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      She hated lies.

      Telling the truth could kill him.

      When danger and love collide, can a compromise happen?

      

      Successful Wedding Planner Summer Heart promised herself that her last fiancé would be the final time she chose to place her love in the hands of a man with lies and secrets.

      

      She fled from any man who approached her without candid answers. But when she found her life saved by a dark handsome stranger who wasn’t too keen to discuss himself, her curiosity is piqued and her sense of wariness heightened when his answers did not match his reality. Was she about to make the same mistake again, or was God trying to teach her that all that let out smoke, wasn’t fire?

      

      Professor Van Thompson had a chance run-in with a lovely wedding planner while working on a research project for his students. But everything turned upside down from there. He found himself trapped between the past he would rather forget and a future he wanted but couldn’t embrace. Whether he chooses to fight the past or brave the future, he has a bigger problem—the woman his heart has entangled itself with who was caught in the middle. When danger chases him down and bullets start looking for his head, will he choose to release her to protect her or will he trust God to lead the way into both love and safety for them?

      

      Danger trailed Van from the past, and Summer’s family is targeted while secret after secret unfolded, shattering the confidence she once had. Will danger and vengeance tear Van and Summer apart or will unshaken trust in God lead to a future they could only dream of?

      

      UNSHAKEN LOVE is the fourth book of The Pleasant Heart Christian Suspense Series. Four sisters told they would never marry, until God stepped in and turned their stories around!

      

      Series order:

      UNCOMMON GROUND (Stella's story)

      UNBOUND HOPE (Erica's story)

      UNVEILED TRUTH (April's story)

      UNSHAKEN LOVE (Summer's story)

      DECOY

      A HOME REDEEMED

      A TRUST RESTORED

      A TAINTED FRUIT

      A RIGHTEOUS CALLING,

      And more.

      

      Grab the next book DECOY.
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      Five minutes of waiting in the frigid balcony, and the hooded shooter was ready to curse aloud.

      The chef—or former detective who faked his death and thought they’d never find him—would walk out any minute now. He’d trailed a lead to Mexico, but the guy there hadn’t been the one. He’d been a decoy. Still, he was going to make the creep pay for killing their boss.

      So, he dug deeper and found the real place he was hiding out.

      Living in Topeka, Kansas, was clever. But a man like that was a primary target for the gang.

      No one killed Boss Wayne and walked free.

      No one.

      If he took this guy out, he’d get his street credits back and no longer be the guard who failed their boss at the last minute and led to his death. His wedding day had been the same day Boss Wayne was killed—and he’d lost Shayna, his love. That was a day he would never forget. But he could reset the clock now.

      He could even be at the top and set up the drug runs again.

      He could strengthen the gang.

      Be the new boss.

      Call the shots.

      And line his pockets in the process.

      His plan would work. If he killed this cop who sold them out.

      Determined, and taking aim across the street at Oven Fresh Bakery’s exit through which he’d observed a man leave, he trained his weapon on the wooden back door above where melting snow darkened its base.

      Soon, a man emerged—dark-brown skin, a hat obscuring his face, and a white coat hanging off his arm—with a similar appearance to the description he’d taken.

      He showed up just in time. “Say goodbye.” Drawing in a breath, he squeezed the trigger, careful not to jerk and lose aim. The silencer muffled the sound as a bullet pierced the man’s chest and his body hit the ground.

      While pandemonium struck the surrounding area, he packed up. Then stilled when passersby tore the man’s coat away from his arm to help him. A long scar shone dull white on his arm—a scar definitely not in his description. His face was round too, not oval like the cop’s.

      A curse word flew out of his mouth.

      But the guys he’d paid promised this information was legitimate.

      This was the wrong guy.

      He’d just killed an innocent man.

      Another curse trailed the realization that his job wasn’t done and firmed determination in him to find the elusive detective—alive or dead.

      Leaving through the lone exit and sprinting down the stairs, he donned a hat upon reaching the exit and walked away in the opposite direction.

      Time to nail this guy.

      ***
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      Former Police Detective Van Thompson lowered himself into the taxi’s driver’s seat, then slammed the door shut against the biting cold. His phone rang, and he accepted the call while strapping across his seat belt. “Yes?”

      Hopefully, this was a quick call.

      “Hello, may I speak to Mr. Thompson, please?” a feminine voice pleasantly asked.

      “Speaking.” Music blasted from the radio he’d forgotten to turn off, so he dialed it down. “How may I help you?” If she spoke fast enough, he could grab the next assignment, beeping on his dashboard, requesting an airport taxi pickup. That should be the last for today—and for this entire project. He didn’t even know why he’d decided to do this for his students. Maybe his attention to detail from a law enforcement career bled into the classroom too. He smiled, remembering his old days in law enforcement, but those days came with painful memories he’d rather leave in the past.

      “I am from the—” she continued.

      Another call came in. Pulling the phone away from his ear, he glanced at the number then froze. “I’m sorry I’ve got to go. Please call back another time. I have to take an incoming call.”

      Gulping hard, Van ended the call and hit Accept on the new one. “Hi?”

      Police Commissioner Dave Tisk, his former boss when he’d gone undercover for a high-risk police operation that had turned fatal, had promised not to call—unless either of their lives was ever in danger.

      Or the drug runners found out his true identity.

      Or he was at the threat of death.

      Van locked the door, his police training coming back unbidden, and subconsciously cast a glance around him, spotting no danger. “Everything okay?” He held his breath, recalling with fresh pain how his wife, Katie, and his daughter, Isabella, had died.

      They’d paid the price for his career at the hands of the drug running gang. So he’d sworn never to go near danger again.

      Nor bring someone he cared about close to danger.

      Nor allow himself to love again.

      With Dave’s help, after burying his family, he’d fled across the country, moved to an unknown town, and started over. This small town had been peaceful until now. Life as a professor didn’t yield too much excitement. Exactly how he liked it these days.

      But this call changed everything. And he didn’t like it one bit.

      “Sorry, buddy. I’ve got some bad news.” The man’s voice seemed to have aged more than the six years since they’d last spoken and seven since Van’s wife and daughter died.

      “I’m listening.” Though he wasn’t sure he wanted to be. He wanted to fling the phone as far as the memories now returning in a stampede.

      His wife’s screams before they shot her.

      His daughter’s shriek, calling out for Daddy, before they killed her.

      A shudder ran through him, and he clenched his fist, gripping the phone harder.

      “They found you.”

      “How?” He touched his late wife’s engagement and wedding rings looped on a silver chain around his neck. Seven years hadn’t dulled the pain enough to forget what she and their daughter had suffered.

      “I held everything, including your address, in a separate, secured location. But you took down a big fish. We knew this day might come. You singlehandedly busted a drug trafficking ring, man.”

      “And I lost my family for it.” Bitterness coating his tongue, his hand slipped from the rings dangling on his chest and dropped to his thigh. “Dave, I want to be left alone. Today, I’m just a professor out here doing a practical lesson for my students. Nothing more.” Well, he was also a campus chaplain, but he wouldn’t add that.

      “They won’t rest until they find you.”

      “Did you tell them I was dead?”

      “We staged everything—a car accident and your death. Followed by a newspaper announcement.” A huff trailed his words. “We arranged and held a public funeral and all that. I thought they were convinced, and maybe they were…until now.”

      “How did you find out someone was after me?”

      “I set up search trigger alerts. One was any search for your name or the first alter ego. Which is your mission name. If someone discovered your name for that mission, a compromise had occurred, and it would alert me. A search happened last night for that name.”

      “That’s it?” Van exhaled and shrugged. “That could be random.”

      “Two more searches followed an hour later, for another false name I’d created.”

      “Oh?” Van gulped.

      “And then someone cracked the information for a decoy location I set up for your new identity in Mexico City. That trigger worried me. They’re moving fast, faster than someone who isn’t a pro.”

      “So, when they see I’m not there, then they’ll find me?” He held his breath. The adrenaline rush was building back up.

      So was his frustration. Lord, I thought I put all this behind me. I lost Katie and Isabella for that case. Then I left town like a criminal. Now, they’re after me? I can’t deal with this. I can’t lose this tranquility. He cast another glance around the parking lot for anything out of the ordinary.

      Nothing stuck out to him.

      “No. They have ten more false locations, with tighter secured encryption than the Mexico address to get through. But if they persist, if they crack the ninth one, I’ll take you into protective custody immediately. Understood?”

      “I’m not sure what to say.” Van shut his eyes and exhaled. He knew what to say but wasn’t sure this was the right person to unleash all his frustration on. Post-traumatic stress had already taken its toll, and he’d gone to counseling.

      Anxiety too had worn him down.

      His life yearned for peace, not a fight. “Well, can we make sure they never find me?” He massaged the bridge of his nose, trying to ease the ache cropping up there.

      “We’ll certainly try.” Silence stood between them like it had when Van had chosen to take on the ringleader’s convoy.

      Alone.

      But it was their last chance.

      If he’d missed it, another wouldn’t come. They’d only had speculations as to where he was until that day when he was coming to collect his money.

      All of Van’s hard work for months, infiltrating his gang, nailing down this guy’s whereabouts, would’ve been wasted.

      They’d have to start over, and he had no other choice.

      So he went in.

      But Van didn’t know he’d been compromised.

      And that, while he planned to take Boss Wayne out, they were bringing his family over to take them out—in front of him.

      Dave’s voice drew him back to the present. “One way to make sure of that is to never tell anyone who you really are. If you mention your real name, your compromise will be a matter of when, not if.”

      “Got it. Sorry, I’ve got to go.” He needed some time to clear his head and think. Picking up the next taxi request would be a perfect distraction. “Thank you for calling.” He hung up, pounded the steering wheel in frustration, then took off for his last taxi trip and the final lesson for his students.
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      They say an airplane always takes off against the wind. Successful Wedding Planner Summer Heart chewed on these words as she arrived at the Pullman-Moscow Regional Airport.

      She felt as though her life was going against every predictable wind of fortune just as her phone chimed with messages soon after she got off the plane.

      The first message was from her vibrant and sociable office manager, Ruth, welcoming her home and making her smile. She thumbed back a quick thank you.

      The second was… a frown creased her forehead as she recognized the name but not the number.

      Babe, it’s Collins. They let me out on early release. I think we should reconnect. I still love you.

      Summer managed to restrain herself. She tapped a response back. Congrats, but sorry, I’m not interested. I need nothing from you. Please, leave me alone, or I will call the cops.

      Did drug traffickers with violent pasts now get lighter sentences? How come Collins was released early? Most importantly, how was he in possession of her number—her new phone number she’d had changed as soon as he got picked up—fast enough to call her?

      As she headed toward the luggage carousal, her phone chimed. Collins again. I’m sure we will work things out. It will be like before.

      Now, he was going overboard.

      Be like before? When you lied to me and used my place as a halfway house for your drug runs? No. Again, no way. I don’t know how you got this number, but do not contact me again. Lose my number.

      Feeling like flinging the phone, she simply shut it. Then the overhead announcement around the baggage area drew her attention. She checked her slip, knowing their luggage would start rolling out soon. So, setting her purse and extra coat down, she pushed all thoughts of Collins and their broken engagement, his lies, and eventual imprisonment—and her heartbreak—away from her mind.

      Collins was the past, and she wasn’t going in that direction. His loss had led her to establishing a real relationship with Jesus years ago. She hadn’t looked back since, and she never would.

      As soon as she got her luggage, she grabbed her purse and headed out to where she could catch a taxi. She spotted the taxi and walked over. After the taxi stopped, she swept her long brown hair back, bent over slightly, and asked, “Would you mind taking me to Park Street? It’s right by the Chase Bank.”

      Her mind lingered on her earlier thoughts. Now, her three sisters were happily married, but here she was still waiting, still hoping to meet the man God intended for her. For a successful wedding planner, that was as paradoxical as it got. With Valentine’s Day around the corner, she should feel the absence of someone to call her own. And considering her last ex was a liar without shame, she wasn’t in a hurry to land in the wrong relationship again. Any man who would lie to her the way Collins did would be permanently excused from her life.

      “Um, sure.” The man thought for a moment, looking a little distracted, before he nodded. “Please get in.” Had she wronged him even before she entered?

      He climbed out and put her luggage into the trunk while she waited. Then he walked over and opened the car door for her, and she slid in. Noting his unusual courtesy, she was sure she’d never boarded a taxi with a driver this gentlemanly.

      As she rolled down the window, her mind strayed to her sister April. If there was a delay, April and Kiel’s return flight from their mission trip to Kano was at least six hours behind hers. So she couldn’t speak with her yet. Instead, she chose to call Stella as soon as possible to find out how the baby was doing. Her niece was so cute, and she was hard-pressed to hand her over to Stella when she visited them prior to leaving for Kano.

      But the last couple of weeks abroad had been so rewarding, it was completely worth the trip.

      Whew. Thank You, Lord. It feels so good to be home. A smile warmed her cheeks. As soon as she settled into her seat and set her purse and other items beside her, she searched her purse for her cellphone, but it wasn’t in the side zipper where it usually was. She turned her handbag over but couldn’t see it.

      It had all of her contact information, business contacts, and email addresses, so she couldn’t afford to lose it. She spun to the driver. “Excuse me, did you see a cellphone drop when I entered your car?”

      He frowned then shook his head. “No, I didn’t. Are you missing a phone? I can return to the airport without charging you so you can check any place you might’ve stopped.”

      Summer struggled to keep her worry down. “Yes, please. It has all of my contact information on there, including those of my family and my business associates.”

      He made a U-turn and even offered to park and join her search. And she accepted his offer since four searching eyeballs were better than two.

      After unsuccessfully going through the baggage claim area, the restroom, and the gift shop she’d shopped at, she asked airport security. But no lost phone like hers had been reported. So she left her home address with them just in case.

      They returned to the parking lot, and she insisted on paying the parking fee. “You were kind enough to leave your work and drive me to search for my phone. I should at least pay this fee.”

      The tall, dark-skinned man halted. Then he smiled. A necklace with two rings dangled off his chest. “I did so because I could afford to.”

      When she arched him a confused glance, he added, “I’m not usually a taxi driver. I’m a Sociology professor working as a taxi driver by night for three months to measure societal attitudes toward blue-collar workers. This is for a project with my students. I should inform you, as was my courtesy, that all interactions are recorded.”

      Ah. No wonder he’d been so courteous. A slight laugh escaped, despite her worries. “Well, that explains your unusual courtesy. The recording is fine. Plus, what you’re doing sounds interesting. I’d like to hear more.”

      He drove her along the same route, past City Garden Park, toward her house. And by the time they were halfway there, she had learned enough about how strongly the little choices we make first thing in the morning could impact one’s day.

      Her mind shifted again to her missing phone. Of the first things she thought she needed to replace upon her return, a new phone hadn’t been one of them. But thankfully, all of her information was backed up in the network provider’s cloud service. It would be a simple matter of buying a new phone and downloading the information. Only the last twenty-four hours of information would be missing. And that, she could live with.

      She’d call Stella later from her house phone to let her know she arrived.

      After a sharp turn away from the farms near Pullman, the taxi followed a lonely road, when a policeman waved them to a stop just before joining 270. Despite the university close by, she didn’t see many pedestrians, but the taxi driver dutifully slowed down like he was familiar with the route. Of course, he was a professor here. “So, you teach around here at Washington State University?”

      “That’s correct, ma’am.” After the driver came to a complete stop, the police officer raised his dark sunglasses up to his hairline then peered at Summer. She returned the glance and tried being nice, although his focus on her and not on the driver made her squirm—something she hadn’t done in a long time. No one made her uncomfortable in recent times. But this officer gave her a weird vibe.

      He returned his glance to the driver, and doing so as well, she spied a few streaks of gray on his beard, though it didn’t seem to be from aging. Maybe from having a tough life? “Where are you heading to? May I have your license and your registration?” Then he bent lower and peered behind the back seat again. “Ma’am, what’s your name?”

      She was silent for a moment before inching back into her seat a bit surprised. “Summer Heart,” she responded coolly.

      “Here, officer.” The driver handed over the documents he’d fished out from his glovebox.

      The officer accepted them, turned his bulky frame away, and returned to a patrol car she hadn’t seen parked slightly off the road and up a sidewalk—another unusual sight. But she held her peace. She’d already faced enough challenges for the day.

      He returned some minutes later, but in the meantime, she prayed. True, traffic stops were routine, but something about this one gave her chills.

      “You can have it back.” The officer handed the documents to the taxi driver and tapped on his weapon’s belt with one more glance at her. “Have a…good day, ma’am.” He slid a hand into his pants pocket, and goose bumps ran over Summer’s arms. His gaze lingered on her coldly before, with a nod, he dismissed them.

      As soon as he walked away, she tapped the taxi driver’s shoulder. “Please, wait.” Since he had already clicked on his blinker, she pointed to it. “Cut it off until he joins the road and gets ahead. I’m just nervous.” She hoped the driver would do as she asked since she wasn’t the person behind the wheel.

      He flipped off the blinker and shifted the gear back into park as they waited for the officer to start his patrol car. It took much longer and felt like five minutes before he did. She exhaled as he joined the traffic ahead of them.

      She waited until he was a couple of vehicles ahead. Then she nodded. “Okay, let’s go.” She wanted to make sure they had a clear view of him.

      When the taxi driver started the car and joined traffic, she kept an eye on the patrol car, which wasn’t moving in much of a hurry. Soon, they arrived at a busier section where traffic became heavier. The patrol vehicle was still idling a few cars ahead, but not as many cars were between them and him as before. Her heart beat faster, but it would be odd if she asked the driver to stop yet again to allow more room—wouldn’t it? So, ignoring her instincts, she stayed silent.

      About ten minutes later, a red traffic light stopped their taxi. The patrol car pulled to the curb, and the officer alighted. He rounded the vehicle and disappeared down some steps.

      Seemingly unaware that the taxi beside the cruiser had her in it, he strolled to Linx Pro Barbershop. The traffic light turned green. As the taxi started moving, she gasped in horror—inside the shop, he yanked off the police uniform, leaving him with a black-on-black tee shirt and pants as he spoke into a radio. She ducked when he faced the road, and soon, their taxi zoomed beyond the traffic light.

      “He wasn’t a cop.” She breathed some moments later as she straightened.

      The driver glanced at her. “What did you say, ma’am?”

      She pointed behind them. “I said he wasn’t a cop. My last boyfriend was a liar and I’ve learned to quickly spot when things don’t look right, just like now. I saw him take off the uniform inside a barbershop.”

      The driver fell silent. “Yes, I saw it too.”

      ***
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      Summer exhaled long and pressed a hand to her chest, satisfied that she hadn’t imagined it. “Good. I was pretty sure I was losing it there for a second.”

      “Do you know who he is?” the driver asked, glancing at her through the mirror. “Or why he stopped us?” His intent eyes perused hers and sent butterflies down her belly. “I didn’t see a reason for him to do so.” Something about him appeared resolute, and his confidence attracted her. She sucked in her lower lip and shifted her gaze ahead to the road, but he didn’t seem to notice her reaction while listening for her answer.

      Get a grip, Summer. He’s not into you. His strong hands gripped the wheel as she shook her head. “No, I’ve never seen him before, and I’m not sure why he stopped us. I thought it had been a routine traffic stop, but now I’m not so sure.”

      He glanced ahead too, to the relief of her nerves. “Do you want me to drive you to a police station?”

      But then how safe would she be there if the “officer” could camouflage himself as one of them? “What will I tell the cops I was there for since he didn’t threaten me? At least, not directly. It just felt…odd.”

      “And creepy,” he added with a deep tone.

      Okay, it had felt more than a bit odd, but she wouldn’t go into that. “I have no proof that I’m in danger.”

      “If you think you’ll be okay, I’ll drive you home then.”

      “Wait. Make a U-turn at the next light.” She had an idea. “Why not drop me off at my bridal shop? It’s not too far, and I wouldn’t expect someone to come searching for me there in the evening without a valid reason or appointment. Moreover, there are twenty-four-hour eateries around, and I won’t be alone.”

      “Okay, give me the address.”

      She did. He punched it into the navigator, and as soon as they arrived, Summer alighted faster than usual, wondering why she’d reacted to this man like she did.

      He came out of the taxi, then paused at the trunk. “I can come around in a little bit to be sure you’re safe if you want me to.”

      Goodness, tall and handsome and courteous—he was definitely her kind. She smiled at his thoughtfulness, and it sent her other thoughts back into the inner recesses of her mind. “Professor, if it won’t be an inconvenience, that would mean a lot. But if it will take time off your business, please don’t bother. God will watch over me, and I’ll call the cops if something is wrong.”

      “All right then, Ms. Summer Heart. You have a good rest of your day.” He handed her his card, then helped get her luggage to her doorstep. When she paid him, he drove away. She dug into her purse for her keys and hoped she hadn’t lost them too. Relief ran through her when they clattered beneath her fingers.

      She slid the key into the door and unlocked it. The familiar scent of country-apple air-freshener filled her nostrils, and she chuckled. “Just like a second home.” Although, she’d rather prefer to be inside her own house on Bridge Street.

      After locking the door and sliding in the secure latch, she swept the tall, tan curtains aside and glanced along the street for anything unusual. But nothing seemed amiss.

      She sighed, then rubbed the tightness at the back of her neck. She passed a rack of wedding dresses in hangers waiting to be picked up. Those she was donating to brides who couldn’t afford a wedding dress. Then she sank into a chair, knocking a few magazines to the ground, and jerked at the sound.

      Summer cradled her head in her hands. “Why am I being paranoid and clumsy?” A sigh escaped her lips. “Maybe he was a real cop.”

      But if so, if there was no cause for alarm, then maybe the taxi driver—a Sociology professor, no less—wouldn’t have felt as uncomfortable as she did. Something was amiss, but what?

      Summer exhaled long. Could she just pass this off as one of those odd things that happened in a day? Her belly grumbled, and she stilled it with a hand. She’d had nothing to eat after the scanty airplane lunch and hoped to put together a quick sandwich. But now, hunger bit her belly hard, and yet she wasn’t sure she was up to eating anything.

      A staff member had mentioned bringing food for her and putting it in the fridge before they left for the day in case she arrived early and stopped at the shop. Luckily, she could reheat it to hold her over tonight. Tiredness bore down on her limbs, but determined, she rose to go get some food.

      She checked the door to ensure it was locked before moving toward her office kitchen. Recalling Erica’s tale about a home invader, she shivered. She could do without such an encounter.

      As she opened the fridge, got the food, and set it into the microwave, she prayed about her situation. “Lord Jesus, I don’t know who that fellow was. Whether he was a real cop or not. But I do know I felt unsafe around him. Please protect me if he meant me harm. If he tries anything further, please be my shield in Jesus’ mighty name, amen.”

      Content, she pushed the Start button and leaned against the counter. She grabbed a can of soda from a selection on the table and popped it open. No sooner had she taken two sips and covered a belch than the microwave beeped.

      She pulled out the bowl of soup and the multigrain bread, warm and tender to the touch, its aroma watering her tongue already. Then set them down and sucked on the finger she’d stung on the hot bowl’s edge. “Ouch.” She waved it in the air, and the breeze cooled her finger, so she picked up her bowl again, this time with a towel, and carried it to the center table.

      Her array of beauty magazines, marriage advice bulletins, and trusted Christian wedding chapel locations, and wedding brochures got pushed aside to make way for her food.

      In time, she had gone from simply being just another wedding planner, to a marriage and pre-divorce counselor. She spotted unions with potential issues even before they exchanged vows. The distance of the groom from wedding planning details spelled trouble most times. Even a bride’s preoccupation with discussing the single life she was leaving behind wasn’t a good sign. Or the clashes between a couple, over simple wedding arrangements that one should ordinarily gloss over, showed underlying issues.

      Eventually, she tired of working hard to put together the best wedding ceremonies only to have a bride or groom part ways a year or more later—almost the same amount of time it had taken to plan their wedding.

      Clearly, each couple felt broken after they considered themselves to have failed in marriage. So Summer began praying and asking the Lord what He wanted her to do to help.

      Feeling led by the Holy Spirit, she took her first step toward preventive assistance for troubled couples by enrolling for a university counseling course. This was in addition to her graduate degree in Organizational Management with which she started her bridal consultancy.

      Two years later, having received her counseling degree and combining it with a Christian marriage counselor certificate six months later, she’d been equipped with the proper combination of skills to fulfill her new calling.

      She found herself rescuing individuals from potentially troubled marriages before they exchanged vows. She helped others clear their communication hurdles before walking down the aisle. She also saw how she was able to help strengthen young marriages that were working but could be better.

      Helping couples choose to love each other daily and fight to keep their marriages rather than fight against each other thrilled her. How exhilarating when she made progress and saddening when couples ignored her advice and yet ended up divorced. Nevertheless, she wanted every marriage to work out whether they listened to her or not.

      Summer put Christ at the forefront so couples knew their marriages were stronger with Christ Jesus at the core. But she also respected the wishes of those who felt like they were fine on their own or who rejected the Christian message. Overall, she was glad some of those brides had become friends and had been people she could count on when she herself needed help, especially with her sisters too far to be of immediate assistance.

      Now, many of them had become wives and mothers. They had very little time to socialize, although she still cared about them. She plowed herself into building her business and strengthening her counseling support services until she was able to hire equally competent employees. Then her attention returned to her wedding planning. Having two locations—one in Wyoming, and one in Washington, with office managers overseeing their daily operations—took a lot off her plate and enabled her focus on continued expansion.

      When she finished eating, she piled her disposable soup bowl into the trash and washed out the spoon and plate she’d used for her bread. Then she went down to the basement to shower. The single bed there should be enough to stretch out on until dawn or until she was sure her home was safe to return to.

      ***
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      Her hair still damp from the shower, Summer sank into bed and settled in beneath the comforter. She grabbed a fistful of the blanket and inhaled a deep breath. “The Lord is my Shepherd, I shall not want. He makes me to lie down in green pastures. He leads me beside the still waters. He restores my soul. Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I shall fear no evil.”

      Worry of the night ebbed away the more she prayed those Scriptures.

      Pray for April.

      It whispered into her soul, and sensing it was the Holy Spirit, she obeyed. “Lord, please shield April and Kiel. Keep them safe as You’re keeping me safe here. Please provide for her as You are providing for me.” She sighed. “Thank You for helping her and Kiel find You, love, peace, wholeness, and joy. If there’s any delay on their trip, please get them home safely. Thank You, Lord Jesus.” Feeling peace in her heart, she covered herself, her sisters, and their families with the blood of Jesus and soon fell asleep.
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      Hours later, Summer jerked from sleep at a crashing sound outside. Unsure what it was, she leaned away from the small window, swung her feet down to the cold tiled floor, and stood.

      She rubbed sleep from her eyes and shuffled to the restroom. As she flipped the light switch on, clearly, she’d forgotten to set the security alarm for the door when she’d removed the trash for pickup.

      Sighing, she used the restroom and then washed her hands. Padding barefoot to the bedroom to grab her shoes, she realized she’d left her purse upstairs.

      “Amazing.” Withholding a second sigh and feeling as uncoordinated as she had ever been, she rotated out of the bedroom then froze at a second crashing sound. Except this time, it came from her office upstairs—its direction as unmistakable as the rapid beating of her heart.

      Unsure of what to do next, she moved toward the stairs. She’d barely reached the base when the door leading into the basement squeaked open. Rays from a flashlight flickered against the wall, and clamping her own hand over her mouth to stifle a scream, she darted back to the bedroom.

      With blood pounding in her ears, she shut the door as quietly as possible. Her heart thumped against her chest as she leaned against the door and shut her eyes just as tightly.

      She had an invader in her bridal shop. An uninvited guest in the middle of the night. She hadn’t checked the clock and wasn’t even sure what time it was. She didn’t know how long she had already slept, but it had to be a couple of hours since the only sounds outside came from the upscale nightclub down the street.

      Flattening both palms against the door and willing her heart to calm, Summer whispered the Scripture she’d prayed before sleeping. “The Lord is my Shepherd. I shall not want. Though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I fear no evil for You are with me.”

      She glanced around for a weapon to defend herself. She found a 3 Iron, broken and leftover from when she organized a wedding at a golf club. And she ran over and grabbed it. Clutching it with both hands, she wondered if anywhere in this small room could offer a place to hide.

      The closet? Was way too small.

      Under the bed? Was too low.

      She frantically searched around then stilled when steps pounded closer to the door. She darted her gaze behind just as she was losing hope and saw the place behind the closed door. She hurried and hid behind the door, then squatted low, clutching the club with trembling hands and praying she wouldn’t have to use it.

      Then the door swung open.

      ***
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      As soon as the door groaned open, Summer braced herself. The curtain fluttered to the wind behind the entrant. Her heart pounded so loudly that, the moment she spotted the heavy-looking boot tracks on her floor, she trailed it all the way up to recognize the fake cop, who accosted her on the road. She drew in a sharp breath as he visually swept the room. His chest rose and fell with rapid breathing, and the butt of a gun jutted out of his back pocket.

      But her own breath caught when she saw a cloth in his hand. Was he planning on drugging her?

      No way.

      His gaze shifted toward the other side of the room, and she did the only thing that came to her mind. As he pushed the door wider, scouring the room, and lifted his foot to move farther inside, she had her chance.

      Summer emerged from behind the door and lunged at his foot while it lifted off the ground. She twisted it sharply, which forced his grip to slip off the door handle. His shaky release disrupted his balance. She took a hard blow to her ribs but didn’t release his leg until he went down. And before he regained composure, the cloth fluttered out of his hand, and she yanked hard again at his leg.

      “Argghhh!” Summer pushed his leg so far upward that his other leg lifted off the ground too. Caught by surprise, the assailant spun, fighting the darkness
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