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			Chapter One

			Constance Champion sat alone on the hardwood floor of the dance studio. She stretched her aching legs out in front of her as she glanced out the large windows overlooking the darkening streets of New York City. She’d left the lights low so she could watch the setting sun as she practiced the many dance moves the choreographer had thrown at her earlier in the day. 

			She couldn’t remember ever being so sore. Even her teeth hurt. She’d left the ranch for this? Had she been sold a bill of goods by Stan, the recruiter for the USO? Singing she could do, but all this choreography? What had she gotten herself into?

			She bent her knee, sliding one foot toward her. She removed her dance shoes, then tenderly massaged one blistered foot, sighing in relief.

			Inside her backpack, her phone bleated out the sound of a screaming goat. Wincing, she rose to her feet, hobbling to get it before it stopped. She rooted through the pocket and found her phone. Darbi…wanting to Facetime.

			A wave of homesickness washed over her. As she sank to the floor, she forced a big smile, then answered the call.

			“Hey, Darbs. What’s going on? Pardon my appearance. I just finished rehearsing.”

			Darbi’s freckled face smiled hugely at her. Connie always envied the nanny’s bright-red hair and her curls, so different from her own golden locks. Her friend’s sea-green eyes all but sparkled. This woman had become her savior. Wanting to have a life of her own, Darbi had flown to Brooksville at Connie’s urging to be the girls’ nanny so she could embark on this insane USO tour. She’d become one of her best friends.

			“Hey, Connie.” Darbi paused, then her brother’s face entered the picture, a stupid grin on his handsome face. 

			“Hey, sis.”

			She hadn’t realized how much she’d missed her older brother, Bishop—despite how he’d used her to take care of his triplets for almost all of her teenage years. Maybe taking care of those precious girls wasn’t so hard after all. She missed them all more than she thought possible.

			“Well, hey there.” What’s going on? They look entirely too happy for their own good.

			Darbi thrust her hand at her computer’s camera. “Look!”

			Connie gaped. On the woman’s hand sat a fat ruby engagement ring. “Wait…is that Mom’s ring? What the—”

			“I know,” Bishop replied, still grinning. “I popped the question. I hope you’re happy for us, Connie.”

			“Happy?” Her eyes welled with tears. “I’m thrilled! A little shocked but thrilled. I never thought I’d see the day my big brother would fall in love again. And I’m not going to say I told you so.”

			Bishop laughed. “I think you just did.”

			Unbelievable. Last I heard, he was sending her packing because he’d found out who Darbi really was. I thought it was over between them. This is quite the change. Who’d have thought my big brother has a brain?

			“We’re so happy, Connie,” Darbi’s Irish lilt more pronounced with her emotion. “It took us a while to realize it, but now…I know it’s soon, but when ya know, ya know.” She glanced up at Bishop with such an adoring expression, Connie’s heart tripped. 

			“Darbi, I told you not to worry. Tell me how it happened.”

			Her new sister-in-law-to-be explained how she’d been just about to board a plane to go back to Ireland when Bishop and the triplets showed up. He and his ten-year-old daughters had proposed, holding a banner decorated by the girls. She relayed how everyone in the airport had cheered. 

			
			

			“You almost screwed up, didn’t you, bro?” Connie frowned. 

			Her brother wrapped an arm around Darbi. “You know it.” He kissed her, and she giggled. 

			“When’s the wedding?” Another pang of homesickness wafted through her. 

			“We thought we’d wait until you come home at New Years,” Bishop told her. “We don’t want anything big, just family and a few friends. We want to get married here on the ranch.”

			Touched, Connie swiped a tear from her eye. “Oh, you guys, thanks. I was just sitting here feeling sorry for myself.”

			Bishop offered her a smug expression. “I told you this tour thing was a bad idea. Ready to come home?”

			“Shut up,” Connie told him indignantly. Her lifelong dream had been to sing, and when this opportunity presented itself, Connie, as her family referred to her, jumped at the chance. At the risk of angering Bishop, she’d signed the contract for a year before telling him and enduring his wrath. “The reason I’m feeling sorry for myself is this…” She placed her phone so the camera caught a shot of the huge blisters on her feet. She had blisters on top of blisters. The tips of her toes were bloody nubs. 

			“Ugh, gross. I could have gone my whole life without seeing that. What the heck?” Bishop leaned closer to the camera on his tablet. “Are those blisters?”

			“They are, and I’m proud of them. All this dancing is something I’m not used to. I’m probably going overboard with practice, but I don’t want to be the dork who holds back the troupe.” She stared at her bedraggled reflection in the floor-to-ceiling mirrors, her slender body sheathed in black. A tight tank top stained with a ring of sweat from her neck to her navel covered her upper body while matching skintight leggings squeezed the rest of her. She’d piled her long honey-blonde hair on her head in a knot. Never heavy and used to exercise, she had thought this gig would be so easy. 

			Wrong! I hurt in places I didn’t even know I had. Plus, I lack the rhythm of the other dancers. She sighed. I’m never going to get this routine right. Stan will send me packing within the week. 

			Then she remembered her first rehearsal singing on stage. She drew some courage from the memory of it, and she smiled brightly at her current exhausted self. This tour meant everything to her, and she didn’t want to give it up despite the hard work and sore body parts. “The singing I’ve got down cold, but the dance steps? Some days I feel like I’ve got two left feet.”

			“Aw, darlin’,” Darbi sympathized. “You’ll get the hang of it. You’re so talented.”

			“Want me to call Sven to look for that loop hole?” Bishop wondered.

			“Shut up. Speaking of Sven, how is he?” The family attorney had piqued her interest just before she left for New York. She struggled to keep too much interest from creeping into her expression. 

			Bishop raised his eyebrows. “He’s fine, why?”

			“He said he’d call after I got to New York, and I haven’t heard from him. Has he got some big case working or something?”

			“I don’t think so. He was just out at the far—”

			Darbi interrupted. “I’m sure he hasn’t called ya because he’s certain you’re too busy to chat. That’s what I’m guessin’.”

			Connie didn’t miss Bishop’s look of confusion, but she ignored it. “I’m sure you’re right. Well, I’ve got a bit more rehearsing to do. Congratulations, you two. I’m so happy for you. Can’t wait for the wedding.”

			“When are you off on tour?”

			“We leave in a few weeks. To Kuwait and Iraq to start for the holidays, then to Japan and England. Not sure where we go after New Year’s. I can’t keep up, but I’m really excited. There’s a rumor some hotshot country singer is supposed to be joining the tour soon. I can’t wait to find out who it is.”

			“I bet,” Bishop scoffed.

			Darbi elbowed him. “You keep us posted. Are ya happy, Connie?”

			Connie summoned her brightest smile. “Ecstatic. It’s really hard work, but I know once I start performing in front of a live audience, it’s going to be everything I ever dreamed it would be. Performing  for our troops who work so hard to protect us gives it special meaning. Again, I’m so happy for you guys. Keep me apprised with the wedding plans, Darbi.”

			“I’ll be talkin’ to ya soon. We love ya…sis.”

			Connie smiled. “Love you all, too. Bye.”

			She punched the button to terminate the call. So my big brother is getting married. I knew he’d fall for Darbi. She’s got just the pluck to bring him around. 

			A vision of Sven popped into her mind. The tall, well-dressed, well-groomed, blond Nordic god of a man had served as her family’s attorney for many years. They’d all gone to school together and then worked as a team to help Bishop grow the farm from one pair of Arabians to thousands of champions he’d sold worldwide over time. Champions Grove had the strongest reputation in the horse breeding industry for producing winners. Connie remained proud of their success, and Sven had been with them every step of the way. She’d never really thought about him romantically until just before she left for this USO tour. They’d been alone one night after a family dinner where he’d supported her when Bishop had thought she’d lost her mind. He’d made a statement that night she couldn’t get out of her head. 

			She’d accused him of flirting with Darbi, and he’d laughed. “Don’t worry. There’s only ever been one woman for me.”

			He’d stared deep into her eyes then, but said no more. One look had tripped her heart and sent her mind whirling about what a possible relationship with him might be like. She’d thought about dating him a time or two but never took it seriously. Now that he’d expressed an interest…

			“Good grief, Constance Champion. You’ve lost your mind,” she told her reflection. “One soul gaze doesn’t mean the man wants to put a ring on it. Get yourself together.” 

			She winced as she rose. She replaced her phone in the front pocket of her backpack and gathered the rest of her things. 

			The studio door banged open. Connie jumped, emitting a squeak of surprise. 

			“I thought I’d find you here,” Wrynn, the tour’s coordinator, announced. “You’re going to kill yourself before we ever get to Kuwait.”

			Connie huffed out a breath. “You scared the crap out of me. Ever thought about a subtler entrance?” She continued putting her stuff in her backpack.

			“I went to find you for dinner, and you were MIA.” Wrynn—short for Kathryn Rawlings, had become Connie’s closest friend on the tour. The rest of the troupe had done several tours, and Wrynn had taken Connie under her wing to help her acclimate to the crazy work schedule. 

			Sitting on the bench, Connie removed her other dance shoe, sighing in relief. 

			“Oh, my God, woman. Look at your feet.”

			“I know. I’ve over done it.”

			“I’ll say. Put on those soft boots, and we’ll pick up a pizza on the way back to the dorm. I’ve got some salve which will fix you right up.”

			“That sounds wonderful.” Connie slipped on a soft pair of socks, followed by her boots. 

			Wrynn grabbed her backpack and helped her to her feet. “I’ve got great news,” she sang.

			Forgetting about her feet for a second, Connie wondered if Wrynn’s news had anything to do with the country star joining them on tour. “Spill it.”

			Her friend paused a second, grinning.

			“What? What is it?”

			“Trevor Thornton is joining our tour!”

			Connie sucked in a breath, her heart skipping several beats. Trevor Thornton was the hottest new country star on the circuit. His songs had broken billboard sales records for the last year. She’d become an instant fan. It didn’t hurt he was easy on the eyes either.

			“You’re kidding!” 

			“I most certainly am not.” 

			The women joined hands and hopped around in a circle, squealing. 

			
			

			“I love him,” Connie screeched. “I can’t believe I get to meet him in person.”

			Wrynn waggled her brows. “And you get to perform with him.”

			Connie felt her mouth drop open. 

			Her friend laughed. “You look like a fish.”

			“Oh wow,” She performed a boogie dance. “Oh wow. I get to perform with Trevor Thornton. Oh, ow.” Connie stopped dancing and limped on her sore feet.

			Wrynn laughed. “You sure do. Now, let’s get a pizza and go home.”

			Connie slipped an arm through the crook of her friend’s elbow. “Agreed.” 

			Thoughts of Sven and homesickness slipped from her mind. 

		

	
		
			
			

			Chapter Two

			Sven leaned against the fence while Quinton Gates exercised the Arabian mare around the paddock on this sunny November afternoon. She was a beauty, her coat the color of mahogany, and her mane and tail as black as a moonless night. 

			Quinton, one of his best friends and Bishop Champion’s partner, trained horses for Champions Grove. While Bishop did all the buying and selling, Quinton trained the champion racers. And Sven took care of their legal matters. He’d been their lawyer since Bishop and his first wife, Laura, started the ranch over fifteen years ago. 

			Sven grew up a farm boy in Brooksville, and that was where he wanted to hang his shingle when he’d graduated law school. Not wealthy by any means, but comfortable from an inheritance his farmer father left in a trust, he had the luxury to choose what he wanted to do. 

			He dabbled in a bit of vegetable gardening and raised a few animals, time permitting. The horse breeders of Brooksville and the surrounding area kept him very busy.

			Sven, Bishop, and Quinton had all been school chums, along with Bishop’s sister, Connie, who’d tagged along, struggling to keep up with the boys. They’d played and gone on wild—and sometimes daring—adventures as kids, but they had each other’s backs and had stuck together into adulthood. 

			Sven adjusted his position, propping his booted foot onto the lower rail of the paddock while Quinton put the beautiful mare through her paces. Thoughts of Connie drifted through Sven’s head, and he smiled. She was six years younger, but he’d loved her since she was in first grade. Why he’d never had the courage to pursue her with fervor eluded him. Oh, he’d asked for the occasional date only to be lovingly rebuffed and thought of as a brother. It had hurt at the time, but he hadn’t pushed. The fact her brother was twice his size had been a bit of a deterrent as well. 

			I guess I always thought I wasn’t good enough for her. She deserved better than a local farm boy. And now, she’s off to fulfill her dream of being a singer. She won’t want to settle for the likes of me, not when she can have the world at her feet. 

			Self-doubt wasn’t his nature, but she befuddled him. He’d had a chance to stop her from going. All he’d had to do was find a flaw in her contract with the USO—and there were a few—but this opportunity meant so much to her he couldn’t bring himself to point them out. Bishop was a large enough obstacle to overcome. She’d raised his triplets from the time she was sixteen, and, as much as Sven loved Bishop like a brother, Connie had been taken advantage of. She deserved her shot. She had the voice of an angel, and the world should hear it. 

			Boot steps crunched on the gravel drive behind him. He glanced at his watch and sighed. Bishop…right on time. He tucked away thoughts of his best friend’s sister and turned. “Good afternoon.”

			Bishop joined him at the fence. He nodded in the direction of Quinton training the filly. “She’s a beaut, isn’t she?”

			“She is. Got the makings of a real winner,” Sven agreed.

			“Connie always knows how to pick them. She’d called this one in the womb. It’s like she has a sixth sense or something.”

			Sven laughed. “Or something.” He leaned his back against the fence, facing the beautiful ranch home his friend had built for his first wife, Laura. Bishop now lived there with his fiancé, Darbi, the former nanny. He grinned. 

			“How’s your bride-to-be?”

			“Feisty as ever. Her Irish blood was a boilin’ this morning,” Bishop attempted to imitate Darbi’s Irish accent.

			Sven laughed. “What did you do now?”

			
			

			“Well, let’s just say I didn’t respect her femaleness in the bathroom.”

			“Left the toilet seat up again?”

			Bishop chuckled. “How did you know?”

			“Just a guess. Doesn’t take much to get her Irish up. Have you set a date for the wedding?”

			“Yeah. We’re going to do it at the ranch around New Year’s when Connie gets a break from the tour.” Bishop pushed away from the paddock. He raised a hand in a wave at his partner. Quinton waved back. “You ready to get started? I’ve got a few purchase contracts for your review. They’re local buyers, so it shouldn’t take too long.”

			The two men headed for the barn where Bishop had an office in the rear of the building. Sven reached out to stroke the gorgeous horses as he passed. 

			“Have you heard from Connie? Does she know about you and Darbi yet?”

			“We talked to her last night, as a matter of fact. Smug as ever about being right about me and Darbi.”

			Sven laughed. “It appears that sixth sense applies to her brother as well.”

			“Yeah. It chaps my butt how she’s always right.”

			“How’s she doing?” Sven’s gut tightened a little at asking the question. He hoped how much he cared for Connie and missed her didn’t show on his face.

			“She’s loving life. Her feet are covered with blisters, and every muscle in her body hurts from all the rehearsing, but she seems content. I still have my doubts about all this, but she deserved her chance, I guess.”

			“Wow, is this the same man who had me prowling through her contract looking for loopholes?” Sven chuckled. 

			“Darbi can be quite convincing. Oh, and thanks for throwing me under the bus on that one.” Bishop strode into his office and sat behind his desk. “You were no help at all.”

			Sven sighed as he so often did around his friend. “She deserved her shot, bro. Her voice is too much of a gift to keep locked away in Brooksville United Methodist Church. She’ll be fine.”

			“I guess.” Bishop shuffled through some papers on his desk. He handed two folders to Sven, who accepted them. On opening the first, he perused the contents of the contract. He debated on telling his friend about his upcoming plans then decided to ease into it.

			“Listen, I’m going to New York in a few days. Want me to look in on Connie?”

			Bishop’s head lifted, and his eyebrows rose in surprise? “New York? Why?”

			“Lawyer’s conference,” Sven lied. He really didn’t have a reason to go to New York other than the pretty blonde sister of the man across the desk, but he wasn’t ready to admit it yet. 

			“You never mentioned it before now. Don’t you have to plan for stuff like that in advance?”

			Sven cleared his throat. “They had a speaker drop out at the last minute and wanted me to fill in. It’s a favor for a law school buddy.” He shifted in the chair. “Anyway, I could look Connie up and take her to dinner. See how she’s really getting along.”

			Bishop’s eyes narrowed. “You know, it’s funny, but she asked about you. Wondered why she hadn’t heard from you.”

			Sven sat back in surprise. “She did?” He fought to keep the eagerness out of his voice. Since their parting a month or so ago, he’d thought of nothing but Connie and how much he missed her. He’d dropped a hint at how much she meant to him but never dreamed she’d picked up on it. He just figured he’d been too late…but maybe not. His heart picked up pace.

			Bishop cocked his head as he studied his friend. “What’s going on with you two?”

			Sven feigned surprise at his normally not-so-perceptive friend. “What are you talking about? She’s my friend and your sister. I’m going to be in New York on business, so I’m offering to look in on her. Where’s the crime?”

			“No, not a crime. I just find it strange you both ask about each other all of a sudden.”

			“Don’t be ridiculous. Do you want me to look in on her or not?”

			“Sure, sure. I’ll have Darbi text you her address.”

			
			

			Sven turned his attention back to the documents. “Thanks.” He stretched out his long legs, trying to offer a nonchalant appearance to Bishop. Why it concerned him what his friend thought about his feelings for his sister, he couldn’t really say. He wasn’t embarrassed…maybe shy was a better word, although he’d never described himself that way. A star basketball player in high school, he’d never lacked for female attention and didn’t shy away from it, but Connie had been, and still was, different. She mattered. 

			Bishop still watched him, but he remained focused on the contracts. “The price seems a little low on this one. Isn’t Helen of Troy worth more?”

			“She is, but this guy did me a solid when I needed help getting War Zone into a race, so I thought I’d cut him a break.” Bishop rose and went to the mini fridge at the back of his office. “Want a beer or soda or something?”

			Sven was relieved to have the subject of Connie off the table. “Yeah, I’ll take a beer.”

			Bishop returned to the desk, a brown bottle in each hand. He twisted off the tops and tossed them in the trash can then set one in front of Sven. 

			“Thanks,” Sven muttered as he continued to read over the agreements.

			A voice rang out through the barn. “Hellooooo.” Darbi came breezing into the office, her flaming curls bouncing around her pretty face. 

			“Oh good, you’re still here, Sven. Please join us for supper. I’m fixin’ the stew you like so much. And fresh bread. The girls would love to see ya.”

			Sven truly did love Darbi’s Irish stew. Plus, he might be able to quiz her about Connie a little more comfortably than Bishop. 

			He smiled at her, knowing she was the best thing to happen to Bishop in a long time. 

			“Thanks, Darbi. I believe I’ll take you up on your offer. I skipped lunch today, and I’m starving.”

			She flounced around the desk, removed Bishop’s Stetson, and placed a loud smacking kiss on his head. “Great. Dinner’s in two hours. I trust you two can stay out of trouble till then?”

			Sven loved her Irish accent. It was as delightful as she was. “We shall do our best.”

			“Oh, before I forget,” Bishop held up a finger. “Give Sven Connie’s address in New York. Apparently, he’s going for a conference and wants to look in on her.”

			Darbi plopped on the arm of Bishop’s desk chair. “Really now?”

			Sven’s cheeks flushed. He focused on the contracts. “It’s no big deal. I just offered to check on her if you all want me to.”

			Darbi slapped her thighs. “I think that’d be delightful. I’m sure she’d love to see ya. I’ll go get my phone and send you the address. Dinner at six. See you two then.”

			She hopped off the chair, gave Bishop another swift kiss, and trotted out of the office. She cooed to several of the horses on her way out of the barn. 

			“You are one lucky man, Bishop Champion,” he remarked.

			Bishop gazed after his petite Irish fiancée. “I am. I hate to admit it, but Connie knew what she was doing when she hired Darbi.”

			A few minutes later, Sven’s phone buzzed. He pulled it from his pocket. Darbi had texted Connie’s address, followed by a smiley face, then the statement, “Way to go, stud.”

			He laughed aloud. 

			“What?” Bishop inquired.

			“Oh, nothing. Just your future wife being funny.”

		

	
		
			
			

			Chapter Three

			At half-past midnight, Logan Richards wandered the empty halls of the dormitory building. His experience in the military had him used to late night patrols, but it wasn’t his issue this time. He’d dreamed of Iraq again. He swiped at a trickle of sweat on his temple, then wiped his hand on his jogging pants. Would these nightmares ever end? Discouraged, he sighed. 

			How can one incident ruin my entire military career? I’m a big boy. I should be able to control all this fear, not to mention the rage. 

			He reached the end of the corridor and leaned against the door. He’d accepted the job on the USO security force on the recommendation of a friend. He prayed his bouts with PTSD wouldn’t ruin his chances at making something of himself. His counselor believed he could handle it. He’d thought so, too, but right now, he wasn’t so sure. He shoved open the door and plopped on the top step of the stairway, sucking in deep breaths. The bang of a door closing on another floor startled him, drawing him into another flashback.

			No. No. No. He grabbed the edges of the concrete step he sat on, trying to ground himself in the present. It didn’t work.

			The Humvee rolled past another burned-out car sitting on the side of the road. He choked on the dust billowing through the window. He’d boil if he closed the window, so he endured the foul air.

			His uniform, slick with sweat, clung to him in the most uncomfortable places. Perspiration rolled from his scalp beneath his helmet, down the sides of his face, and into his shirt collar. Five more days and he’d be out of this infernal Iraqi desert and home on leave for two long weeks. Couldn’t happen soon enough. But first, he and his team needed to deliver supplies to a strategic base established just outside of Kuwait. 

			Roland, the driver, focused intently on the road ahead, following the vehicle in front of them. 

			Logan kept his eyes glued to the shoulders of the road, flicking his gaze from one side to the other, scouring the ground for signs of buried IEDs. There, what was that?

			He grabbed the radio, depressed the button…nothing happened. He looked over his shoulder to check for the power light on his com unit. Not on. Oh God. Did I not complete the charge to the radio last night? Cardinal rule number one—always make sure your radio is fully charged. 

			“Stop!” 

			Roland hit the brakes. Logan laid on the horn, giving three rapid blasts, the signal to stop immediately. The vehicle in front rolled on. Logan repeated the signal. 

			“Why isn’t he stopping?” Roland stared at Logan with eyes wide. “Use your radio.”

			“It’s dead.”

			“What? No—”

			The explosion rocked the Humvee. Fiery bits of steel, rubber, and body parts rained down on what was left of the hood of the Humvee. A shard of metal—could have been the edge of the windshield—had speared the side of Roland’s head, killing him instantly. The look of sheer disbelief still frozen on what was left of his burning face. 

			Logan shoved at the door, trying to wrench it open before the flames reached him. Fortunately, the two guys in the back were already out and running toward the first vehicle, or what was left of it. 

			One of them returned, seeing nothing could be done for their comrades, and tugged at the door of the Humvee. He dragged Logan to safety just as the front end of the SUV began to flame in earnest. 

			“What the hell, Richards? Why didn’t you use your radio?”

			Logan rocked on the step, holding his head in his hands. The faces of the soldiers, his buddies, he’d seen blown to bits before his very eyes, flashed through his mind. Struggling to control his panic,  he sucked in lungs full of oxygen. He tried to remember what the counselor had told him. Focus on your grounding trigger, remember where you are. Open your eyes, look around.

			He opened his eyes. The stairwell came into focus. He tightened his grip on the edge of the stair he sat on, focusing on how the bumpy concrete rubbed against his sweaty palms. Heart hammering, he continued to rock back and forth, glancing around the stairwell, slowly bringing himself back to the present. He was better at working through the triggers, keeping most of them at bay during the day, but at night… 

			He rose shakily and leaned against the cold concrete wall. This security position was the best he could probably hope for in the working world of civilians. Logan was grateful for it. Here, he only had one thing to focus on…keeping the performers safe. Which shouldn’t be hard, really. They were only performing at secure venues like the military bases. The most diligent he would need to be would be transporting them from base to base. He had four other teammates, so it should be easy peasy, right?

			Tonight, he wasn’t so sure. This flashback rattled him. He’d woken himself up screaming and, now, another flashback in such a short amount of time. He rose and took a deep breath. A walk would do him good. He glanced up. That damn door slamming had been a trigger. He needed to remember that.

			The melody drifted up the stairs. Solid soothing tones…a hymn…one his grandmother used to hum all the time…”Amazing Grace.”

			He stood stock still, his ears straining to catch each note. The voice of an angel was what Logan convinced himself he was listening to. Clear, concise, rich, and melodious, the voice drifted up the stairs, surrounding him like a warm blanket. His tense muscles relaxed a little, the remnants of the dream fading some. He closed his eyes as he listened to the words…

			The notes of a piano followed her voice. He had to know where it came from. Dance studios and rehearsal halls were located in the dorm building, but he had no idea what floor. He rushed down the stairs and opened the door on each floor as he went. When he reached the second floor, the voice reached him, strong and clear again. Sounded like a young woman. He knew she’d have to be with the USO tour, but never had such a voice moved him so. She belonged on Broadway. 

			Never had he been affected by music the way he had tonight. His counselor told him to find music which soothed him, but he hadn’t been able to relax to anything he’d tried, until now. The song came through clearer, and her tone reached to his very soul. It called to the brutal parts within him, unwinding them as he listened. 

			Logan stopped at the door labeled Rehearsal Hall 1. He didn’t want to scare her; after all, it was after midnight, but he had to hear more. He inched open the door. She was on the small stage, seated at the piano. There were about seven rows of seats, and he slipped in through the shadows, planting himself on the very back row. 

			She played and hummed, the tone remaining clear and soothing. Her petite body swayed to the rhythm of the music; her eyes closed. Her golden hair, in a loose pony tail, swung from side to side as she ran her fingers lovingly over the keys. She wore what looked like a pair of black dancer leggings and a long gray sweatshirt reaching past her thighs. He couldn’t see her face clearly, but with those pipes, it didn’t matter to him what she looked like. He bet her features would be gorgeous, though. 

			Logan relaxed in the seat and stretched out his legs. A deep sigh escaped his lips, and, for the first time in hours, he totally relaxed. She began the second verse of the song, and he allowed all the nightmarish scenes of his flashback to float away.

			As he drifted away to the sound of an angel’s voice, he slept for the first time in days. 

			[image: ]

			The door’s distinctive creak drew Connie’s focus just as a shadowy figure slipped into the rehearsal  hall. She kept playing while the person took a seat on the back row. Was it a man or a woman? She couldn’t tell from where she perched at the piano, but fear never entered her mind. The building was secure, and she was safe. 

			She continued to play and sing her favorite hymn. When she grew lonely or sad, she’d always sing “Amazing Grace.” It settled her somehow. Allowed her to focus on the tasks at hand. 

			Wrynn’s salve had soothed her brutalized feet, but she still hadn’t been able to sleep. The news of Trevor Thornton joining the tour had her heart pounding. 

			What if he likes the way I sound? Maybe he could recommend an agent or someone I could talk to in Nashville. Wouldn’t that be so awesome?

			Her thoughts drifted to her dream of becoming a country star. She pictured the Grand Ole Opry stage, gazing into the bright lights and the faces of thousands of screaming fans. She wanted to travel and see the world. Make people happy with the sound of her voice. She’d always loved the rush she got from seeing people watch her sing. Their smiles, eyes sparkling from the joy of what her singing did for them. God had granted her this gift, and she was so thrilled to finally have a chance to use it in front of people who mattered. 

			Connie, you should be ashamed, she chastised herself. People at church matter. They’ve been blessed by your singing for years. Don’t get saucy.

			She ran her fingers over the keys and a melodious string of notes. Her volume rose as she sang the last verse. 

			She sang the chorus one more time, and when she ended, her voice echoed through the hall. She expected the person in the back to say something or get up and leave, but they just sat there. Is that…snoring? Yep, definitely snoring.

			Rising from the piano bench, she lightly descended the stairs by the stage. She tiptoed up the aisle. By the light of one of the exit signs, she could barely make out the face of a young man. He had dark hair, cut short around his ears but full and wavy on top. His facial features were sharp and distinctive, with high cheekbones and a pointed nose. Very handsome in her opinion. His dark looks contrasted with the Nordic features of Sven. 

			Huh… Funny he should pop into my head just now. This guy could give Sven a run for his money, though. He really is cute. I wonder who he is?

			She took another step toward him, about to lightly touch his shoulder when he jerked awake, his entire body alert. 

			“What the—”

			Connie took a step back, holding up her hands palms out. “Whoa there.” She spoke to him much like she would to a skittish horse. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

			His wide eyes focused on her. She noticed they were a nice coffee-brown. He immediately relaxed. “I’m sorry. I came in to listen to you sing. I guess I fell asleep.”

			She smiled. “I’m not sure if that’s a good thing or a bad thing.”

			His cheeks darkened a little. “Oh, trust me, it’s a good thing. I have trouble sleeping, which is why I was roaming around.” He stood and held out a hand. “I’m Logan Richards, by the way. I’m part of the security team for the tour.”

			She grasped his hand, and he gave her a firm handshake. Her gaze followed his strong forearm, rippling bicep, beefy shoulder, then landed on those soft-brown eyes again. Not exactly sure what she saw there…he seemed nice and definitely clicked a ten on the hot-o-meter, but his gaze held a haunted appearance. 

			“I’m Connie Champion. I’m one of the performers.” She waved at the piano. “I sing.” Then, she waved at her sock-covered feet. “And dance, but right now, my feet hurt. I’m not used to all this rehearsing.”

			Logan cleared his throat. “I hope I didn’t frighten you, being in here like this.”

			Touched he’d say so, she replied, “No. I’m used to people popping in on me, and I know I’m safe here.”

			
			

			“Good. I’m glad.” He shifted on his feet, cleared his throat again. “Um…you have a beautiful voice. My grandmother used to sing that hymn all the time. You conjured up some nice memories for me.”

			“How nice of you to say. I always find it comforting when I’m a little wound up.” She glanced at the clock on the wall. “I guess I better get to bed, though. We start again early.”

			“I can walk you to your room if you’d like.” He stepped into the aisle and opened the door for her.

			“Thanks, but it’s just up one floor. I’m good.”

			He pressed the elevator button for her. “It’s nice to meet you, Connie. I can’t wait to hear you sing some more.”

			The elevator door slid open, and she stepped inside. “Nice to meet you, too, Logan. I’m sure I’ll see you around. Night.”

			The door slid shut, blocking his smiling face. She leaned against the back of the elevator and blew out a breath. “Whew. This might turn into an interesting tour indeed.”
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