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      Bryn Sinclair unlocked the back door to her house and stepped across the threshold. Exhaustion from the long day of dealing with law enforcement over her missing boss weighed heavily on her shoulders. She frowned when she caught a whiff of a strange scent.

      Someone was inside her house!

      She froze, straining to listen. With her heart thudding painfully against her sternum, she took a silent step back. The door had been locked, so she wasn’t sure how the intruder had gotten in. Holding her breath, she took another step back, hoping and praying whoever was inside didn’t know she’d come home.

      A crack of gunfire split the night air.

      Bryn whirled and ran, ducking her head to make herself a smaller target. Her purse thudded against her side. She gathered it close and continued to run. More gunfire rang out, but she didn’t slow her pace. Fearing she’d be shot at any second, she ran with all the strength she could muster, heading toward the wooded area behind her house. Her car was in the detached garage, and she didn’t think there was time to use her vehicle to escape. Instead, she hoped the gunman wouldn’t be familiar with the area the way she was.

      After everything that had happened earlier that day, she numbly realized she should have anticipated this.

      But she hadn’t. And now that lapse in judgment might get her killed.

      With a frantic burst of speed, she reached the wooded section of Chicory Park. Due to the April time change, it was still too light for her peace of mind. Dusk had fallen, but she was afraid the gunmen would be able to see her red quilted jacket through the trees.

      Who was shooting at her? This had to be related to Damien Rochester’s disappearance. Her life was normally boring. Routine. As exciting as sliced bread.

      Until today when the police had come looking for her absent boss.

      Bryn made her way deeper into the park preserve, avoiding the marshlands. She didn’t hear anything that indicated the gunman had followed her. She stopped beside a tree, leaning weakly against the trunk as she caught her breath. She lived in a small residential area north of Madison, Wisconsin. She’d moved here from St. Louis when she’d gotten the job offer to work for Damien Rochester as his personal assistant.

      Now she wished she’d have stayed in Missouri.

      What was left of the evening light faded away, cloaking her in darkness. Grateful for the coverage, she pushed away from the tree and made her way through to the opposite side of the park. Bryn stepped carefully, feeling the spongy marshland give beneath her feet, her low-heeled flats getting damp from the water. She turned to seek higher ground. The last thing she wanted was to be stuck out there. She knew the Yahara River snaked through the park toward Lake Mendota. Madison was not only the Wisconsin state capital, but it was flanked by two large lakes, making it a great place to live and work.

      If your boss wasn’t Damien Rochester, she thought darkly. Where was he anyway? She couldn’t imagine he was the one who’d been in her house, shooting at her. It wasn’t as if he’d have a reason to silence her.

      Her left foot sank into the muck. With a grimace, she yanked free and changed her course. Again. After what seemed like an eon, she caught a glimpse of light. Winding through the trees, she used the light as a beacon. When she broke free of the woods, she breathed a sigh of relief when she saw the sign was for O’Brien’s Pub.

      “Thank you, Lord,” she whispered, quickening her pace to reach the building. Bryn needed help, fast. And not just from her Divine Savior.

      Her friends were all coworkers. Calling Gwen, Sam, Tabitha, or one of the others wasn’t an option. Not after everything that had gone down earlier today. No, there was only one person here on earth she could trust. Micah Newton, her older brother’s best friend.

      Tommy was gone, killed during the army troops’ withdrawal from Afghanistan. She hadn’t seen Micah since Tommy’s funeral five years ago.

      Yet she knew that if she called, Micah would answer. Out of a sense of duty toward her brother, if for no other reason.

      Bryn swiftly walked into the pub, taking a moment to look around before heading toward an empty table in the corner. By some miracle, she hadn’t lost her purse, so she quickly rummaged inside for her phone. Ignoring her trembling fingers, she scrolled through her contact list until she found Micah. A server approached with a menu.

      “Thanks.” Bryn took the menu. “I’ll need a little time before I order.” Bryn wasn’t sure staying in the pub was smart. If the gunman was still out there looking for her, this place might be too obvious. What if he walked in through the front door? The thought made her shiver.

      “Would you like anything to drink?” the server asked.

      “Not yet.” Bryn pressed Micah’s name on the screen and held the phone to her ear. The pub was loud, so she stuck her finger in her other ear to hear better. Micah, bless him, answered on the first ring.

      “Bryn? Are you okay?” Micah’s voice held concern, no doubt because she hadn’t called him despite his offer to get together after Tommy’s funeral.

      “Not really. I—something’s going on. My boss disappeared, and the police questioned me at length. Then there was someone waiting for me at my house when I got home. He fired shots at me, so I ran.”

      “Fired shots?” Micah’s voice rose in alarm. “Where are you now?”

      “At O’Brien’s Pub north of Madison.” She swallowed hard. “Micah? I’m scared. The pub isn’t far from my place. What if the gunman comes after me?”

      “Call the police.” Micah’s voice was firm. “Let them know what happened. I’ll make my way to Madison, but I’m in Chicago. It’s going to take a while.”

      Her heart sank. Chicago was a good two-hour drive or more from where she was. Yet she belatedly realized she should have thought of calling the police. That’s what a normal person would do.

      The problem was that she’d just spent hours being grilled by the police who seemed to think she knew more than she did about Damien’s disappearance. By the time she was two hours into the interview, she’d realized the police considered her a suspect. They believed she knew exactly where Damien was hiding. Her denial had fallen on deaf ears.

      Tears pricked her eyes. Would calling the police about the shooting at her home help her case or make her situation worse? Bryn wasn’t sure. Either way, staying put wasn’t an option. She slid off the barstool and hurried back outside. She turned away from the parking lot and walked toward the side of the building that was farthest from the road.

      “Micah, there’s something going on. I can’t explain now, it’s too complicated, but I don’t want to call the police. I need to get out of here, but my car is back at my house.”

      “Don’t go home.” Micah’s blunt statement sounded like an order. “Can you get to the airport in Madison? I can arrange for a rental car to be waiting there for you.”

      Glancing around, she tried to ignore the feeling she was being watched. She went around to the back of the building, wrinkling her nose at the awful stench coming from the dumpster. Was the gunman still out there? Or was she just being paranoid? Gathering her scattered thoughts, she forced herself to answer. “Yes. I can get a rideshare to the airport.”

      There was a brief pause. “Is it too far for you to walk?”

      “I ran into Chicory Park and headed in the opposite direction from the airport.” She had no idea how far she’d gone. “I’m wearing stupid shoes, which makes it difficult to walk long distances. Besides, I feel exposed out here.”

      “Okay, then take a rideshare,” Micah said. “I’ll make sure the car is waiting. I want you to head south toward me. We’ll meet someplace halfway, okay?”

      “I understand.” She hunched her shoulders against the cold. Her feet were wet and sore from running. Her flat-soled office shoes were not meant for hiking. “But, Micah? Please hurry. I’m scared.”

      “I’ll be there as quickly as possible. And don’t be scared.” His voice gentled. “If you need to talk, call me back.”

      “Okay. Thanks.” She felt slightly better when she lowered the phone and pulled up a rideshare app. She arranged for a ride that was only five minutes away. Watching the progress of the driver approach the pub on her phone screen, she waited until the car appeared to be pulling into the parking lot before leaving the safety of the building.

      The rideshare driver was behind the wheel of a silver sedan. Sprinting across the parking lot, she wrenched the back door open and slid inside. “Horacio?” she asked as she eyed the driver, matching his face with the one on her screen.

      “Yes, are you Bryn Sinclair?” The Hispanic driver’s brown eyes met hers in the rearview mirror. “You’re going to the airport?”

      “Yes, please. Thanks.” She wanted to scream at him to hurry as he slowly turned around in the parking lot and headed back out onto the road.

      After clicking her seatbelt into place, she turned to look behind them, half expecting more gunfire.

      But there was nothing but silence.

      She tried to relax as Horacio drove toward the airport. She’d only been to the airport a handful of times, but that was only to pick up Damien after his trips. She’d always stayed out in the car, never going inside. She had no idea where the rental car counters were located.

      Damien. Just thinking of him made her blood boil. If her boss was guilty of embezzling money from the company, she hoped and prayed that he’d be found and arrested very soon.
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      Micah Newton pushed the speed limit as much as he dared as he headed north toward Wisconsin. He didn’t want to get pulled over and knew the cops monitored speeders via the tollway, but every nerve in his body screamed at him to reach Bryn as soon as possible.

      What was going on? Who had fired shots at her? As much as he wanted answers, his first call was to his boss, Rex Grayson of Grayson’s Guardians.

      “Yeah?” Rex’s voice was wary.

      “I’ve got a problem.” Micah got straight to the point. “I’m going to need resources to help Bryn Sinclair out of a jam.”

      “Tommy’s younger sister? That Bryn Sinclair?” Rex sounded concerned. “What happened?”

      “I’m not sure why, but someone fired shots at her. She took off running, and when she was safe, she called me for help.” Micah moved over to get around a semitruck. “I arranged for a rental car using our corporate account. She’s on her way to the Madison airport now.”

      Micah wasn’t too concerned about the money, but he didn’t want to hide anything from his boss either. Rex knew Bryn’s older brother, Tommy, had been killed during the exfiltration that had gone sideways. “That’s fine. But who is after her? And why?”

      “That’s what I intend to find out.” Micah hated knowing he was so far away. “I just wanted you to know I’m basically hiring us on her behalf.”

      “That goes without saying.” Rex shrugged that off, the way Micah knew he would. “We take care of our own. Protecting Bryn is the least we can do.”

      “Yeah.” Micah bit back a curse as taillights flared with a traffic jam up ahead. He smacked his palm against the steering wheel. He did not need a construction delay. “I’ve asked her to head south so we can meet halfway.”

      “What do you need from me?” Rex asked. “I can see if the other guys are available to help.”

      “Don’t worry about that now. I’m the closest, right?” When Rex didn’t argue, he added, “I’ll let you know when I have Bryn.”

      “Okay, but if you need anything, I’m just a phone call away,” Rex said.

      “Thanks.” Micah ended the call. He knew everyone from the team would gladly help if needed.

      Only twelve men and women had survived the horrific exfil that day. Twelve out of thirty. It was a loss that haunted all of them, but as their captain, Rex had taken it harder than most. The twelve who remained were Rex, Grady, Micah, Stone, Regan, Cameron, Nolan, Houston, Dina, Theo, Teagan, and Zander.

      Micah mourned the loss of their team too. They shouldn’t have been ambushed that day. If things had been done properly, but they hadn’t. And good people had been killed as a result of idiots sitting behind a desk who didn’t have a clue.

      He swallowed hard and thrust the thought aside. He couldn’t change the past. All he could do was push forward. Yet there was no denying his guilt was centered on the fact that he’d made it out alive when Bryn’s brother, Tommy, hadn’t. He and Tommy had joined the army together. They had been best friends. If anyone should have died that day, it should have been him. Not Tommy. Micah didn’t have family who would grieve over his passing. His mother had dumped him in foster care after his alcoholic father had died. Last he’d heard, his mother had passed away too. Not that losing either parent had mattered much to him.

      Tommy did. He and Tommy had been very close. So much so that Micah had expected Bryn to hate him for being the one to come home. But she’d surprised him. Her faith in God, her acceptance that Tommy was in a better place now, had humbled him.

      Even if Micah didn’t share her steadfast belief.

      Traffic around him moved at a crawl. If he had paid closer attention, he’d have noticed the lane closure ahead. When his phone rang, Bryn’s name flashed on the screen. He quickly answered.

      “Bryn? Are you okay?”

      “I’m in the rental car, yes. Thanks for making the arrangements.” Her voice still sounded strained. “I’m currently driving south on Highway 51.”

      “Good. That’s perfect. Do you know the city of Beloit? It’s on the Illinois-Wisconsin border. It’s not a huge city like Madison, but it’s not that small either. Let’s meet there.” He breathed a sigh of relief that the congested traffic eased up once he made it through the bottleneck. “If I’m late, find a public place like a restaurant.”

      “Beloit?” Her tone was hesitant. “I’ve never been there.”

      “Me either.” He tried to sound reassuring. “Don’t worry, we’ll be together very soon.”

      “I appreciate your help on this, Micah. Thank you.”

      “Hey, what are friends for?” He hoped his casual tone didn’t sound forced.

      She sniffled, and he hoped she wasn’t crying. “Thanks. I’ll see you soon.”

      “Bryn, try not to worry. I promise to keep you safe.”

      “I know. I just hope you don’t regret it.” Her comment had him frowning in confusion, but then she added, “I’ll explain everything once I see you.”

      He would have preferred to keep her on the line, but he didn’t want either of them to drive distracted, especially as he navigated the construction zone. “I’m looking forward to it. Just relax and keep heading south.”

      “I will.” With that, she ended the call.

      Micah frowned at the blank screen on his console but squelched the urge to call her back. She was in a rental car and would soon be out of the city. He wasn’t sure what was going on, but he felt good about the fact that she’d called him for help.

      This was the least he could do for Tommy’s little sister.

      As Micah drove, Tommy’s last words echoed in his mind. The ambush had caught all of them off guard. When Tommy went down, Micah had spun to return fire, then bent down to hoist his buddy to his feet. Blood oozed from Tommy’s belly, and the guy had leaned heavily on him as Micah half dragged, half carried him toward the waiting plane. Rex was standing just inside the plane, grabbing soldiers and pulling them inside between firing rounds over their heads to keep the insurgents at bay.

      Then another bullet had struck Tommy, and all of Micah’s strength couldn’t keep him from falling to the ground. Micah knelt beside Tommy, screaming at his buddy to hang on, as he hauled Tommy up and over his shoulder in a fireman’s carry.

      The sound of gunfire continued to echo around them. Micah still wasn’t sure how he’d found the strength and endurance to carry Tommy all the way up the plank and into the plane. He dropped Tommy on the ground, shouting for Doc, a.k.a. Regan Harmon, for help.

      Tommy’s eyes had fluttered open when Doc put pressure on his bleeding wound. For a moment, his buddy looked confused, but then his gaze had focused on Micah. “Take . . . care of . . . Bryn.”

      Tommy’s eyes had closed, and within minutes, his buddy was gone.

      Take care of Bryn. Take care of Bryn. Take care of Bryn.

      The plea echoed in his mind like some sort of mantra. But it was worse now because someone had tried to kill Bryn, and he had no idea who or why.

      Beloit was still forty-five miles away. Thankfully, he was moving at a faster pace now. Micah hoped he would reach Beloit at the same time Bryn did. She’d had to backtrack to get to the airport, but from there, the ride down shouldn’t take more than an hour.

      An hour that would feel like an eternity.

      By the time Micah was fifteen minutes out of Beloit, his nerves were stretched thin. He was reaching over to call Bryn when his phone rang. Seeing her name on the screen, he was struck by a wave of relief.

      “Bryn? Are you in Beloit?”

      “Yes. I’m at the Turtle Creek Grill. It’s a restaurant in the center of town.” Her voice sounded stronger now. “Do you think you can find it?”

      “Absolutely. I’m about fifteen minutes away, maybe less. Go ahead and eat if you’re hungry.”

      “I’ll wait for you.” The edge was back in her tone. “I’m at a booth in the back corner.”

      “I’ll be there soon.” Now that he wasn’t on the tollway, Micah stomped his foot down on the accelerator. The urge to reach Bryn’s side was strong. He could tell she felt vulnerable after everything that had happened.

      “Thanks, Micah.” Once again, she ended the connection before he was ready. Traffic had lightened up the closer he got to the border. He glanced at the signs, hoping to see one for the Turtle Creek Grill.

      Thankfully, the restaurant was on the main road going through town. He pulled over and pushed out of the car. Hurrying inside, he swept his gaze over the patrons until he saw Bryn’s shoulder-length red hair.

      She rose to her feet as he approached. Then suddenly she was in his arms, holding him tightly. He cradled her close, hoping she wasn’t crying again.

      “Hey, it’s okay. I’m here.” He patted her back reassuringly. “You’re safe now.”

      “Oh, Micah.” Her voice hitched, and she sniffled again, before lifting her head to look up at him. “I think this is partially my fault.”

      “I doubt that.” He tucked a strand of her hair behind her ear. “Let’s get something to eat, okay? Then you can tell me all about it.”

      With a nod, she stepped back and swiped at her eyes. Then she slid back into the booth. Micah didn’t take the seat across from her, mostly because he wanted to keep an eye on the front door. Also because he wanted them to be able to speak without anyone overhearing.

      They’d barely gotten settled when their server hurried over. She was young and had a purple streak in her hair. “What can I get you to drink?”

      “Just water for now.” He glanced at Bryn, who had the menu open on the table before her. “We’ll order food in a few minutes.”

      Their server left, returning a moment later with the water. Ignoring the menu, he turned toward Bryn. “What would you like to eat?”

      “I’m not hungry.” He scowled and arched a brow. She sighed. “Okay, I’ll have a club sandwich.”

      “Great.” He looked at purple streak and said, “We’ll have two club sandwiches with fries.”

      “Anything else?”

      “Nope.” He waited for her to leave, then turned to Bryn. “Please start at the beginning.”

      She nodded and reached for her water. Then she drew in a deep breath. “I work for a PR and marketing firm by the name of Digital Creative Express. It’s co-owned by two men, Richard Freeman and Damien Rochester.”

      “Go on,” he encouraged when she fell silent.

      “I’m Damien’s personal assistant. I’ve been with him for the past four years.” She stared down at her hands. “I—we were involved briefly, but I ended it a few months ago.”

      “Involved?” He battled a wave of jealousy. Bryn’s personal life was none of his business.

      “We dated. I know, it was stupid.” She blew out a breath and finally met his gaze. “I don’t know what I was thinking. Anyway, Damien didn’t seem to mind that I ended it. I thought everything was going fine, then he didn’t show up for work yesterday.”

      He searched her gaze. “And that’s unusual?”

      “Very. Damien never misses work. I keep his calendar. I knew he didn’t have any meetings or trips planned.” She dropped her gaze to her hands. “I called his cell phone, but it went to his voice mail. He doesn’t have a landline, so I kept trying his cell phone without ever getting an answer.”

      “Okay.” He frowned. “Maybe the guy was just home sick. Everyone gets sick at some point.”

      “I drove past his condo on my way home. His car wasn’t in the garage, and nobody answered the door.” Her voice dropped. “I wasn’t sure what to think. Damien and Richard have owned this company for seven years. I didn’t tell Richard or his assistant Gwen about Damien being gone. I thought I’d just wait another day.”

      “Okay, so then what happened?” Micah asked.

      “Today the police showed up at the office around lunch time. There was still no sign of Damien, and my calls still went to his voice mail.”

      “Why were the police there? Had someone reported him missing?”

      “Yes. Apparently, Richard called them.” She met his gaze, tears brimming in her eyes. “Richard accused me of helping Damien embezzle funds from the company. He demanded to know where Damien was hiding out. I tried to tell him I didn’t know where he was or anything about missing funds, but nobody believed me. Even Gwen eyed me with suspicion.” She used her napkin to wipe her eyes. “The police questioned me for hours. Then when I got home, I smelled something funny and knew someone had been inside my house. I didn’t go all the way in. I stepped back just as the gunman fired. He missed me, and that’s when I ran.”

      Micah stared at her in shock. This was far more convoluted than he’d anticipated. “Are you sure Damien didn’t take the money?”

      “I don’t know. If he did, I wasn’t involved. I’m innocent, Micah. Of everything except being foolish enough to date my boss.” Her eyes filled with tears again. “I’m sorry, but I didn’t know who else to call.”

      “We’ll figure this out.” Micah injected confidence into his tone, but the truth was, he had no idea how they’d manage that. The first item on the agenda would be to try to find Damien.

      But deep down, he feared Damien had purposefully set up Bryn to take the fall for his illegal actions.
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      After explaining everything to Micah, Bryn felt as if a massive weight had been lifted off her shoulders. He’d believed her, yet the grim expression on his face indicated he was concerned about her situation. She was too. She wished for the hundredth time that she’d never succumbed to the temptation of dating Damien. She knew it was their relationship that made Richard suspect she was involved.

      The fact that Damien hadn’t been too upset after she’d broken things off had lulled her into a false sense of security. She’d been glad Damien wasn’t angry, creating a hostile work environment. She’d worried she would have to find a new job, but she hadn’t.

      Now she couldn’t help but wonder if part of the reason Damien hadn’t seemed to care about their relationship was because he was preoccupied with embezzling money from the company.

      “Do you have any idea where Damien Rochester is hiding out?” Micah’s question pierced her thoughts.

      “No. I checked his condo and so did the police. There was no sign of him.” She sighed. “I handle his correspondence, email, and other communications. I didn’t notice anything out of the ordinary over the past few months.” She grimaced. “Not that the police seemed to believe me.”

      “Bryn, you need to think about this.” Micah took her hand in his. “There must be someplace Damien liked to go. Maybe a favorite vacation spot. Or a place he went to get away from the stress of the job.”

      “He didn’t take many vacations.” She stared into Micah’s blue eyes. “He went to Jamaica once but hadn’t enjoyed it. He skied in Colorado a year ago, but it’s not ski season anymore. I can’t think of a single place he went more than once.”

      “Okay, did he make any strange purchases? Something that provides a clue as to where he might have gone?”

      “Nothing that I know of.” She battled a wave of annoyance. “If he wanted to hide something, he’d have sent his mysterious purchases to his home. Not to the office.”

      “Yeah, that makes sense.” Micah offered a crooked smile. “Sorry, I know I’m grasping at straws.”

      “Two club sandwiches?” Bryn glanced up as their server set two plates in front of them. “Here’s the ketchup for your fries. Do you need anything else?”

      “No, thank you,” Micah said.

      “Looks good,” she added weakly. “Thanks.”

      Once the server left them alone, she turned toward Micah. “I’d like to say grace.”

      He looked surprised but nodded. “Sure.”

      She bowed her head. “Dear Lord Jesus, thank You for this food we’re about to eat. Please keep us all safe in Your care. Amen.”

      “Amen,” Micah murmured, then he glanced at her again. They were sitting so close she could see the dark pupils in his blue eyes. “I don’t recall Tommy praying before meals.”

      She flushed and shrugged. “I started attending church after his funeral. I found some comfort in learning about Jesus and how he died on the cross to give us eternal life. We were raised attending church, so I believe Tommy is in heaven.”

      Micah searched her gaze for a moment, then turned his attention to his sandwich. He took a bite, then said, “We need to find a place to lay low until we can figure out where to look for your boss.”

      She nibbled on a fry. Despite having no appetite, she forced herself to eat. “Why not leave that up to the police?”

      “I would rather find him first,” Micah admitted. “I don’t like how he left you in the lurch.”

      Thinking back to how the Madison police had grilled her for hours, she grimaced. “As much as I’d love to talk to Damien, too, the police have the investigative resources to find him more than we do.”

      “Maybe, but I think you might know more than you realize.” Micah’s elbow bumped into hers as he took another bite of his sandwich. Sitting so close to him was a bit unnerving. She knew he’d only chosen to sit beside her so they could talk privately, not because he wanted to be close.

      She’d always admired Micah. In high school, she’d harbored a secret crush on him. When Micah had convinced Tommy to join the army with him, she’d written letters to the both of them. Hearing they were going to be coming home had been a relief.

      Only Tommy had been killed before he could make it back.

      The army had paid for Tommy’s funeral, and Micah had stood grimly beside her throughout the day. Several times he apologized for what had happened. It was as if he felt guilty. She’d assured Micah it wasn’t his fault.

      Looking at him again now, she found herself wondering about Micah’s personal life. He didn’t wear a wedding ring, but that didn’t mean much. Micah could have a steady girlfriend or even be engaged.

      And now she’d dragged him into her mess. Her stomach knotted again. “I’m sorry.”

      Micah arched a brow. “For what? This isn’t your fault, Bryn.”

      “My poor decision to date my boss didn’t help.” She toyed with a french fry. “I’m sure you have better things to do with your personal time than sit here with me.”

      A crooked smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. “If you’re asking if I’m seeing someone, I’m not. I’m here because I want to help.”

      The flash of relief at knowing he wasn’t involved wasn’t warranted. It wasn’t as if Micah had ever expressed an ounce of interest in her. He’d always treated her as a friend, nothing more. “I appreciate that. But what about your job?” She frowned. “Actually, now that I think about it, I don’t know what you do for a living now that you’ve left the military.”

      “I work private security.” He waved a hand. “Don’t worry, my boss knows where I am.”

      “Great.” She was glad his boss had granted him some vacation time. Which brought her back to the fact that she didn’t have a job anymore. Maybe if Damien was found and was innocent of embezzling money, she had a chance of returning to her position. But after spending hours with the police, Richard Freeman had made it perfectly clear her services were no longer needed.

      She hadn’t even had time to consider the impact of losing her job. She had enough vacation time to cover her for two weeks, but after that? She didn’t think unemployment would cover her mortgage payments. And despite having been with the company for the past four years, Bryn knew Richard would fight her unemployment claim. The way they always did when employees were let go.

      Bryn swallowed hard at the realization that she’d have to sell her house. It wasn’t the end of the world, but without a decent reference, she wasn’t sure she’d be able to find another position.

      Pushing her half-eaten food away, she lowered her head and blinked back tears of despair. This wasn’t the time to be thinking about her future. Or lack thereof.

      Damien was still missing, and she was growing worried that something bad had happened to him.

      She abruptly realized the gunman who’d targeted her was likely looking for Damien. Whoever that person was might assume—the way the police had because they’d dated—that she knew where he was.

      Too bad she was clueless.

      “Bryn? You need to eat.” Micah’s brow furrowed. “Stressing over your boss isn’t going to help.”

      “I know that.” Again, she squelched a flash of annoyance. “But I can’t just stuff my feelings in a box. Someone fired a gun at me.”

      “I understand.” His tone softened as he added, “But you’re safe now.”

      She ate another french fry, forcing herself to think through the past few weeks. Was it possible Damien had a gambling problem? Maybe he owed someone money and that’s why the gunman was sitting inside her house waiting for her to arrive. Although the way the gunman had fired at her, rather than trying to force her to talk, didn’t support that theory. She’d never witnessed Damien gambling, but it suddenly occurred to her that someone else might know more about her boss. “Do you think the police have already spoken to Damien’s former girlfriend?”

      Micah turned to stare at her. “He had another girlfriend?”

      “Yes, a woman named Lori Eastman.” She sighed, realizing she should have thought of Lori earlier. “They broke up last year, several months before Damien and I began seeing each other. I was just thinking she might know more about his personal life than I do.”

      “I take it she lives in Madison?” Micah wiped his mouth with his napkin. “Do you have an address?”

      She frowned, thinking back to the days she’d sent flowers and other gifts to the woman. “I believe she lives downtown, not far from the medical center. The address is 112 West Lange Drive.”

      “Okay, we’ll head back to Madison.” He gestured to her unfinished food. “Please try to eat more. You need your strength.”

      Swallowing a sigh, she ate another couple of french fries. Then she gently nudged him. “I’m ready, but I need to use the restroom before we leave.”

      “Okay.” He slid out of the seat and stood. Their server rushed over with the bill.

      A few minutes later, they were back outside. Micah gestured to his car. “We’ll use my vehicle. I can arrange for someone to take yours back to the rental agency.”

      That seemed like a waste of money, but she didn’t argue. If she were honest, she preferred riding with him than driving herself.

      The incident of gunfire was still too fresh in her mind.

      As she settled into the passenger seat beside Micah, she was grateful for his reassuring presence. Maybe they’d find Damien at Lori’s house.

      Or maybe the police would find him.

      Either way, she desperately wanted to believe the danger would be over very soon.
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        * * *

      

      Micah drove back toward Madison keeping a wary eye on the rearview mirror. He didn’t believe Bryn was involved in anything illegal. Yet he didn’t trust her missing boss one iota.

      He hadn’t mentioned his theory that Damien might have implicated Bryn in his embezzlement scheme. Although if her boss had done that, he couldn’t figure out why there had been a gunman waiting for her at home.

      Unless Damien was the one who’d taken the shots? Eliminating Bryn would be the perfect way to make her the bad guy.

      He glanced at her, wondering if she still had feelings for Damien. She’d mentioned being the one to end things between them, but that didn’t mean she hadn’t cared for the guy.

      Maybe even loved him.

      The thought left a sour taste in his mouth. He tried to ignore it. Bryn’s personal life was none of his business. She could date whomever she wanted. Besides, he didn’t understand why she didn’t blame him for Tommy’s death.

      It should have been him that day. Tommy had gone back to assist one of their teammates who’d lagged behind. Instead of paying attention and going with Tommy, Micah had been distracted by the chants from the citizens around them who were all screaming at them to leave. It was not the way their time in Afghanistan should have ended, but leaving the insurgents to run wild in their absence wasn’t his decision either. By the time Micah had realized Tommy was gone, bullets had begun to fly. What should have been a quick and painless withdrawal from Afghanistan was anything but.

      And Tommy had paid the ultimate price.

      “Maybe I’m wrong about Lori.” Bryn’s voice broke into his thoughts. “Damien isn’t the kind of guy to share his personal problems. We could be driving all this way for nothing.”

      “It can’t hurt to talk to her.” Eyeing the clock, he realized it would be late when they arrived. Hopefully, Lori would answer the door. “Besides, she and Damien could have been closer than you realized.”

      “Maybe.” She didn’t look convinced.

      “What about Damien’s closest friends?”

      “His closest friend was Richard.” She grimaced. “They were college roommates and built the business after they graduated. According to Damien, it went from being a small two-man operation to the twenty employees they have now.”

      “And what do they do? PR and marketing?”

      “Yes. Public relations campaigns and market branding. They managed to snag a few big accounts early on, and that helped grow their business.” She sighed. “They do very well. So much so that I don’t understand why Damien would need to embezzle funds. That doesn’t fit with his personality at all.”

      Micah hated the guy without ever meeting him, but he knew it was important to keep an open mind. “We don’t know for sure he took the money. Hopefully, the police will get to the bottom of this very soon.”

      “I should have called them about the gunfire.” She bit her lower lip. “When we get to Madison, we should stop in at the station so I can give a statement.”

      “Sure.” Logically, he knew there was no reason to avoid the police. Other than the fact that they treated her like a suspect. That wasn’t unusual; everyone was pretty much considered a suspect until they were cleared. Reporting the gunfire should help Bryn in that regard. Unless there was other evidence stacked against her. “Do you have a lawyer?”

      “What? No! Do I need one?” She stared at him in horror. “You don’t think I’m involved in this.”

      “No, of course not, but it doesn’t hurt to make sure you have legal representation just in case.”

      “Do you really think they’ll arrest me?” Fear underscored her voice. “I didn’t do anything, Micah. I don’t know about the missing money, and I have no idea where Damien is hiding out.”

      “Try not to panic. You’re not in police custody, and I doubt they have probable cause for an arrest.” At least, he hoped not. Yet the more he thought about it, the less he liked the idea of stopping in at the precinct. It was his turn to be paranoid about what Bryn had inadvertently gotten involved in.

      They rode for a while in silence. He didn’t notice anyone following them. Traffic was busy enough, though, that it wasn’t easy to identify a tail.

      The warmer spring temperatures along with the time change sent more people out and about. After one of the snowiest winters on record, the warmer temps had pretty much melted most of the snow.

      As they got closer to Madison, tension radiated off Bryn. He reached for her hand. “We don’t have to do this. We can find a place to stay for the night and wait until tomorrow. Maybe the police will have found Damien by then.”

      “No, I think we should talk to Lori.” Her smile didn’t reach her eyes. “I need to understand why a gunman was waiting for me to get home. There’s no reason for Damien to shoot me, so it had to be someone else.”

      Micah wanted to know that as well. “I can go see Lori on my own,” he offered. “No reason for you to ride along.”

      “She won’t talk to you.” Bryn sighed. “I’m not even sure she’ll talk to me. We only met once when she showed up to see Damien without having an appointment. He was in a meeting, so I had to send her away. She wasn’t happy. It was shortly after that when Damien broke things off.”

      “Okay, we’ll go together.” He figured the conversation wouldn’t take long. He hadn’t planned on staying in the Madison area, but maybe that was for the best. The local news would have most likely mentioned Damien’s disappearance, providing updates on the case. With no sign of foul play, he wasn’t convinced there would be national news coverage. Adults could go missing any time they wanted. It wasn’t a crime to leave town without telling anyone.

      They found Lori Eastman’s house without too much difficulty. He drove past without stopping so he could eyeball the place. Encouraged by seeing a light on inside, he went around the block and searched for a place to park. His gut told him to park out of sight, just in case things didn’t go well. He pulled over to the curb and parked on the street that was behind Lori Eastman’s home.

      “I’ll let you take the lead.” He killed the engine. “I think you’re probably right about her opening up to you more than me.”

      “I hope so.” She drew her red quilted jacket closer. “Are we walking around the block?”

      “No. Follow me.” Bryn looked surprised when he led her to the narrow opening between the two homes. It was late enough, almost nine fifteen at night, that it was easy to avoid being seen. Skirting the side of Lori’s home, he headed up to the front door. The homes here were situated close together, similar to how the neighborhoods in the Chicago area. He stayed right behind Bryn as she pressed the doorbell.

      There wasn’t a ring doorbell or other security cameras from what he could see. The door opened, and a woman with red wavy hair looked at them suspiciously. Micah thought it was interesting both women had red hair. “Go away. It’s too late to be knocking on people’s doors.”

      “Lori, I’m Bryn Sinclair. You know, Damien’s assistant?” Bryn pasted a smile on her face. “I’m sorry to bother you so late, but have you seen Damien recently?”

      “No, why would I see him? We haven’t been together in six months.” Lori crossed her arms over her chest. “Last I heard, you were dating him.”

      “We went our separate ways a few months ago,” Bryn said. “I’m only here because the police think something bad has happened to him.”

      “Who’s he?” Lori eyed him with a mixture of suspicion and interest. “Your new boyfriend?”

      “Yes, I’m Micah Newton,” he said, before Bryn could correct her. “Look, it’s really important that we speak to you. I know it’s late, but can we please come in to talk about this? Damien has been missing for more than twenty-four hours now. Anything you can tell us would be helpful.”

      “Are you a cop?” Lori asked.

      “Not exactly. I work as a private investigator.” He could tell the news surprised Bryn, but he kept his gaze focused on Lori Eastman. “Please. This won’t take too long.”

      Damien’s former girlfriend hesitated for so long he figured she was about to close the door in their face. But then she surprised him by taking a step back. “Fine. But I don’t know anything about Damien going missing.”

      Bryn entered the house first. He quickly followed, closing the door behind him. Lori’s home was neat and comfortable. She crossed into the living room and picked up the remote to silence the television, but she didn’t sit. Or invite them to take a seat.

      “When was the last time you saw Damien?” Bryn asked.

      “When he told me he wasn’t interested in seeing me anymore.” Lori shot Bryn a dark look. “He told me he was interested in someone else. I guess that was you.”

      “Not me,” Bryn protested. “We didn’t go out together until several weeks after your breakup.”

      “Whatever.” Lori waved an impatient hand. “You asked when I saw him last, and that was September of last year. Is that all? Because I have to work in the morning.”

      “Do you know anything about Damien’s financial status?” Bryn asked. “Any reason to believe he embezzled money from the company?”

      “What? Why would he do that? He gets half the profits anyway.” Lori stared at Bryn. “You would know more about his personal finances than I do.”

      “I don’t. He doesn’t share that with me. The company has an outside firm that does the payroll. I’m not privy to anyone’s salaries.” Bryn shrugged, glancing briefly at him before turning her attention to Lori. “I always got the impression Damien was very well off. His condo is large and pricey from what I can tell.”

      Lori nodded, her gaze bouncing between him and Bryn. “Who says he embezzled money?”

      “Richard,” Bryn answered. “Even worse, he accused me of helping Damien escape with the money.”

      Lori abruptly looked away, as if remembering something that might explain Damien’s or Richard’s actions. But then she shrugged and shook her head. “Sorry, I don’t know anything about Damien or missing money. I must admit, I don’t see a reason for Damien to do that. The company has been doing well from what I know.”

      “That’s what I thought too,” Bryn said. “It just doesn’t make any sense.”

      “What about gambling or drugs?” Micah asked, when the two women fell silent. “Maybe there was a reason Damien had to steal the money and then disappear to avoid being caught.”

      “He never did drugs with me,” Lori said firmly. “I never saw him gamble either.”

      “Maybe he hid his gambling or drug use,” Micah pressed. “The fact that you both think this is out of character for him means something happened that caused him to take the money and run.”

      “I think I’d have noticed drug use during our time together,” Lori drawled. “He spent a lot of nights here.”

      Bryn’s cheeks flushed pink. “I—our relationship didn’t get to that point. But I still think I’d have noticed if Damien acted weird at the office.”

      Lori looked a bit surprised, then glanced pointedly at the clock. “If that’s all, I need to ask you to leave. Like I said, I start work early tomorrow.”

      “You still work at the hospital, right?” Bryn asked.

      “Yes. I’m a nurse, and it’s my weekend.” Lori walked toward the front door. “I hope you find Damien.”

      “Thanks for taking the time to meet with us.” Lori turned to follow her.

      “You may get a visit from the Madison police,” Micah added. He wanted to ask more questions but sensed Lori had run out of patience. Besides, if she really hadn’t seen the guy since last September, he doubted she was helping him out. “They’re taking Richard’s claim that Damien embezzled money very seriously.”

      “I don’t know anything,” Lori said with an exaggerated eye roll. “Talk about a waste of the taxpayers’ money.”

      Micah bit back a sarcastic reply; there was no reason to point out the importance of covering all bases during an investigation. Lori opened the front door and stood off to the side to give him and Bryn room to get out.

      Bryn was about to step forward but turned back to Lori as if remembering one more question. A crack of gunfire sent them all to the floor.

      “Get back!” Micah reached out to drag Bryn out of harm’s way. Then he reached for Lori. “Hurry!”

      Another sharp report of gunfire rang out, and the pretty redhead abruptly slumped to the floor. He stared down in horror as blood oozed from her chest. Hooking his arms beneath her armpits, he dragged her away from the door. Bryn shut and locked it.

      “Call 911,” he said, lowering Lori to the floor.

      Listening as Bryn made the call, he examined Lori’s wound gunshot wound. The bullet had entered her chest, a half inch to the right of her sternum. Near her heart. The amount of blood pooling on the floor was far from reassuring. For a moment, Tommy’s face flashed in his mind, but he thrust the image away.

      Pressing his fingertips to Lori’s carotid artery, he searched for a pulse.

      And found nothing.

      He rocked back on his heels, glancing around the living room. The cops would swarm the place at any moment. And Micah had no intention of being there when they arrived.
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