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        Norfolk, VA

      

      

      Master Chief Bradley Harris did his best to disguise the limp in his stride. The man walking beside him was an old friend. Steve Preston led him down a wide hallway, gesturing as they went. “We have a gun range, workout room, a movie theater and a down room with bunks. A couple of the guys live out of town, so they sleep here if they don’t have the time to get home. The warehouse on the north side is for mock-ups.”

      Bradley nodded. His SEAL team ran through mission scenarios set up to look like the building they’d be breaching. It was pretty standard operating procedure. But still, there was obviously money invested here. Not just a government budget at work. “It’s quite the facility.”

      “My accountant would agree with you.” Steve grinned. “He says I give him hernias.”

      Bradley chuckled. “It’s impressive.”

      “The garage has four SUVs, two compact vehicles and a van. The plane is in a private hangar at Richmond. We sign each of them out as needed. Missions are dished out based on skill set, availability of team members, and the number of personnel the op requires.”

      “How many guys on the team?”

      “Six, including me, plus one female operator. And my assistant, who handles all the paperwork.”

      This wasn’t an interview, per se, but Steve had outlined the benefits packet. Bradley had weeks left in his service with the Navy. It was past time to start thinking about the rest of his life.

      “How’s the senator these days?”

      Bradley glanced at Steve. The man hid his interest well, but Bradley had been answering questions about Rachel’s availability and situation for longer than he cared to remember. “Good, as far as I know.”

      “Gonna see her while you’re home?”

      Bradley shrugged. “She wants me to come over later.”

      Steve nodded, something knowing in his eyes.

      Had the man told Rachel that Bradley was in town? He wanted to believe his sister would just ask him, but figured her use of intelligence-gathering tactics wasn’t unprecedented.

      Would seeing her mean seeing Alexis? He figured not, since the two former best friends were estranged these days. He could stop by and have a late dinner with his sister—and not discuss Alexis.

      “The team members on campus are in a meeting right now. Want me to introduce you?”

      Bradley nodded. Steve led him down the hall and stopped by a door. Above it a red light was illuminated.

      Steve opened the door into a six-by-six closet lined with hooks, a door on the other side. A TV screen mounted high on the wall had a list of six names—call signs probably—beside each of which was a score. It shifted constantly, the top two battling for number one. Half of the hooks held what looked like futuristic guns, along with various harnesses, vests and head lamps.

      Steve tossed him a headlamp and Bradley realized it wasn’t a headlamp at all. The strap was similar, but the circles on the front and back had a sensor in the middle. “Front and back of your head.”

      “Headshots?” Bradley realized then what the guns were for. He slipped the strap on his head.

      Steve nodded, then handed him another, larger strap. Two sensors. “Heart—front and back.”

      Four spots to kill. Or, in this case, tag the victim.

      Bradley tried to process what was happening, even as he tugged the larger strap onto his chest. This was some kind of icebreaker.

      Steve did the same with his sensors. Was this just for fun or part of an unofficial “interview”? He wasn’t sure if Steve, or anyone who worked for him, knew what regular people did for fun. And yet, this was exactly the kind of fun he was accustomed to as a SEAL. And these were definitely his kind of people.

      Steve handed over a gun, then what looked like a knife. Bradley touched the blade and it retracted into the handle. His old friend lifted a finger. “One point for a kill shot, three for a knife strike.”

      “Hit the sensors?” Earn points. Win the game.

      Steve nodded. “You’re tagged, you’re out.”

      Bradley swung the gun strap over his shoulder and tested the weight of the knife in his hand. Strike one of the four sensors? This was going to be fun.

      Steve pressed a button on the wall beside another door, and spoke into it. “Two more coming in.”

      He shoved the door open. On the other side it was completely dark, the air full of smoke. Strobe lights flashed periodically in no pattern Bradley could detect.

      His ankle smarted, but he wasn’t being asked to run a marathon. “How many targets?”

      Steve grinned. “All of them.”

      Then he disappeared into the smoke.

      Bradley stood in the door and wondered what he’d gotten himself into. These people were the best of the best in private security operations. Was this what he wanted to do after he left the Navy?

      Something moved in the dark.

      Bradley chuckled, and then commenced hunting.

      Two hours later he exited the building, sweat-soaked and grinning. Probably every day working here wouldn’t be that much fun. But if this was how they blew off steam, he was all in.

      Bradley pulled out the keys to his truck. He clicked the locks, but before he pulled the door open, he stopped. Glanced around.

      Nothing amiss.

      He headed across town to a burger joint he’d always loved. A milkshake was definitely in order.

      At a stop light two miles from the hole-in-the-wall place, Bradley pulled up to the white line and waited for the light to turn green. He raised the volume on the radio and tapped his finger on the steering wheel in time to the beat.

      Two doors slammed. He glanced out the back window of his truck. Men walked from the van behind him toward his truck, dressed in black fatigues and carrying rifles.

      A woman screamed.

      Someone honked their horn.

      Bradley glanced at the light. Still red. Cross traffic was streaming by.

      Guns raised.

      He had a pistol in his glove box, but what would that solve?

      Call the police? He left his phone in his back pocket. A passenger in one of the surrounding cars was likely already on the phone with emergency services.

      The first gunman reached his window. Another on the passenger side. Bradley held the wheel. Looked at the light—still red. The gun raised, pointed at the glass beside his face.

      Bradley hit the gas pedal.

      Bullets grazed the sides of the bed as he sped away. A Buick driver honked. He swerved but still caught the front corner of the car.

      Behind him the gunmen raced back to their van, determined to give chase. Bradley had grown up on these streets. He lost them quickly enough in a back alley, then retraced his route. All the while wondering who that was.

      And whether they’d been sent to kidnap him.

      Or kill him.
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        Georgetown, VA

      

      

      The door swung open and Alexis braced. Secret Service agent Alan Turner frowned with those bushy gray brows. He didn’t have to say anything, not when that twist of his mustache conveyed plenty. He still didn’t like her.

      “She asked me to come.” Why she said that, Alexis didn’t know. She had nothing to explain to this man.

      Alan stepped back, opening the door. She read what he didn’t say in the line of his body. He was charged with Senator Rachel Harris’s protection. And that meant, if necessary, he would take Alexis down. And here she thought they’d been friends.

      Then again, she thought she’d been friends with all the agents on Rachel’s detail—back when they’d spent their days side-by-side, serving the office of the senator. Doing their part for the country. Only months, but a lifetime ago now. Every day since, like a bad dream.

      Alexis squared her shoulders. She clutched her purse tight against her side like a shield. Not the designer label she’d carried just a few months ago. No, this one was a knock off she’d bought for eight dollars at a thrift store. Like everything she owned now.

      As she passed Alan, he muttered a dirty word.

      From down the hall, a woman gasped. “Agent Turner. I expect better from you.”

      Alexis watched her friend emerge from the living room of her Georgetown brownstone home, shaking her head. Like it was possible for Rachel to be shocked. Striding toward them on four-inch heels even though she’d been home for hours. Her dress just as pristine as when she’d put it on that morning. “You do not speak to my friends that way.”

      Alexis didn’t look back at Alan. She kept her focus on Rachel as he said, “My apologies, Senator Harris.” But he didn’t apologize to Alexis.

      The Secret Service agent shut the front door and Rachel sighed. Alan had opted to go outside, rather than be in the house with Alexis. No doubt the rest of the agents felt the same way. Though, some would think she was there to harm Rachel. They’d stick close to make sure Alexis didn’t do anything.

      She was a pariah now. An outcast. Did she have that scarlet letter “A” on her chest? Maybe she should.

      Rachel’s gaze softened.

      Don’t.

      She opened her arms, and tears filled her eyes.

      Alexis walked into the embrace of the woman who’d ruined her.

      “I’m sure he didn’t mean it.”

      Alexis shook her head, an unladylike snort emerging from her throat.

      Rachel cocked her head to one side. “Living room?”

      Alexis sighed and followed her friend from the hall. They sat opposite each other. Rachel on a wingback chair, Alexis perched on a beautiful couch that was seriously uncomfortable. Kind of like shoes. The prettier they were, the more they hurt.

      Didn’t matter. She’d been uncomfortable for months now. Living the consequences of both their choices.

      She set her purse on the floor, trying to figure out what Rachel had brought her here to say. Alexis wanted to demand the reason, but that never worked with Rachel. She would get to it in her own time, and no one was going to push her into it early. She was a senator.

      An open bottle of red wine and two glasses sat on the low Victorian table.

      “Would you like a glass?” Rachel poured one, and offered it.

      Alexis shook her head. “No, thank you.”

      “It’s not like you’ll be driving home.”

      The jab sliced through her, but Rachel hadn’t meant it as a slight. It was a statement of fact, nothing more. Rachel rarely caught the implications of her words and she didn’t bother too much with emotional subtext.

      “I’d just rather not.”

      Rachel shrugged one slender shoulder and took a healthy sip. When she was done, she studied Alexis. “It’s good to see you.”

      She nodded. “You, too.”

      “I’ve gone through six assistants in four months, Lex.” Rachel chuckled. She shook her head so that her hair shifted around her face in waves. That four hundred dollar haircut was worth every penny. “They aren’t as good as you. Not one of them is even close.”

      Alexis allowed herself a small smile at that. She had been a darn good assistant. “I’m sorry.”

      Though, she couldn’t say what exactly she was sorry for. Not today, when they’d barely spoken in weeks. “What did you want to talk to me about?”

      Rachel set her nearly empty wine glass down. “I thought I might need liquid courage, but that might’ve backfired.” She touched her forehead with slender fingers, her grandmother’s gold watch sliding down her forearm.

      “That’s okay.” It wasn’t like Alexis had anywhere to be.

      Her purse buzzed. She slid her outdated iPhone out and looked at the cracked screen.

      Did she tell you what it’s about yet?

      Alexis quickly replied.

      Not yet.

      It was sweet of him to be concerned. Lincoln had been one of the few friends who hadn’t turned his back on her in the past six months. Ever since the story had broken over social media and both Rachel and Alexis realized what the fallout would be, everyone in their sphere had chosen a side.

      Most had gone with Rachel, who’d valiantly tried to make it seem like not that big of a deal to her. To her credit, she’d tried to maintain the friendship they’d had. A friendship that had stretched from second grade, when Alexis’s father was stationed in Virginia, all the way through college and Rachel’s race for the Senate.

      Years and years. Now all they had was awkwardness.

      Why had she even come?

      Rachel cleared her throat. “Lex…” She worked her bottom lip between her teeth.

      “I think we’re past the point of needing to be hesitant with each other. You can just say it, Rach.”

      Of course, then she’d have to listen to her own advice. Who knew what would come pouring out of her mouth if she started speaking the truth? Alexis didn’t even want to know.

      God, don’t let me give in to my bitterness. He’d helped her hold her tongue for six months. To keep quiet instead of screaming the truth from the rooftops. She had no doubt in her mind that He could do that for her now.

      The quiet time she’d had with the Lord through this season had been sweet and beautiful. But why had it come at such a high cost? She was trying to be okay with the fact He wanted this time with her. That God was going to use it to grow her through this uninterrupted time. She’d been stripped down. And while God hadn’t caused it, He certainly wouldn’t waste it, either.

      Give me peace.

      Rachel said, “I’m so glad you came. I know it’s been hard for you, and you’ll never know how truly sorry I am for that.”

      Alexis shook her head. “It wasn’t your fault.”

      “But—”

      “We agreed. We both made that choice. Don’t backtrack now.” She needed Rachel to stand firm. For both of them. Otherwise, it was all a waste. And Alexis would hate that more than anything else.

      “I’m so—” Rachel’s voice broke, and tears filled her eyes. “I shouldn’t have let you do it.”

      Alexis fought her natural response, refusing to give in to the pull of her friend’s emotions. That was a spiral Alexis didn’t want to go down. They’d both been a mess at Rachel’s parent’s funeral. Ever since the moment Rachel cried, that switch was flipped in Alexis as well. Tears were inevitable. For years now, she’d loved this woman as a friend. And as the sister she’d never had. When Rachel hurt, Alexis did.

      And when one of them was destroyed…

      “We should have found another way.”

      “It’s done.” Alexis swallowed. “Please just let it be done.”

      “How is it going, finding a job?”

      She shrugged, not wanting to talk about that. No one wanted to hire someone who’d been publicly shamed the way she had. The crucifixion she’d suffered online afterwards had driven Alexis into isolation, until Lincoln of all people had forced her to reconnect. She had no social media accounts these days, but still every meeting was a new experience for someone to laugh at her.

      For once, she wanted to be invited in for an interview on the strength of her resume, and not just so whoever it was could ask her all the dirty secrets of her private life that had come to light.

      Rachel swiped a manicured finger under one eye. “This is all my fault.”

      “It’s for the best.” The alternative being Rachel’s career destroyed, and her reputation in tatters. Alexis would never have let that happen.

      Instead, Rachel’s integrity had taken a hit. Her stance on family values had been tarnished. Firing Alexis had been like slicing off an infected limb—at least according to the court of public opinion. The sentence—Alexis had been banished. Rachel had come out looking like the victim of an assistant with no moral compass.

      Alexis would do it again. Even with everything that had happened, she would do it again every time. Anytime. For Rachel.

      “I want to fix it. That’s why I asked you to come.” Rachel leaned over the table and set her hand on Alexis’s. “I can’t stand what’s happened to you. And I want to make things right.”

      “No.” How could she think that would be good? “You don’t need to do that, Rachel. Not for me.” I’m not worth it. She wanted to add those words, but knew they weren’t true. Despite how she felt.

      That was the old her talking. The child that had to prove herself to demanding parents who accepted nothing less than perfection.

      Her father had publicly disowned her after it happened, completely cut her off. Alexis didn’t even know what her mother thought. She wouldn’t answer the phone so many times that Alexis had finally quit calling.

      The parents she really needed right now, but couldn’t have in her life? Rachel’s.

      Alexis said, “If you let the truth get out, people will know what really happened. The video will get air time all over again, and this will never be over. There’s no point trying to change what happened. You can’t fix my life now. We both made a choice, and as far as I’m concerned it was the right one.”

      Rachel just stared at her, tears in her eyes.

      “If you try to explain, the fallout will be catastrophic.”

      “But you’re hurting.”

      Alexis blinked back tears. She picked up her purse and stood. “It’s for the best.”

      “Don’t leave.” Rachel jumped up and came around to take Alexis’s arm. “Please. Lex. Stay and visit. I need your advice on an upcoming bill.”

      Alexis gritted her teeth. “Maybe another time would be better.”

      “Please. It won’t take long. I just want to run some things by you, for old time’s sake.” Rachel’s pleading face had convinced Alexis to help her many times. Things weren’t much different now. Alexis still wanted to help her friend. But in order to do so, she’d have to bridge the chasm that now stretched between them.

      “That’s probably not a good idea.”

      Rachel let her go, and Alexis turned away. To the sideboard of framed photos. Pictures of Rachel, Alexis, and Rachel’s brother Bradley. The three of them—a family. The distance now between her and Rachel was nothing compared to what Alexis and Bradley had done to each other. Another lifetime ago.

      They’d barely spoken since. Rachel had known something was wrong, but not what had changed.

      Alexis had genuinely liked Bradley, and still respected him. Who wouldn’t respect a decorated Navy SEAL? But that didn’t mean she was ever going to speak to him again. It was far too embarrassing.

      “I’m going to tell Brad.”

      Alexis spun back. “Wha⁠—”

      “I am.” Rachel lifted her chin. “He needs to know the truth. It’s past time you two quit not speaking to each other and get back to the way things are supposed to be.”

      “Because you and I swore a blood oath?” Best friends forever. Soul sisters. Alexis was supposed to have married Bradley, so Rachel could be her children’s Auntie.

      Rachel’s eyes warmed. “That hurt.”

      “It was one tiny needle. And it was your idea.” Getting matching tattoos had been way worse.

      “Still.” Rachel looked a little green around the edges.

      Alexis had to smile. This was the friend she remembered. No baggage, just the two of them. She didn’t have any good memories in her life that didn’t include Rachel. And Bradley.

      Too bad that part of her life was done now. Gone like her reputation. Her job.

      Her credibility.

      She sighed, moving past the sideboard toward the hall. Didn’t every family have problems? The three of them had been what Alexis had never found at home. And now it was all gone. Ruined, like the rest of her life. Though, admitting that out loud wouldn’t be fair to Rachel.

      There was no point dwelling on it further. She had to keep reminding herself that all this had happened for the best. A new chapter, because she’d done the right thing for her friend. That made it all the better.

      “Lex.”

      She turned. “Please don’t tell Brad.” As much as she wanted him to know the truth—and to not look at her the way everyone else in the world did—it wasn’t meant to be.

      “He isn’t seeing anyone right now.”

      “Rach.”

      Her friend enveloped her in a hug. Alexis sucked in a choppy breath, and hugged her back.

      The crack of a gunshot echoed from another part of the house.

      Rachel flinched and pulled out of the hug. “What was that?”

      Alexis knew, but who wanted to contemplate that? “We should get out of the hall.”

      A Secret Service agent ran in. “Ma’am, let’s get you⁠—”

      Another shot rang out. The red stain blossomed from his neck, and the man dropped to the floor.

      Rachel screamed.

      Beyond where the agent had stood was a man in a ski mask. Black clothes. Gas mask.

      Alexis gripped her friend’s hand, her feet seemingly frozen to the floor. Her brain unable to think about what they should do.

      The man tossed a canister in their direction. It hit the tile in front of them and rolled over to where they stood.

      Alexis shoved her friend towards the living room, through the cloud of gas.

      Her eyes blurred. Stung. Her hip clipped a piece of furniture and she dropped to one knee. Cried out.

      More gas clouded around her.

      “Rachel.”

      Alexis could hear her friend moving, but couldn’t see anything. She felt around, encountered the couch. The corner of the table. When her fingers found the soft material of Rachel’s sweater, she grasped it. “Rach.”

      Her friend coughed. “Lex.” Her voice croaked. “What⁠—”

      Rachel’s sweater was yanked from Alexis’s grip.

      Rachel screamed, the sound moving away from Alexis. She scrambled forward to find her friend again, and her forehead cracked the end table. Something toppled on her. A vase. It smashed against the floor. She tried to get her balance and her hands landed on splintered glass.

      Alexis hissed out a breath.

      What was going on?

      “Rachel!”

      Two arms banded around her. The air expelled from her lungs and hot breath touched her ear. “Guess we’ll see what you’re made of now.”

      Alexis struggled as hard as she could, kicking her legs out and tugging at his arms with both hands. “Let me go!”

      He chuckled.

      “Enough.”

      The man stilled as a new voice entered the room.

      Alexis tried to breathe, and could only cough. She kept up her struggle, trying to get free of whoever this was. Alan? She didn’t know.

      “You did your job, Turner.”

      “So gimme my money.” Turner dropped her on the floor.

      Alexis slammed onto the glass, ignored the slicing pain and scrambled away from him. Alan Turner had done this? Sure, he hated her, but where was Rachel? He’d never allow her to get hurt. And yet, it seemed he’d been paid to completely ignore his oath.

      Alexis found the wall and huddled against it.

      A gunshot rang out. She flinched and moved closer to the wall. Her eyes were streaming now, and she still couldn’t make out much.

      Who had been shot?

      Footsteps crossed the room toward her.

      Alexis looked around, trying to see through the swimming mist that was now her vision. “Rachel!”

      No answer.

      Two dark columns stopped in front of her.

      Alexis looked up in time to see an arm swing toward her. It slammed into her temple, and everything went black.
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      Bradley pulled over to the curb and stared at the scene playing out on his sister’s street. His left eye still smarted from the blow he’d received in Steve’s “game.” He’d killed two of the Double Down guys, and gotten tagged in the eye by the female operator going for his forehead. But after he processed the fact she’d been taller than he was, he hadn’t let her get him. Bradley had managed to slip away before she could regroup from his retaliation.

      Now, cops and black and white cars with their lights flashing crowded the street. An ambulance was parked by the curb in front of his sister’s apartment. The back doors were open, and inside a familiar figure sat receiving medical attention.

      What was going on?

      He grabbed the door handle and hopped out before he realized he hadn’t shut off the engine. Alexis always made him act stupid. Nothing has changed there. He pulled the keys out and pocketed them, then made his way to her at a far more sedate pace. Where was Rachel? And why had Alexis come here on a night when his sister asked him to come over?

      His ankle kicked back at him with every step. That pang of pain. He pulled back even more, slowing his pace. It was pure luck Rachel had caught him on two weeks of medical down-time between missions. Also, when he’d happened to be talking with Double Down Inc. about his plans for when he left the service.

      He was OUTCONUS on missions all over the world close to three hundred days a year, but she’d called him this afternoon during his interview.

      I have to tell you something.

      Bradley stepped up to the back of the ambulance, where an EMT held gauze against Alexis’s temple. “Where’s my sister?”

      Her eyes lifted, and he watched like it was slow motion. Relief he was there. The realization that she wanted him there. Guilt. Frustration. He was pretty sure all that would be written over his face as well if he hadn’t learned to keep it locked up tight. Who knew SEALs training would come handy in relationships?

      Not that they had a relationship.

      Anymore.

      Underlying everything that Alexis’s face broadcast loud and clear was one thing that beat out the rest: pure terror.

      His stomach clenched. “Alexis, where’s Rachel?”

      “Sir!” A suited man strode over, not much older than him. The guy flashed a badge. FBI. “I’m Agent Walker.”

      “Master Chief Bradley Harris.” Since they were doing titles.

      He walked with the man over to the curb in front of his sister’s house. Out of earshot of Alexis. Bradley said, “What’s going on?”

      “Approximately one hour ago, Senator Harris was abducted from her home. The Secret Service agents on your sister’s detail were either incapacitated or killed.”

      He glanced over his shoulder at Alexis. And that haunted look in her eyes.

      “She was in the house when it happened.” The agent answered the question Bradley hadn’t asked. “We’re trying to ascertain if she had anything to do with what happened. So far she’s been too shaken up to answer any questions. It can’t be a coincidence, though. Your sister is abducted on the same night her disgraced former assistant is paying her a visit?”

      It hit the tip of his tongue to tell the agent Alexis would never put Rachel in harm’s way. That she would never do anything to harm her friend. But he didn’t know that, did he? After everything that had happened, he had to face the fact he didn’t know Alexis at all.

      Maybe once upon a time he could’ve said that.

      Bradley squeezed the back of his neck, and looked at his boots.

      “Are you aware of anyone who might want to do something like this?”

      He glanced up. “Abduct my sister? No. Who would do that?”

      “No one she was up against, who might’ve had a grudge?”

      “You’ll have to ask her assistant that. I don’t exactly keep close tabs.” He realized how that sounded. “We’re close, but I’m not in Virginia all that much and I’m not all up in her work.” And it wasn’t like he could tell her what he was doing. She didn’t have the clearance.

      “We’re contacting her assistant, and I have agents already at her office looking through her files to see if any threats have been made,” the agent said. “We’re also going to talk to Ms. Calvert.”

      Alexis.

      She’d been part of their lives for years. Bradley struggled to think of a memory of Rachel that didn’t also have Alexis in it. At the time it had seemed so natural for their relationship to slip into more. Then came the awkwardness after, and wondering what Rachel was going to think. It had soured everything at a time when he’d been heading out for deployment. When he’d come back, Alexis had retreated into her head. She’d pushed him away and told him it was for the best. Bradley didn’t want to believe it’d been because of him. But then, he’d always been good at denial.

      “I’ll talk to her.” He swallowed, wondering if it would even help. “She’s more likely to open up to me than someone with a badge.”

      “She has a grudge against cops?”

      Bradley shook his head and just made his way to her, rather than get into all that with the agent. Alexis probably didn’t want someone “official” wading through her business. It had already been splashed across social media and the news. He wondered how she’d even survived that when she’d always been such a private person.

      Then again, if she hadn’t wanted it exposed, then she shouldn’t have done what she’d done. Right?

      Bradley scratched the side of his head, trying to nail down the frustration so he didn’t blow this conversation. He wanted to feel sorry for her that she’d gone through all that—having her private life blasted everywhere. But what was he supposed to think? She’d rejected him. It hardly even made sense to him that a woman like her would choose that. Over what they could have had? Made no sense.

      The EMT had leaned close to her. Too close. The man’s lips moved as he said something in her ear. She stiffened.

      “Lex.” He said the nickname before he even realized it.

      Her attention shifted, latching onto him. A lifeline.

      Bradley steeled himself against that need to rescue her. To be the one who saved her. He glanced at the EMT. “You done?”

      Alexis scooted forward on the stretcher to the open door. “He’s done.” She shot the medic a look. The guy had said something to her she hadn’t liked.

      Alexis hit the mouth of the ambulance as he held his hand out. Helped her down. She blew out a breath. “Great timing as always.”

      “Except not, since I got here after Rachel was taken.” He looked at his watch. “She didn’t want me here until nine-thirty.”

      Alexis frowned. “She asked me to come at seven.”

      All this had happened in an hour and a half? Never mind the fact Rachel had invited them to come in the same night. Bradley couldn’t make sense of this. Had she wanted to meet with them separately, or was his sister’s plan for Alexis to still be at the house when Bradley showed up? She was a politician. He wouldn’t put it past Rach to finagle a reconciliation.

      Like that was going to work.

      “Why’d she call you over?”

      Alexis chewed her lip.

      “Just tell me, okay? Whatever it is can’t be worse than my sister being who-knows-where at the hands of a crazy person.”

      Tears filled her eyes. “She⁠—”

      Bradley waited, but that was all she gave him. “What?”

      “He’s going to hurt her.” There was more she didn’t say. But he couldn’t ask about that right now.

      Bradley got close. Forced her to focus on him only, and not anyone else. Or the fact that the special agent was listening to everything. “Who?”

      Alexis sucked in a choppy breath. “I don’t know.”

      The agent snorted. “You expect us to believe that? You’re her closest friend. Or you were. So who would have taken her?”

      A tear rolled down her face.

      “Who?”

      “I don’t know who he is.” The fear in her eyes, that pure unadulterated horror, washed over him. Bradley wanted to pull her into his arms and hold her tight. Keep her safe from all of it. But what he needed to do was help find Rachel. Alexis would be safe. She was scared, yes—but for her friend. Rachel was the one in danger right now.

      “What can you tell the agent who’s going to help them find her?”

      Alexis shook her head, rubbing at her jaw with a shaky hand. That was a nasty injury on her temple. “I don’t know.”

      The agent’s tone dripped with sarcasm as he said, “We’re supposed to believe⁠—”

      “I don’t know!” She screamed the words at him.

      “I should arrest you for conspiracy.”

      “Do it!”

      Bradley wound an arm across the front of her body and pulled her back three steps. “Alexis. You need to calm down.”

      Her breath came in gasps as she deflated in his arms, her body bucking as she started to cry. Big, body-wracking sobs.

      Bradley scooped her up into his arms and carried her to the front steps of Rachel’s neighbor’s house. He sat and held her on his lap as she cried, rubbing his hand up and down her back. She sucked in a breath. “He’s—” Another breath. “Oh God, he’ll⁠—”

      “Talk to me, Lex. Who?”

      She shook her head.

      “If you know something that will help them find her, you have to tell me.” Otherwise he would let them arrest her. At least it meant they’d scare her into talking.

      “She’s probably so scared.” A low moan escaped her throat.

      He pulled her tighter against him.

      Her body hitched and she started to pull away from him. He shook his head. “Lex.” Tried to hold on tighter. Why was she always pushing him away?

      She shoved out of his arms, her hand planted on the railing and she retched on the steps in front of him.

      Bradley got up and pulled her hair back from her face. He looked at the agent. “Get her some water.”

      The agent didn’t move. “Looks like all the signs of a guilty conscience if you ask me.”

      “No one is.”

      Alexis straightened. “My friend is out there—” She waved her hand at the city beyond this street. “—scared out of her mind, and probably fighting for her life. And you’re being glib?” Bradley touched her shoulder, but she shrugged him off and squared her shoulders. “I want your superior here. I want an agent capable of acting like a professional.”

      “Good one.” The agent sneered. “You of all people, lecturing me on acting like a professional?”

      Alexis’s whole body flinched.

      The agent didn’t seem to notice, or didn’t care. “Excuse me while I go find your friend. And if I find out you had anything to do with this, you’ll be in cuffs faster than you can say Snapchat.”

      She didn’t back down until he’d walked away. Then she just…deflated again. Slumped against the railing like that was the extent of the fight she had in her.

      Bradley studied her. She didn’t have the guilty edge of someone who’d done what they set out to do. Or who’d been duped into it. She might know more than she was saying, but Alexis wasn’t involved. He knew that. He knew her.

      Or, at least, he had. He’d known her in every way a man could know a woman. But, was that any more than a college fling for her? A onetime, home-on-leave, fling for him. Tell yourself that. The fact she hadn’t wanted to talk about it afterwards didn’t stop him from making more of it than it was. He’d never considered himself a romantic, but there was something about him and Alexis that was just…right.

      But that was years ago. Since then, he’d gotten saved, and he knew precisely what the Bible said about what they’d done. They’d known it was wrong as well. And while he didn’t want to live with that guilt—and gave it to God daily—maybe there was more they had to do. A way they could reconcile things between them so he didn’t feel like she’d trapped him—forever, in a way he’d never be able to get past her. And didn’t think he ever would.

      “You want me to give you a ride home?”

      Tonight wasn’t the night for that talk. It might’ve been why Rachel had called them both here, but he couldn’t know that now. Not until he saw Alexis back to wherever she lived and hit the streets to find his sister.

      With the help of Double Down.

      Alexis nodded and pushed off the railing, clutching one arm across her stomach. He waited while she grabbed her purse, and spoke with one of the police officers. The man was aloof. Bradley could understand why, considering her public persona. The brush she’d been painted with on social media.

      The guys on his SEAL team had peppered him with questions about her when it all came out. Bradley had been too shocked to do anything but tell them all to buzz off. None of their business. Even though the internet seemed to think it was everyone’s business.

      Still, the way her shoulders slumped and seemed to turn inward. The defeated look on her face. He had to rub a hand across his chest over that aching muscle that had never really let her go.

      Bradley held the passenger door for her, and shut it after she’d climbed in. He rounded the F150 to his side. Sat in his seat, he asked for her address.

      She gave him cross streets.

      “You live above the Walgreens, or what?”

      “You can drop me off there. It’s fine.”

      “Do you need something for your head?”

      She glanced at him as he pulled out. “I just want to go home. Can you please drop me off there without twenty questions? I’m exhausted, and—” Her voice broke.

      Bradley heard her fighting back tears for the next two miles of Georgetown traffic. The area she’d directed him towards was run down. Where did she live? Certainly nowhere near the Virginia condo she’d been at before. That complex was high-end, and she’d been so happy the day they moved her in. This Alexis was…broken.

      A consequence of her own making?

      He wanted to listen to logic. All the evidence said her own actions had brought her low. But what was the truth? She’d been sweet. Honest. That post online was the opposite of everything he’d ever understood about her. Everything he’d loved about her.

      He pulled over in front of the Walgreens.

      She got out, then turned back. “If you…” She took a breath. “If you hear anything, will you call me?”

      Bradley nodded. “You, too. Okay?”

      She pressed her lips into a thin line and conceded with a nod.

      “And I want you calling me if you need anything. Or if you think you’re in danger. Got it?” She knew him. She knew he had to ask. No matter what had happened between them, Bradley would be there for her.

      Alexis stared at him for a full minute, then finally said, “Thank you.”

      She shut the door. Bradley sat in silence until he couldn’t hold his breath any longer. Then he inhaled. She’d looked at him like he was the best man she’d ever met. But it also seemed like she thought he just might be her only hope. And maybe he could be. He was a good guy. It made him feel kind of good about himself…until he realized it also meant she thought she was in trouble.

      Serious trouble.

      Bradley watched her move down the sidewalk—without going into the Walgreens—and turn a corner. He pulled onto the street and followed. Traffic slowed enough for him to see her enter a rundown apartment building behind the pharmacy. The parking lot was a mess of cracked concrete and weeds. Busted out windows. Boarded up doors.

      This was where she was living?
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      Minutes stretched into hours as the van drove. And drove. Each time Rachel thought they had arrived, the van simply set off again.

      On her side in the back, Rachel lay still trying to fight off the groggy feeling. Her hands and feet were tied. A rancid cloth had been secured over her mouth so that she couldn’t take a breath or swallow without tasting it. Black fabric—some kind of hood—had been pulled up over her face.

      The needle mark in her arm where they’d doused her with whatever made her head swim, still ached.

      Alexis. She didn’t even know if her friend was okay.

      This wasn’t how she expected her night to have gone. Not by a long shot. And not like being kidnapped was one of the possibilities, but still. She’d had a plan, and this was what she’d gotten? She’d wanted to bring the truth to light once and for all so she could move on with her life.

      She had to keep it together. Stay calm. Survive. She’d done it before, and she could do it again.

      Bradley. He was in town. She knew he’d talked with Steve at Double Down today. Not that her brother had told her. She was a senator. She could find things out if she wanted—especially when Steve’s assistant had called to ask what her brother’s cell number was. Her feelings for Steve were one thing, the idea Bradley might go to work for him, another.  It meant her brother would be home. She could run into Steve at a BBQ, or some other function. Both sent a rush of excitement running through her.

      Alexis and Bradley were her family, and she wanted them to be happy. She could have gotten them back together. Everything she wanted had been so close she’d been almost able to grasp it. To clutch it in her grip and make sure nothing ever happened to any of them.

      Not ever again.

      Now look at yourself. Thinking about Steve brought up another set of spiraling thoughts she had to rein in. It wasn’t worth thinking about him—or the fact he’d had his assistant call instead of calling himself. Like a chicken who couldn’t speak to her himself.

      Focus.

      The van set off again, and her whole body rocked with the motion. A tear slid from her eye and ran into her hairline.

      Survive.

      Bradley was here. Her brother would find her.
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      Alexis shut the door to her apartment and sank back against the door. Her knees threatened to buckle, but she locked them. The neighbors on one side were well into their nightly battle. Screaming at each other about this and that. Did it mean anything? Because mostly it seemed like habit. On the other side of her, loud heavy metal music threatened to drive her mad—if the arguing didn’t.

      She stumbled to her broken, ten dollar recliner and sank into the stale-smelling cushions. Her fingers drifted to her Bible on the end table she’d bought for college, which had been in storage. She probably should’ve thrown it away a long time ago. Now she was glad she hadn’t. Bible on her lap, she grabbed her journal and pen. Clutched both to her chest.

      Tried to breathe.

      Tried not to think about Bradley. She couldn’t handle that right now.

      Tears threatened. Had they stopped? Rachel was gone. Taken. That madman had her, and there was nothing Alexis could do about it. She was nearly convinced he was responsible for the kidnapping as well, though logic didn’t track. This had been a targeted attack that had bested the Secret Service.

      Alan.

      He’d betrayed them all, and Rachel was suffering for it.

      How had he been able to live with himself? How were his wife and kids supposed to go on after it came out that he had betrayed the oath he had taken to protect those in his charge? She wasn’t about to rob those innocents of his death benefits. He was dead, and there was no one to hold responsible anyway. No one to tell the FBI where Rachel was being held.

      She squeezed her eyes shut. Was she hindering the FBI’s ability to find Rachel?

      The FBI and Secret Service would figure out Turner’s connection to the kidnappers. Then the world would know what Alan had done. Rachel would be home safe, and things would go back to normal.

      She thought back to the smells of that night, the gas in the air. In her throat. The sounds. The sharp crack that still rattled in her head. The EMT had seemed to think she might still be up for a good time even with the head injury. Why else would he proposition her in the back of the ambulance?

      While his words had been grossly inappropriate, it was nothing new. It seemed like everyone in town knew her story, wanted to ask her about it, and some of them even wanted to star in the next chapter. Like she was going to let that happen when all of it had basically destroyed her. Personally. Professionally.

      There was no coming back from it, and she probably needed to accept that fact. Even if they got Rachel back. Alexis wasn’t ever going to be able to go back to the way things had been before everything went wrong.

      She opened her Bible to the passage she’d read that morning, then laid open her journal and wrote, Should I leave? Maybe once Rachel was found, it was time to leave. Start over somewhere else. Make a new life for herself. Write a new chapter where no one knew—or just didn’t care—who she was.

      She continued writing, pouring all her fear and frustration out onto the page like David had done when he was running from Saul. Except it wasn’t her in danger, it was Rachel. Help her, please, Lord. Emotion caught in her throat until she thought she would choke on it. The taste of the gas was still on her tongue. Alexis coughed at the scratchy sensation, and let the tears fall for her friend.

      Then she read. Her lips moved as she took in each word, praying it calmed her heart as well as her mind. And as she read, it was like all the voices in her head were silenced as she soaked up the words. Here, in the pages of scripture, His presence shined on her fear to illuminate the dark places in her life. Washed it all to daylight. Warmth.

      Thank You, Lord.

      God had a plan. Even in this.

      She didn’t know what it was, and she prayed Rachel wouldn’t suffer through it. She prayed this had nothing to do with the man who had torn both of their worlds apart. Please don’t let it be him who has her. Rachel would never survive another encounter with that monster. Just the idea of it made Alexis want to be sick all over again. Just like she’d done in front of…

      Bradley.

      She couldn’t be embarrassed. Not when he’d caught her up in his arms, and held her that way. No one had ever held her that way. And if anyone else had tried, she’d have found a way to politely remove herself from the situation. But then, Bradley wasn’t anyone. He was everything she had ever wanted in life, and love. Nothing had changed there, except that he hated her now the way everyone else did. He looked at her with that same disapproving stare. Probably wondering what she was going to do next. How far she could be pushed.

      He wouldn’t do that. She knew that as surely as she knew the way he’d loved her. Sorry, Lord. That wasn’t appropriate now. Still, she carried those sweet memories of the time they’d spent together in her heart. It might have been sin, but she treasured their time together. It was the warmest of memories, all of which included Bradley anyway. It wasn’t like she was ever going to be able to escape him.

      She kept reading and journaling until the knock at the door.

      Alexis blinked and glanced at the time on the microwave. 11:37.

      Who was knocking?

      She looked through the peep hole and blew out a breath. Lincoln. She pulled the door open and said, “Hey.”

      He nudged her out of the way and strode in, a red mark on his cheek.

      “What happened?”

      “I was about to ask you the same thing.” He waved one hand around. “You’re sitting here what…reading your Bible? You don’t answer the phone? I thought something happened to you as well.” And yet, there was none of the concern on his face that she’d seen in Bradley. Or was it just that she could recognize it easier in him than she could in Lincoln.

      Alexis shut the door and held up both hands. “I’m sorry. I should have checked my phone.” Even though that defeated the purpose of quiet time. Getting distracted by her phone didn’t help her focus on the Lord.

      He shot her a scathing look. Alexis had to remind herself that he was just a hot-head who was concerned about her. Lincoln had been a good friend when no one else in her life had stuck by her. She needed to focus on that. Not on the fact he didn’t know how to temper his emotions.

      “It’s been a rough night,” she said. “Rachel got kidnapped.”

      “I know.”

      Alexis frowned. “Thank you for being concerned about me, and for coming here. How did you get hurt?”

      “My neighbor’s cat attacked me again.” He leaned against her breakfast bar. “I should take that thing to a vet and have it put down, but it would probably tear me to shreds in the process.”

      “Sorry.”

      “You’re saying that a lot. Which makes me wonder what all exactly you’re trying to apologize for.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “You tell me?”

      Alexis turned away and tried to figure this out. Was he here to accuse her, instead of making sure she was all right as she’d thought?

      Maybe there was another layer to what he was saying. Did he know Bradley was in town? How he could know that when she hadn’t even known, was beyond her. Alexis had had no idea until Bradley walked up to the ambulance. It had been a wonderful surprise, and a terrible realization at the same time. Would there ever be an instance in her life when he could show up and it wouldn’t birth conflicting feelings in her?

      Lincoln might have feelings for her, or so she’d thought at one time, but she’d never given him any indication she was open to a relationship. What she needed was the friend he’d been to her the past few months.

      Her life was far too complicated right now for anything more than that. She was trying to get a job. And not the pity offer Lincoln had given her to come and work with his father. The old man creeped her out. Lincoln might work for him, but she’d never gotten the impression he much liked his father. That wasn’t the point, though. She wanted to get work on her own merit.

      Dog walking and cleaning houses didn’t pay all of her bills, though. Not in a town like this. Rachel had been helping her keep her head above water, but Alexis didn’t like taking the money. She’d put as much of it as she could in her account for emergencies, mostly hoping she’d get a full time job and be able to give it back.

      Lincoln slumped onto the couch and it groaned. Not because he was heavy. The man was six-two and slender, but muscled from doing martial arts since he was a kid. Some people might think he was attractive, she supposed. He just wasn’t her type. Not for anything other than a friend. And she appreciated the way he’d stuck close for her. But there was only one man in her heart, and no one else she’d ever met even measured up.

      “You’re thinking about him again.”

      Alexis bit back another apology.

      He stretched.

      “Long day?” When he nodded, she said, “Coffee?” She only had a can of the cheap stuff. Put enough milk and sugar in and it tasted okay, though. Or she could pretend it did. She couldn’t afford creamer.

      He said, “Sure.”

      Alexis set up the coffee maker and when it began to trickle out, visited the bathroom to clean up a bit. She needed a shower, but settled for brushing her teeth quickly. Coffee and the taste of being sick didn’t mesh, and the sensation threatened to bring more illness every time she swallowed. Her throat was still scratchy from the gas, and her hip smarted though she didn’t look to see what the bruise was like.

      However crummy she felt couldn’t hold a candle to how Rachel must be feeling right now.

      When she came out, Lincoln stood at the window by her desk, staring out at the street below. The coffee pot beeped, and she poured two cups. “One sugar, right?”

      He wandered over. “You know I like that hazelnut stuff.”

      Alexis sighed, and put milk in both cups. “I—” What was the point in arguing, or telling him for the hundredth time that she didn’t have the money for anything more than the basics.

      The thoughts in her head swirled like a whirling dervish until all she could see was that fog. And taste the gas on her tongue. Until her fingers loosened the way they had when Rachel was pulled from her grasp.

      The milk landed on the counter, sloshing over the rim.

      “Watch it.” Lincoln screwed the lid back on. “For someone so money-conscious, you don’t mind wasting it, do you?”

      She took the carton from him and placed it back in the fridge, then used an old rag to wipe the spill. “I wouldn’t describe it as money-conscious. That implies I actually have two bills to rub together.” If she did, she would be careful about how she spent them. Always had.

      When she was little, they hadn’t had much money. Her mom had married a businessman and things got better, but she never forgot those days of chipped plates and grilled cheese sandwiches night after night because that was all they could afford. Now her mother wouldn’t even speak of those times. She’d called her step-father after everything went public. He’d hung up on her, after telling her to never call again. She was a disgrace now. He wouldn’t even speak Alexis’s name. As for her, she wanted to drop his and go back to her birth surname.

      Lincoln touched her shoulder. “You’re so sad.”

      “I’m worried about Rachel.”

      “You should be worried about yourself. I would be, living in a dump like this.” He shuddered. “I’d be scared to close my eyes.”

      Like she wasn’t? Good people lived in this building, and selfish ones. Just like any neighborhood. Didn’t matter if the people who lived there were rich or poor. Money didn’t make you a better person, it just revealed who you truly were. “I really think I should be alone right now.”

      He shook his head. “That’s the last thing you need, babe.”

      Lincoln tugged her closer, his arms winding around her waist.

      “I—”

      He squeezed her middle. Too tight. “Enough talking, Alexis.”
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      “I know it’s late, but call me back when you get this message. It’s important.” Bradley hung up, wondering if he should call the assistant at Double Down. Bradley wanted to scream out his frustration, but didn’t, and not just because he was about to go through security to get into the FBI building. Steve hadn’t mentioned to Bradley anything about dinner plans. Why wasn’t he answering?

      Bradley stowed his phone in a plastic bin to go through the scanner. He wanted Double Down’s help on this. He needed the team, and was fully prepared to hire them if that was necessary. He didn’t mind being a client, and would rather have the team with him as backup when he hunted the person behind this.

      Job or not, he needed their skills.

      “Thank you for coming, Mr. Harris.” The agent was young and pale-faced, like they kept him in the office all the time instead of allowing him out into the field.

      Bradley nodded to the special agent, and followed the guy down their office hallway. He’d never figured he’d get to see the inside of Washington D.C.’s FBI office, and yet here he was.

      Rachel, where are you?

      “If it helps me find my sister,” he said, “I’m happy to go wherever.”

      Though, truthfully, he’d rather be out on the streets looking for her. Was there even a trail to find? The FBI weren’t sharing if they had discovered anything that might indicate where she’d been taken. Or even what vehicle she’d been taken in.

      When Steve called back, he’d get his boys to Rachel’s house to do their own sweep. Get a lead they could follow. God, we need to find her. He realized what he’d said. I need to find her. He couldn’t think of life in terms of him and Alexis—not when he didn’t know her any longer. They weren’t friends. Maybe estranged family members, in a weird way. But that was all.

      The agent opened a door to a conference room and motioned for him to enter first. Not the same agent who had been rude to Alexis. This one was younger. A rookie, maybe. Bradley didn’t mind answering questions for junior personnel, considering that meant all the senior agents were trying to find his sister. Even the rude one.

      Having a bad attitude didn’t mean the agent wasn’t excellent at his job. If only Bradley had the patience to let them work. How could he? SEALs weren’t the kind of men who sat around, waiting for a result. Orders were orders. And those orders meant action.

      Green light: mission.

      Now a senator was missing. Surely that meant all hands on deck, for the FBI and the Secret Service. So long as they didn’t mind an injured Navy SEAL tagging along, adding his skills to the mix, that was fine by him. Because there was no way he wasn’t going to be part of their investigation—and the operation where they rescued her.

      The bare table and bland walls didn’t exactly inspire him. So when asked, Bradley had to say, “No. There’s no one I can think of who would want to do this.” He debated how much to tell the man. They were going to dig into Rachel’s life. Which, to an extent, meant digging into his. “We’re set to inherit money soon. It was a trust set up by our parents in the event of their deaths.”

      Bradley swallowed, not wanting to let any emotion bleed into his voice. Emotions never helped, which was why he’d excelled at keeping things buttoned up. Unless it came to Rachel or Alexis, that was. The two women in his life—his sister and the woman he’d loved at one time—had always managed to get past his defenses. Which was probably why he’d pulled away from them lately. Being a SEAL had changed him, and left him with not a lot of time for a personal life. Sure, some of the guys had families, but Bradley had figured it was easier to keep his focus on point if he had no distractions at home.

      There was time enough for that later.

      Only problem was, later might be now.

      “Anyone your sister was at odds with?”

      Bradley shrugged. “She’s a senator, of course there are people who hate her.” It was the nature of the job, and something Rachel hadn’t been quiet about. “She had a guy a few years back who got too close, but the Secret Service took care of it as far as I know. You can ask Alexis, though. She worked for Rachel then.”

      The agent frowned, then glanced down at his tablet. “Any boyfriend we should know about?”

      He shrugged again, wanting to apologize for not knowing his sister better. He’d been wanting to reconnect with her during this visit. Would they get that chance? He didn’t want to think about Rachel being killed, but he had to admit it was a possibility.

      Bradley said, “I think there was someone she was interested in, but it didn’t go anywhere. Again, you should probably ask Alexis. They’re best friends and always have been, regardless of how they feel about each other now or what happened.”

      Even something as huge as Alexis being publicly disgraced, as well as destroyed on social media, couldn’t have killed the bond between them. After all, Alexis had been there at the house. And that wasn’t an indication to him that she had anything to do with it. More, it was proof that there were still feelings between them.

      He’d always loved their connection, even as he bemoaned the fact their closeness had compounded what happened between him and Alexis. He didn’t want to unpack all of it, but none of them had dealt well with the surprise—or Rachel’s reaction.

      Bradley scrubbed his hands down his face. Now wasn’t the time to rehash all that. Maybe when he could sit both women down, they could talk it through. Then they could all move on.

      Bradley’s phone chimed. He opened his eyes and glanced at the screen. Not Steve calling back, it was an email. From an unknown sender.

      Watch this if you want your sister back.
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      Lincoln’s mouth started its descent toward her lips. Alexis moved her head out of the way before he could. “Lincoln.” She pushed out of his arms. “Don’t do that. Please.”

      He shook his head, making a disappointed noise. “Sorry if I can’t help myself when you’re basically teasing me into doing something about it.”

      “Doing something about what?”

      “The tension between us, obviously.” He looked at her like she was dense. “We both feel it. But no, you want to ignore it like you’ve ignored all my attempts to help you.” He stepped back. “Well, you know what? I’m done. That’s the last move I make to help you, Lex. I’m done.”

      “Lincoln!” What did kissing have to do with helping her? Like she should accept his advances just because he had been her friend?

      He didn’t turn back, or say anything else. The door slammed loud enough it rattled a photo hung on the wall.

      Alexis set her hands on the counter and hung her head. What had he been thinking? She’d never given him the green light to kiss her before. They were friends, or so she’d thought. And she knew what disaster happened when friends took that turn. When it got romantic, and things were done that couldn’t be taken back even if she wanted to. Liar. Okay, so she didn’t want to take back anything she’d done with Bradley, even if it hadn’t been right.

      Lincoln, though? She’d never thought about making what they had physical. She didn’t do that. Wasn’t even attracted to him, anyway. And he’d thought he was helping?

      A pounding fist hammered on the door.

      She sighed. He would ask for forgiveness, and she wouldn’t withhold it. That never helped. God, let me understand. The last thing she wanted was to lose one of the only friends she had left.

      Alexis pulled open the door. “Its okay, Linc⁠—”

      Special Agent Walker stood there, gun drawn. He stepped into her space and continued in the apartment. “Alexis Calvert, you’re under arrest for conspiracy to commit kidnapping and anything else I can think of that will get Rachel Harris back safely to her family.”

      “I’m her family.”

      Strong hands pulled her arms behind her back as more agents poured in her front door.

      “Go through everything.”

      Her stomach dropped. “No⁠—”

      His gaze whipped back to her. “Something to hide? Something you might want to confess to?”

      “I didn’t do anything!” And God at least knew that was the honest truth. Even if the world believed something different. God, and Rachel. What did it matter the way everyone else looked at her? She had at least that to hold onto.

      Agent Walker sneered. “I find that hard to believe. But don’t worry, we’ll get to the bottom of all of this. We’ll figure out where you’ve stashed your friend.”

      Her stomach soured.

      “I figure you’re down on your luck. All that inheritance Rachel is about to get looks pretty good from a place like this.” He motioned around the room with one finger, then jabbed it in her direction. “So you decided to stage a kidnapping. Put yourself in the scene, so we think you’re just another victim. Wrong place, wrong time. Too bad you’re not smart enough to cover your tracks.”

      I’m being framed. How could they think she’d do this to her oldest and best friend? Things had been strained recently. How could they not be? But there was no reason on earth she’d have betrayed Rachel like this.

      “I didn’t—” She choked. “I wouldn’t!”

      But he wasn’t going to believe her, was he? This man was determined to think what everyone else did. The worst possible things a person could think. About her. When all she’d been trying to do was the right thing. It had even crossed her mind that it was the thing Bradley would have done.

      If he’d known.

      Rachel had never told him the truth. Now it would come out, and the truth would sting far more sharply than any lie ever had.

      Alexis choked back another sob. The last thing she’d wanted was to cause Bradley pain, and now there was no way to stop that from happening.

      “Bring the computer.”

      She squeezed her eyes shut.

      “That’s right,” the agent said. “We know all about what you did.”

      Except there was just one problem with that.

      He didn’t know the half of it.

      “Get her out of here. I can’t even stand to look at her right now.”

      The agent who’d cuffed her hauled her out her door and walked her to the stairs while her neighbors looked on. Enjoying her misery.

      She’d thought it wasn’t possible to be brought any lower than she already was. I was wrong. God was going to stretch her farther. To ask this of her, after He had already asked her to endure so much.

      For Rachel, she would do it. Gladly.

      She would suffer whatever was necessary if it meant she could get her friend back safely.

      Even the threat of losing Bradley. Which was going to happen, when he discovered the FBI thought she was involved in Rachel’s kidnapping.

      The agent stopped by an SUV and
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