili. Oscar says he knows Chef’s secret ingredient.”

He bent down and scooped Oscar up, lifting him onto his shoulders.

“She says it’s love,” Oscar whispered to them. “You have to put your love into making the chili.”

“Oh!” Barb said, smiling up at her son while she pushed a sleeping Charlotte in the stroller. She looked at Zac. “We must remember that.”

“Of course,” Zac said. “As the three of us are going to make it, there’s going to be a lot of love in our chili.”

“I don’t really like chili,” Oscar admitted, shuddering. “It has weird stuff like beans and vegetables in it, and it burns.”

“That’s okay, buddy,” Zac told him. “We won’t make you eat it as long as you help us make it, as we need the extra bit of love.”

“Sure,” Oscar said, then pointed to the clear night sky sprinkled with stars. “Paige has been teaching me about the stars. She knows a lot about them and works with huge telescopes.”

“She does,” Zac told him. “It’s her job.”

“She said that one day she’ll take me to look through one,” Oscar said excitedly. “Paige is so cool.” He looked down at Zac. “She told me all your family were cool except your brother Jared, who is an egomaniac.”

“That’s a big word!” Barb said, biting back a smile and looking at Zac. “Jared is the brother that’s two years younger than you and Liam?”

“That’s right,” Zac confirmed. “And Jared is not that much of an egomaniac.” He laughed. “Your Aunt Paige and Jared fight a lot. They are both so competitive.”

“Oh, no!” Barb sighed, rolling her eyes. “Another competitive Shield.”

“Aunt Paige says he’s a rodeo clown,” Oscar repeated, his voice filling with excitement. “Does he ride the bulls? Do you think he’ll teach me?”

“No!” Barb and Zac said in unison, their eyes meeting, and they smiled.

“He’s not a rodeo clown, son. He rides the horses and not bulls,” Zac corrected. “He used to ride bulls, but not anymore.”

“That’s cool,” Oscar said. “I’d like to ride horses.”

“Well,” Zac looked at Barb. “If your mother wants to, your grandparents have invited us all to Montana to the ranch where I grew up for the new year.”

“Really?” Oscar asked in amazement. His eyes meet Barbs. “Can we, Mom, please?”

“We’ll see, honey,” Barb said, her heart picking up speed. “Now you’ll have to get off your father’s shoulders so you can get into the cabin. Then it’s bath time for you and your sister.”

“Can I watch on the tablet for a while before I get to sleep, please?” Oscar asked as they walked into the cabin. As always, one of the lodge’s staff members had lit a fire for the evening, so the bungalow was cozy and warm.

“Okay,” Barb said. “Now go get your pajamas out. I’ll start running your bath.”

“And I’ll take our little princess,” Zac cooed at Charlotte as she woke up.

As Barb went to start Oscar’s bath, she glanced back toward where Zac was making silly noises for Charlotte. Her eyes fell on the blood on his sleeve, and her heart squeezed. She could’ve lost him today if that bullet had gone more to the right. As she watched Zac for a few more seconds, Barb realized just how quickly things can change. Hanging onto the past didn’t get you anywhere, and the one thing she realized was that she didn’t want to have a future without Zac in it.

Three hours later, the scent of chili filled the cozy bungalow. Charlotte was asleep, nestled peacefully in her room, and the dinner dishes had been cleared away. Oscar was in his room watching his favorite cartoon on his tablet. Barb and Zac sat together in the lounge, a glass of wine in each of their hands. The warmth of the fire crackling in the fireplace added to the comforting atmosphere.

Zac took a sip of his wine, his gaze distant as he finally allowed himself to process the day’s events. “Barb, I’ve never been so frightened in my life as when I found out Oscar and Paige had been kidnapped.”

“You didn’t look frightened.” Barb turned to him, her heart aching at the vulnerability in his voice. “You seemed so calm under pressure, Zac. I felt like I was falling apart.”

Zac’s eyes softened as he looked at her. “You held it together, Barb. You were remarkable. I couldn’t have asked for a better partner in all of this.”

They sat in silence for a moment, the gravity of their shared experience sinking in. Barb reached out and took his hand, her fingers intertwining with his. “When I saw you get shot, Zac, my heart stopped. I realized then how much I love you. I was scared, so scared that I wouldn’t get the chance to tell you how I felt. I realized that I didn’t want to spend another day apart or without you in my life—I want us to be a family again.”

Zac set their wine glasses on the table and pulled Barb close, his arms wrapping around her in a protective embrace. “I love you too, Barb, more than I ever thought possible. I never want to spend another day without you.”

He leaned in and kissed her, a kiss that spoke of love, relief, and the promise of many more tomorrows together. Barb melted into him, the warmth of his passion washing away the last remnants of fear. She knew, in that moment, that no matter what challenges lay ahead, they would face them together.

The next morning was a crisp, clear day—the perfect day for the Christmas decorating competition judging. Barb felt a flutter of excitement as she joined the others outside their bungalow. The decorations they had put up sparkled in the sunlight, and she couldn’t help but feel a sense of pride in what they had accomplished.

When the judges announced the winners, Barb’s bungalow took first place. Heather and Giles came in second, with Emily, Hank, Paige, and Daven tied for third. Barb beamed with happiness, the victory a small but meaningful triumph after everything they had been through.

Oscar was ecstatic as he did a little victory dance on the porch before running off to join his friend as Zac and Barb made their way to the chili competition, a tradition at Mistletoe Lodge. Barb, Zac, Oscar, and Charlotte gathered around as the judges tasted the various entries. Despite their best efforts, Chef Nora’s Chili won for the third year in a row. Barb couldn’t help but laugh as Oscar pouted slightly before congratulating Nora with good sportsmanship.

“I guess she just has a whole lot more love for her chili than we all did, Ozzie,” Paige told him with a sigh. “And trust me, Chef’s chili is the best.” She held her bowl of food out to him. “Want to try some.”

Barb laughed as she saw Oscar recoil in horror. “No, thank you, I’m full.”

With the competition behind them and a hard day of helping out at the booths, it was nearly dinner time when Oscar found Barb and Zac closing up the candy cane booth.

“Mom, Dad, can I go meet Rosie and Max? Emily said we could stay over at hers tonight,” Oscar told them. “Can I, please?”

Barb exchanged a glance with Zac, who nodded. “Alright, but ask Jackie to take you to get your pajamas, clean clothes, and toothbrush.”

“Will do,” Oscar said, running off to join his friends.

Zac took Barb’s hand, and they walked together through the festival, enjoying the sights and sounds of the season. They stopped by a stall selling candy cane cocoa, a specialty that was impossible to resist. With steaming cups in hand, they made their way to the edge of the forest, finding a quiet spot to sit on one of the benches and watch the festivities.

Zac wrapped his arm around Barb, pulling her close. “This is how every Christmas should be spent,” he said softly, his voice full of contentment. “With family, friends, and a whole lot of festive fun.”

Barb leaned into him, feeling the warmth of his embrace and the steady beat of his heart. “I couldn’t agree more. This Christmas will be one I’ll never forget.”

They sat there together, watching the twinkling lights and listening to the joyful laughter that filled the air. For the first time in a long time, Barb felt at peace. The danger, the uncertainty, the fear—all of it was behind them now. What lay ahead was a future filled with love, family, and the promise of countless more Christmases spent together.

Later that night, when Barb switched off the lights to go to bed, she glanced out of the window and smiled at the stars twinkling above. The world outside was quiet as silvery white snowflakes fell from the sky. Barb’s smile grew, and her heart warmed as she knew that this Christmas was the beginning of something beautiful. A new chapter in their lives, one filled with love, hope, and the promise of many more Christmases spent together at Mistletoe Lodge.
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I aim to bring my readers uplifting romantic reads and feel-good fiction that fill their hearts with love and emotion. You'll discover strong, inspiring female role models and the men who cherish them, along with the powerful bonds of family and friendship, second chances, and later-in-life romances.

I write books you cannot put down, bringing
sunshine to your days and nights.

Thank you for being here and reading my books x
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It would mean a lot to me if you would be so kind and leave me an honest review for Reunion at Mistletoe Lodge.

The link I have placed below makes it so easy as it is a special link taking you straight to the review section.

Thank you in advance and I appreciate you.

Review Reunion at Mistletoe Lodge Here!
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