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      Morgan’s abdomen cramped. She let out a loud scream, her entire body bearing downward. After the contraction dissipated, she sagged back on the bed. Tears rolled down her cheeks.

      The midwife they’d brought in patted her knee. “It won’t be long now. Just a couple more pushes and your little one will greet the world.” The lines on her face had nothing to do with smiling. Dark skin, dark eyes. She was kind, but she’d seen too much to let that spark hope in her eyes. She knew exactly what was happening here. “It won’t be long, hon.”

      Smoothing her hand over her abdomen, Morgan concentrated on taking deep breaths. She didn’t want to think about where she was, or what would happen after she had this baby. Or the ace of spades tattoo at the base of her thumb. One day she would burn it off herself. Walk away. Live free. She hadn’t given up like the midwife, who never even told Morgan her name. She wanted the hope. Some days it was all she had to cling to.

      Like the fledgling hope that at least her baby would have a better life than she ever had.

      She could walk away knowing that. Believing it. Even if it was all she believed in.

      The next contraction swelled in her midsection. Morgan’s body contorted toward the middle. Her fingers curled into fists and her knees came up almost to the T-shirt over her chest.

      “Push, babygirl.” The midwife held her knee.

      Morgan screamed all the pain and frustration back at them. The closed door. Two men in the hall. She would get out, one way or another.

      The pressure eased. Morgan stared at the rush of flesh and fluid between her legs, her breath caught in her throat, waiting for that first sign of life. Was her baby dead? That would be a kind of mercy, to give birth to a stillborn child. One who would never know the horror that life could be. But when had she deserved anything like that?

      The child batted the air and let out a wet cry.

      Morgan gasped.

      The midwife did something, then carried the baby to a table in the corner they’d covered with a towel—her back to Morgan.

      “Is she okay?”

      The midwife glanced over her shoulder. “She’s healthy.” Then continued to wrap the child in a pink blanket.

      Morgan pushed up to her elbows, aware of the mess between her legs. “Can I⁠—”

      The door opened.

      She shifted one knee to meet the other and turned her hips to lay them down. The ache and burns of moments ago were still there. If he expected her to get up right now, that wasn’t going to work.

      He scanned her, a look of distaste on his face.

      The midwife scooped up Morgan’s baby and left the room.

      Morgan’s breath left in a whimper, and her hope went with it.

      He moved to the side of the bed and reached out. Curled his fingers around her throat and squeezed.
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      EMT Trey Banning sipped from the paper cup. The black coffee tasted old, the last of the pot he’d made before five that morning. He tucked his collar closer to his neck and stomped his feet to pump some warmth back into his limbs.

      Rain dripped off the edges of the awning they’d set up beside the Washington Wilderness Race finish line. The three-day event tested survival skills, stamina, and the will to rough it in Pacific Northwest December weather just to win.

      As a rule, he preferred summer—T-shirts on top of whatever he was wearing—and the lack of need for a sweater, a jacket. Or the beanie, gloves, and scarf he had on now. But the four seasons of Washington State weren’t worth trading for blue skies and high temps he’d wind up taking for granted.

      He wanted the anticipation of summer through those cold months and short days.

      The radio on the folding table beside the laptop crackled to life. “The first participant just passed checkpoint nine.”

      “Won’t be long now.” Beside Trey, Benson PD Captain McCauley had on a similar winter uniform. But he wasn’t here in a professional capacity today.

      Trey checked the trail cam for checkpoint nine. “Looks like Selena is in the lead.”

      “Huh.”

      “Not who you thought would win?”

      McCauley sipped his coffee and didn’t even grimace. Maybe the stuff they made at the PD tasted like this all the time. He should come over to the fire department and try coffee that was actually good. “My girls think she will. But they follow Selena’s YouTube channel and they’re convinced she can do anything.”

      “They didn’t make this easy.” The race organizers had McCauley here to coordinate security for the media who were live streaming the race. Trey had signed up to volunteer in the medical tent in case of injuries. His hope was to get McCauley to put in a good word with the EMT captain. To vouch that Trey had recovered enough from the attack a couple of months ago he could be back on the ambulance.

      Where he should be.

      Not sidelined.

      “I figure the fact she weighs eighty pounds less than the other racers gives her a solid advantage.” McCauley motioned to the computer screen. “She’s small and agile.”

      Selena had millions of followers on her channel, where she performed tricks and stunts. Her participation in this race could get her sponsors, more media awareness, and the fact her boyfriend was a co-competitor might say more about her being here. Alex had a rival channel, and their enemies-to-lovers romance had helped build both their followers higher than they would’ve been able to solo.

      Trey spotted Alex pass the checkpoint. “Here he comes. Pretty close.”

      “He might even catch up before they hit the river.”

      Trey flicked to the camera on the opposite bank, pointed across the surface at the trail. Selena sprinted along the trail though she was still too far away to make out other than a blur. Those signature pink sneakers were a giveaway it was her. As she got closer, the determination on her face became clear.

      She splashed into what had to be a freezing-cold river, teeth gritted as she reached for the rope she could hang on to as she crossed and headed the last two miles in a loop to the finish line.

      Behind her, Alex tore down the trail, eyes on his girlfriend in first position. Anger twisted his features. The young daredevil reached into his pocket and pulled something out. He tossed it at Selena.

      The young woman’s leg gave out and she tumbled into the water, an audible cry clear in her expression on the screen.

      Trey heard her from half a mile away, through the trees.

      Alex splashed into the water and ran past her. She scrambled to get up, her face contorted as she fell back into the water.

      Trey grabbed the medical duffel from the table and slung it over his shoulder. Keys for the ATV were in the ignition already. He ignored the fact the seat was wet and revved the gas. The final two miles of the race looped around, but the river was a half-mile straight shot between the trees, skirting around berry bushes.

      He pulled up beside the river and left the duffel. First he’d have to get the injured racer out of the water. “Selena! Call out!”

      She screamed, thrashing in deeper water twenty feet downriver. Thankfully on his side, but he’d still have to get wet to get her out.

      Trey raced down the walking path beside the river and saw her drift several feet farther away. “Grab that tree!”

      He had an EMT vest over his jacket, and a Benson FD beanie on, but wearing all this cold weather gear would only drag him down. Trey tugged at the Velcro of the vest, unzipped his jacket, and left it on the bank. Raindrops peppered the water and ran from the beanie into his eyes. He’d figured this would be easy, with a bunch of social media athletes participating. Should’ve known better.

      No matter what he tried, things never turned out how he planned. Case in point, stepping in front of his partner and getting stabbed by a Malaysian cartel assassin. Good times.

      He waded into the water. “Hold on. I’m coming.”

      She cried out, both arms wrapped around the branch. The water threatened to drag her under the surface, farther downstream.

      “Hold on.” He got within arm’s reach.

      She flung out her arm and grabbed his fleece sweater.

      Trey stumbled on the riverbed rocks. “Whoa.”

      “I can’t walk.”

      “I’ve got you.” He slid her arm up behind his head. “Grab the back of my collar.” He got an arm behind her back and another under her knees and lifted her. She whimpered and stuck her head in his neck.

      Two more racers reached the river, gave them a double take, and splashed in for the guide rope. “Selena, you good?”

      “I’m okay, keep going!”

      Trey waded to the edge of the river. Each footfall sent pain cutting through his abdomen. Even though he’d healed from the stabbing, and was absolutely ready to go back to work, holding a 110-pound soaking wet young woman tugged at what remained of the injury.

      He gritted his teeth and trudged to the ATV. “I need to check you over and then we can go back to the tent. Get you taken care of, okay?” He used his reassuring tone and lowered the woman to the back of the four-wheeler.

      She nodded, sniffed. “My knee gave out. And I think I twisted my ankle.”

      Nothing rested at the wrong angle. He had her rotate both feet, then bend her legs one at a time. Removing her shoe would only mean her foot swelled before he could get her back to the tent. Trey climbed on. “Arms around me, okay?” He told her where to put her feet and ended up with her injured leg over his knee—though not because that’s where he’d told her to put it.

      She slid close to his back.

      Trey realized he’d forgotten his coat but figured he could come back for the soaked item that wasn’t going to keep him warm right now. “Hold on.”

      He hit the gas and got her back to the finish line, where the organizer’s tent and his medical tent had been erected.

      Alex raced across the finish line, a wide smile on his face. Cameras flashed. He raised both fists in the air and pumped. “A personal best time!”

      Selena clung to Trey’s middle. Trey remembered he’d seen the guy toss something at her. They’d have to look at the trail camera footage and see what that showed. Sabotaging another racer could cost him the title of winner if that was what’d happened.

      McCauley got Selena up. Trey slung the duffel over his shoulder and ducked under her other arm. They walked her to the medical tent.

      They laid her on the cot, and she clung to Trey.

      “Let me know where it hurts.” He grabbed fabric scissors and started at the hem of her pants, cutting up to above her knee, which was already red. He unlaced her running shoes.

      She hissed when he removed her left shoe. The woman was soaking wet. Makeup ran down her cheeks. Hair damp and frizzy around her face. Selena whispered, “Don’t let anyone see me like this.”

      The tent flaps opened. “Babe, I won! Did you see!”

      McCauley said, “Hold up. None of you are coming in. This is a medical tent.”

      Trey glanced over and spotted McCauley’s back, his arms out barring the door. He doubted the police captain would’ve imagined he’d be doing crowd control in here today.

      Trey looked at Alex. “You can leave, too. Come back later.” He tossed aside the shoe and grabbed a bandage.

      The guy’s thousand-watt smile faltered. He was about to talk when Selena grabbed Trey’s shoulders.

      He turned to her.

      “You saved my life!” She tugged him to her and smashed a kiss on his lips before he could object.

      Cameras flashed.
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      Ember Hendryx checked her phone screen, then looked back at the keypad. Three seconds later the keypad entry clicked, and the light turned green. She disconnected the cord that linked her phone—and the security bypass app to the keypad.

      She’d already taken down their cameras and the heat sensors they probably didn’t know she found. A few more seconds and she’d gain access to their main office. If the staff who worked here didn’t see her coming, someone would wind up getting fired today.

      Ember chuckled. The door clicked shut behind her, and she checked her phone before she continued on, her tight black clothing making no sound as she headed down the hallway. Last night she’d stolen a security badge from an employee at a pool hall. Then she’d slept for fourteen hours, barely able to drag her eyes open this morning.

      Life seemed determined to kick her butt into the afterlife. If Ember was going to go out, it would be kicking and screaming—and not before she found her missing sister.

      She slipped the backpack off her shoulders and unzipped the main compartment. The shoes she had on worked, but she tugged out the skirt and secured it over her hips. Then she tucked in and straightened her black button-down shirt. She pulled out the Vanguard Investigations employee badge on a lanyard and slipped it over her head before exiting the hallway swiftly. Moving with purpose.

      As though she was supposed to be here.

      The building blueprints she’d found on file with the city indicated the CEO’s office should be to her left. Ember quickly realized it was backward and turned.

      A young man stood up from his cubicle across the room and looked around.

      She ducked her head to the side, glancing in an empty conference room, and headed down the hall. Corner office. Past the breakroom.

      Ember couldn’t walk too fast, or it would be obvious she wasn’t supposed to be here. Too slow and the same problem would arise.

      Her day job—though she’d quit recently—had given her plenty of experience sneaking into places. Hobnobbing with people at every level of society. Stealing information. Toppling a regime—though the details of that were classified.

      Her watch began to buzz.

      Ember slowed her pace and took a long inhale. She held it at the top and counted to four, then blew the breath out. Easy. She couldn’t get worked up or she’d end up in bed resting again. Annalise needed her healthy enough to find her before it was too late.

      She slowed before the end of the hall and sent a text.

      The CEO’s assistant snatched up her phone, got up, and scurried away.

      Ember nearly smiled to herself. It was almost too easy to⁠—

      “Hold up a second.” The voice was young, and male. “Ma’am?”

      So close. Ember passed the assistant’s empty desk and twisted the door handle. Before she could push inside, the young man closed in behind her. In a wise move, he didn’t touch her.

      “Ma’am? Can I see your badge ID?”

      Ember turned to him and grinned. She pushed the CEO’s door open but didn’t step inside.

      “You’re late.”

      Ember laughed. “You gave me a day to plan.” Her watch continued to buzz. She needed to sit before her heart rate increased to problematic levels.

      Clare Juarez, the CEO of Vanguard Investigations, rounded her desk and came over. “You’re lucky I gave you more than an hour.” She kissed Ember’s cheek, one of the few people who knew Ember’s occupation since college. The same way Ember was one of the few people who knew Clare’s true role in the army.

      “I’m sorry.” The young man held up his hands. “What’s going on?”

      Ember grinned, motioning over her shoulder at him. “This one is good. He almost had me.”

      Clare grinned. “I’m thinking he did have you.”

      Ember shifted to lean against the doorframe in lieu of finding a chair. “I could’ve planted a virus and he’d never have known. Only because you requested I make it all the way to your office for this meeting did he have the chance to spot me coming.”

      The young man said, “This was a test.”

      Ember turned far enough to get a good look at him. Early twenties. He had what had to be a twin brother, standing four feet behind him. The closer brother was thinner, lean like a runner. The one farther back had more muscle on his upper body.

      “Simon Olson, this is an old friend of mine.” Clare motioned at Ember but didn’t give her name.

      “And by the way,” Ember said, patting him on the shoulder. “The test? You passed.”

      He frowned. The brother said, “What’s going on?”

      “If you’ll excuse us…” Clare stepped back so Ember could enter. “We have a meeting scheduled.”

      Ember said, “You should let your assistant know her car’s fine.”

      Clare chuckled. “Simon, text Kellie for me please?” She closed the door while Ember crossed to the closest chair and sank into it.

      Ember would’ve reached into her purse for a pill, but Clare turned and the woman always saw too much. A product of her training. “That was fun.”

      Clare grinned. “We don’t want your skills to get rusty now that you’re retired.”

      It hadn’t even been a month, but she knew what Clare meant.

      “Of course.” They would come in handy looking for her sister. “Have you found anything out about the man Annalise was dating?”

      Clare settled into her chair. There was a file on her desk Ember hoped contained the information she sought. Instead of opening it, the CEO studied her. “She’s been missing six months.”

      “And the cops gave up after three days. So no one is looking for her.” Ember’s time was limited, but if she could find her sister, then she would.

      “I saw that Marcus got the division chief position.”

      Ember nodded. She’d been up for that job. “It’s for the best.”

      “You two went on that last mission together. All of a sudden, you’re retiring—when you told me you’d be a CIA officer for life—and he’s promoted instead of you?”

      “I need to find Annalise. That’s all that’s important right now. Not some bureaucratic promotion I cared about then, but absolutely do not now.” Ember had to stick to the truth, as close as possible. Clare would spot a lie.

      Even though that was precisely what she did, Clare still studied her before speaking again. Ember’s old friend would know things weren’t right.

      Ember looked at her watch. The reading on her heart rate indicated it had dipped. Not enough she was out of the danger zone, but far enough sitting was serving more than one purpose.

      “If you’re looking into what happened to your sister, I’d like to help.” Clare didn’t move, though anyone untrained would’ve shifted out of nervousness. “The way I’d like to find out what happened to you on that last mission.”

      Ember wasn’t going to tell her. She also didn’t need the delay of Clare working two cases at once. “Your people don’t need to be involved.”

      “But you’ll allow them to help find your sister?”

      Ember nodded.

      “Good. Because I already have everyone on this.” Clare nodded in return. They had an understanding. “We will find her.”

      Tears burned in Ember’s eyes. She glanced at the wall of windows that let in the sun but were likely thick bullet-resistant glass. Clare couldn’t afford to leave her safety to chance.

      “You aren’t going to explain what’s going on, are you?”

      Ember shook her head, waiting for the tears to quit. “It doesn’t matter. What⁠—”

      “I know,” Clare said. “Annalise is what matters.”

      “It’s just…I have to focus.” She had no other option. As it was, she could be too late to save her wayward sister. “Whatever she got into, it doesn’t matter. She might want out, and if she does, then I’ll offer her a way to get out.”

      Clare said, “And if she’s gone?”

      Ember swallowed against the lump in her throat. “I have to believe there’s a chance she’s still alive.”

      Clare flipped open the file. “There weren’t many leads when she went missing.”

      Ember knew that much. She’d made some calls, but no one had answers for her in the hours after Annalise’s disappearance. Then she’d been sent on a couple of back-to-back missions, one of which went wrong. The next time she had access to a secure phone line, a month had gone by.

      Her sister’s case was cold.

      “What about her boyfriend?” Ember asked. “I didn’t get a good feeling about him.”

      Clare nodded. “He’s got a rap sheet. I think we should head out for girls’ night. There’s a nightclub across town. Not the same one that blew up over the summer.”

      Ember blinked. “Girls’ night?”

      “I hear there are some interesting men at that club. The kind we might want to get to know.” Clare’s expression brightened into the grin of a predator getting the scent of prey.

      Finally, a lead.

      Ember stood. Dizziness washed over her. She grabbed the chair back and managed to stay upright. No.

      She was doing this. Whether her frail body agreed or not, she would find her sister.

      Before her heart gave out for the last time.
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      Trey gripped the phone, backpack over his shoulder, as he walked from his truck on the drive to the front door of his townhome. “You can’t be serious.”

      “Hasn’t your phone been blowing up with notifications since it happened? Bro, you’ve gone viral.” Freya laughed.

      Trey’s partner on the ambulance—until he was stabbed weeks ago—might think it was funny. He did not. “I don’t have notifications on for those apps. That way they don’t bother me while I’m supposed to be working.”

      Freya’s laughter grew louder. “It’s been a slow night.”

      “Seems like it.”

      “The photos went viral. Everyone thinks you’re trying to break up Alex and Selena.”

      “That’s insane.”

      Freya let out a noise that sounded like disagreement. “They’re digging up your social media history, reposting photos of you with women in Benson. The club. The gym. That music festival last year. Painting a picture of you being some kind of flagrant womanizer.”

      He stuffed the key in the lock of his townhome and paused. “Are you kidding me?”

      Trey winced. Given what he usually posted—pre-stabbing, of course—that probably wasn’t a stretch as far as conclusions went. He liked to date. He enjoyed meeting new people, and spending time with women. Freya didn’t like it, but he wanted to live his life no matter what her or his mother thought of his choices.

      Since his stint in the hospital, two surgeries to repair the damage, and physical therapy, he’d been sidelined to a desk at work and his social life had taken a nosedive. When Selena kissed him, that’d been the closest he was to a woman in the last few months.

      “Not everyone thinks that you’re a predator and Selena is your latest victim. But…”

      “This is insane. She kissed me.” He let himself in and dropped his backpack by the door.

      “Did you get a chance to talk to McCauley?”

      Trey gritted his teeth as he straightened. There was a suitcase in the hall. “Not with everything that happened with the photographers.” Not to mention Alex had threatened to punch him, Selena had laughed like the whole thing was a big joke—except no one else took it that way.

      Apparently it was now worse than he thought.

      “You want me to ask Lucas to mention you? Maybe he can get McCauley to email the EMT chief.”

      He knew that suitcase. “I don’t need your boyfriend to help me.”

      Freya was silent.

      “Sorry. It’s just…” Trey ran a hand down his face. “I’ll figure it out.”

      “I know you will.” A shuffle rattled on her end of the phone line. “Gotta go.”

      Trey hung up since she’d already be focused on whatever call had just come in. The fact Freya was on the ambo without him, responding to calls and saving lives, should be the point right now—but with the suitcase in his hall, it might not be. “Ma, you here?”

      “Yeah, honey.”

      He followed the sound of her voice and found her stood in his pantry. She glanced over her shoulder. “Why do you have no flour?”

      “I’m a grown man. Why would I have flour?”

      She frowned. “I’m going to make Grandma Jean’s cookies.”

      Trey folded his arms across his chest. The scar on his abdomen ached from carrying Selena out of that river, but he ignored it. “You came all the way here from Last Chance County to make me cookies?”

      “Of course I did.” A shadow crossed her expression. “It’s December. You need cookies for the holidays.”

      Trey rounded the island and tugged her to him. He wrapped his arms around her and laid his cheek on the top of her head. “Hi, Ma. It’s good to see you.”

      Her breath hitched on an inhale, and she squeezed his middle.

      He’d learned better than to start with, What happened? So he said, “How’s Allen?”

      She grinned. “He’s going to come and stay as well. We can all be together for the holidays.”

      “That’s great.” It didn’t sound too fake.

      Truth was, he’d love to spend the holidays with his mother and his stepbrother. But he also wanted her to tell him what was going on.

      “We need cookies.” She grinned a watery smile.

      “Absolutely. So just go ahead and write down all the ingredients, and I’ll head to the store for you.”

      Her expression shifted, taking on a suspicious eyebrow raise. “Nice try.”

      “One day I’m going to get you to tell me what’s in them.”

      “I’ll tell you on my deathbed like Grandma Jean did.”

      Trey chuckled.

      “Now let’s discuss this social media business all my friends are talking about.” She raised her chin, wearing the same look she did when she’d caught him sneaking back into his room at four in the morning junior year of high school. “You’re entangled with some influencer woman?”

      “It’s not like that.”

      Before he could explain more, she said, “Seems like your…uh choices might have backfired and gotten you in hot water.”

      “I’ll be fine.” He started making a pot of coffee.

      This conversation would probably take a while, and the awards dinner wasn’t until tomorrow night. He could shake Alex’s hand, bury the hatchet, and prove to everyone there was nothing to what happened between him and Selena. One kiss wasn’t going to bury him in an onslaught of bad publicity.

      He didn’t need that when he went to the EMT chief to convince the guy he could get back on his ambo. “I’ll put your suitcase in my room. I’ll take the couch in the den.”

      “I don’t want to inconvenience⁠—”

      He turned back. “Ma, how long are you planning on staying?”

      “I don’t know.” She wrung her hands together. “I just…didn’t want to spend the holidays alone.”

      She could’ve stayed with any number of her church friends. She had a tight-knit group there. But he knew why she’d come to Benson from Last Chance County, where she had an apartment that she’d moved into after her marriage fell apart. Through no fault of her own.

      Allen’s father, Trey’s stepdad, had residual issues from his military service. He couldn’t help how it affected him, and no one blamed the guy for having a hard time dealing. But Trey had moved back to his own father’s hometown to live his own life.

      She’d come here to get away and not have to explain what was going on.

      Trey said, “I’ll take the den. You can stay as long as you want, because you’re going to give me that cookie recipe for Christmas, right? Just write it down.”

      She scoffed. “That’s not how it works. The recipe is memorized. It’s never written down.”

      Trey grinned to himself and hauled her suitcase to his room.

      “Maybe if you straighten up your life, I’ll hand it down to you.”

      He looked at his room—neat and tidy—and frowned.

      “I mean your behavior, Trey Michael Banning, and you know it.”

      Uh-oh. “I can see the holidays are going to be fun.”

      “I won’t stay here if you’re going to bring women home.”

      It had been months. “I’m not going to⁠—”

      “I know. Because if you don’t, then I’ll tell you Grandma Jean’s cookie recipe.”

      He shrugged. “Just make them for me.”

      His mom lifted her chin. Double uh-oh. “Let’s make a deal, you and me. You’re single for the next month and I’ll tell you the recipe. You see a woman romantically, and no cookies for the rest of your life.”

      “That’s extortion.” She was playing him, making him promise to change his ways just for cookies?

      “You have one minute to agree, or no cookies for the rest of your life.”

      Trey gaped. She was distracting herself from her own problems by deciding to fix his, but dang. She put the cookies on the line? That was serious.

      “Twenty-nine. Twenty-eight.”

      “Fine!”

      She grinned. “Deal. No women, or you get no cookies.”

      “For a month.” It couldn’t be that hard. After all, it’d already been a month and he wasn’t going too stir-crazy.

      “And you go to church with me.”

      “You can’t make me⁠—”

      “You don’t have to like it, but you do have to go.”

      She’d said the same to him when he’d been in high school. Trey had believed when he was a kid, but he grew up. Things changed, and he got busy. Too busy to worry about rules of behavior when it seemed like no one else in the world lived that way.

      Freya’s relationship with Lucas was the only exception to the way it seemed like the whole world worked. Though, he figured they weren’t likely to go long before they got married so they could live together permanently.

      Trey made his own choices. He didn’t love that everyone in his life looked down on him for just enjoying himself. He hadn’t even done anything to warrant Selena’s lip lock—or the fallout. Life was just life, and no one could control what happened.

      It wasn’t like he was going to find religion.
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      “You look about ten years younger holding that.” Ember tapped her glass against Clare’s, leaning close so her friend could hear her over the chest-thumping volume of the music in this club.

      “That’s the idea.” Clare took a sip.

      “Why is it blue?”

      Her friend tipped her head back and laughed, something the head of Vanguard didn’t do much. Clare had been deadly in her special ops role with the army. They’d worked clubs like this in joint operations when Ember had been attached to Clare’s military unit.

      “You’re different now.” Clare lifted her chin, leaving the rest unspoken. Now you’re not in the CIA.

      “That’s the idea.” Ember smiled, but her friend didn’t buy it.

      “You are going to tell me what happened on that op.”

      “Why not just have those twins hack the file?” Surely they could bypass a firewall, even if it belonged to the Pentagon. Or the Agency. Wherever they’d hidden that file marked Top Secret, it would be protected. But considering they’d nearly prevented Ember from breaching their office, she figured they could do it.

      “Two things,” Clare said. “One, it’s a condition of their employment that illegal activity ceases. Two…you want them to know where you are?”

      “I didn’t make a secret of the fact I was coming home to find Annalise.”

      “And they just let you go?”

      Ember shrugged her shoulder and sipped her drink. Her watch registered an irregular jump in her heartbeat. There hadn’t been any point in making her stick around. Not just because Marcus got the promotion over her. He’d made sure that was the outcome of their last mission.

      Clare started to ask, even though she knew Ember didn’t want to talk about it. “What happened that meant you didn’t⁠—”

      Across the club, an employee door opened and a broad dark-haired man stepped out. If her relationship with God hadn’t been strained nearly to the breaking point, she might’ve been inclined to thank Him for the distraction.

      Ember motioned with her drink. “There he is.”

      As it was, a CIA career where she swam around in the evil she fought as part of every mission didn’t mix with a God of kindness and love. Not the one she’d been raised to believe in—and had until He’d remained silent, and Ember lost her mother.

      Given the end of her life resounded loudly like a ticking clock, or the timebomb in her chest, she probably had to make peace with Him.

      Just not tonight.

      “That’s not a guy who’s small-time.”

      Ember glanced again, for just a split second. “You’re right about that.”

      “What do we know of him?”

      “Brad—”

      Clare made a face. “I already know he’s evil.”

      Ember frowned.

      “There was this guy in high school…never mind.” Clare took a sip of her drink.

      “Brad Cummings.” She’d done a full workup on the guy this afternoon.

      “Not the same guy, but same principal.” Clare hadn’t grown up in Benson like Ember did, so she didn’t expect her sister’s boyfriend to be the same guy Clare knew from high school.

      Ember thought through what she’d come up with. “Did five years for possession. They tried to get him to roll on his supplier. They knew he was part of a network. He never caved. Pled guilty and did the time.”

      “We should find out who his parole officer is.”

      Ember nodded. “He got out over ten years ago and kept his nose clean ever since, at least as far as the cops are concerned.”

      “We can check that.”

      “He’s thirty-seven. One son he never sees. The kid is nineteen now.” Someone passed them, close enough to hear her. Ember took a sip of her drink. When they were out of earshot, she continued, “Started dating my sister a year ago, even though he’s a good fifteen years older than her. It got hot and heavy fast. Then she went missing.”

      After six months of Ember asking if this was the guy Annalise was going to choose. Of course, that had been a rhetorical question because Brad had bad decision written all over him and Ember had never met the guy. She and Annalise always talked over video call, and she’d seen Brad in the background on the phone. Beer in his free hand. Ignoring her existence.

      Brad walked to another man, currently lording it over a couch in the far corner where he could see every inch of the club. Two women in tiny dresses, heels, and jewelry sat with him.

      He leaned down and spoke in the man’s ear.

      Clare said, “Not the top of the food chain.”

      Ember turned and set her glass on the bar. “I think I see someone I’d like to meet.” She bent forward and fluffed her blonde hair to give it a little more volume, then flicked it back as she stood.

      “Hold up.” Clare touched her forearm.

      A fissure of nerves roiled through her, but she realized Clare wouldn’t be able to feel her pulse. Thankfully it wasn’t out of control right now. The night was still young.

      Ember found what Clare had seen—a middle-income couple in church clothes made their way through the club. She watched them approach the man in the corner. The couple were hesitant, unsure of what was happening. At a wave of his hand, rings flashing, the two women scurried off.

      She motioned to Clare, not even having to ask before her friend set an earbud in her hand. Then she strode across the room, weaving and dancing between people on the dance floor so she didn’t stick out as if making a beeline. A guy with multiple shots in each hand headed her way. She twirled and put him behind her, leaving the crowd to head over by the couches.

      The adrenaline wasn’t bad. She needed to keep her heart going. Too bad. Just gently dancing across a club floor was enough to make her need a nap.

      She pushed away the draining fatigue and sashayed up three steps. The church clothes couple were almost at the coffee table. She came close enough to jostle the couple, slipping the earbud into the man’s suit jacket pocket.

      Brad had disappeared, but another guy came up to block her path. “Private party.”

      She pouted, even though she was a grown woman. “And if I see a party I’d like to join?”

      The couch lord lifted his hand, palm out.

      Ember put her hand on her hip. “If you’re busy…” She dismissed the couple with a look.

      Couch lord lifted his chin. “Come back later.”

      She touched her fingers to her lips and blew him a kiss, waved at the bodyguard, and sauntered away again.

      Clare had a few sips of her drink remaining, sat on the bar behind her, when Ember reached her again. Ember stood beside her, and they watched the screen of the phone as it translated the audio feed through the earbud into text.
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