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      Aubrey Clark approached the low-income two-story apartment building with trepidation. The East Village suburb of San Diego had the highest crime rate of the metropolitan area. If not for her very real concerns about ten-year-old Lucas Espinoza, and the lack of response from the two phone messages she’d left for his mother, no way would she walk there alone in the dark on a chilly evening in late February.

      She shivered, keeping her gaze alert for trouble as she approached the building. No surprise to find the place was in a sorry state of disrepair—peeling paint, sagging eves, several cracked windows, and broken concrete. Aubrey had been there once before to talk about Lucas’s progress with learning sign language, but that visit had been during the daytime.

      Maybe she should have waited until tomorrow. She’d held her adult sign language class that evening, so she couldn’t come until afterward. But tomorrow, though, she could have come right after her kids left for the day, when it was still light out.

      Too late to change her mind now. Hesitating on the sidewalk, she peered at the ground-level corner apartment Lucas shared with his mother and her latest boyfriend, Jose.

      As a teacher at the school for the deaf, she enjoyed her elementary school kids. Maybe because losing her husband ten years ago meant giving up the idea of having a family of her own. When she’d noticed the bruises on Lucas’s arms, she’d used sign language to ask him what had happened. He’d flushed and claimed he’d fallen off his bike.

      No way did she believe that. For one thing, she doubted the boy owned a bike as his clothes were threadbare and his shoes were several sizes too big. Second, the bruises had looked to her like fingerprints digging into the boy’s skin, not from a fall. She’d tried to ask Lucas about his relationship with Jose, but the child had shaken his head, vehemently denying any trouble.

      As required by law, she’d made a report to Child Protective Services. The social worker agreed to investigate Aubrey’s concern.

      Then Lucas hadn’t shown up at school for two days in a row.

      She swallowed hard and set her shoulders. Since the start of the school year, Lucas’s mother, Nanette Espinoza, had been friendly and seemingly interested in learning sign language so she could communicate with her son. Nanette had come to several of her adult classes, but then she had stopped attending, claiming she had to work.

      The bruises Lucas sustained were concerning, but as the social worker had pointed out, they weren’t broken bones. She assumed the social worker had seen far worse injuries. Aubrey wanted to believe the child was home with the flu.

      But she didn’t.

      Her steps slowed when she glimpsed movement through the window. A short and burly Hispanic man appeared upset, waving his arms around in anger. Was that Jose? Aubrey found herself moving closer to the window, keeping her gaze focused on his mouth. Initially, she had trouble understanding what he was saying because she could only see his profile. Then he turned just enough that she could read his lips.

      You’ll tell the police he ran away!

      She sucked in a harsh breath. Was he talking about Lucas? Had he done something to the boy? Had he killed him?

      Do you want to disappear too?

      The man abruptly stopped talking and stared through the window, his gaze colliding with hers. She gasped and quickly ducked down, then belatedly realized what a stupid move that was.

      The windows were closed. She should have just waved and pretended to be out for a walk. The man in Lucas’s apartment didn’t know she could read lips.

      A door slammed loudly. Aubrey panicked. Was he coming after her? She jumped up from her crouch and began to run, praying for God to keep her safe.

      “Aubrey? Wait! What’s wrong?”

      A man emerged from the shadows, making her screech in alarm. Then she saw the dog standing beside him.

      “Mason?” She recognized Mason Gray and his Belgian Malinois, Bravo. Mason was a former Navy SEAL who was taking her adult sign language class. What he was doing here in East Village was a mystery.

      A string of Hispanic curses echoed behind them.

      The boyfriend was coming for her!

      “Hurry, we need to go!” She instinctively used sign language as she spoke as Mason was deaf in one ear. She couldn’t be sure he’d heard the man’s curses.

      “Stay to my left,” he said curtly. Bravo happened to be on a leash in his right hand, so that worked out fine for her.

      Mason broke into a jog. Aubrey did her best to keep up with him, although her idea of running was dashing from the garage to the house to avoid the rain.

      As if sensing her difficulty, Mason grabbed her hand and tugged her down one side street, then another. She blindly followed his lead, unfamiliar with this area of the city. She had faith in Mason and Bravo, although she didn’t know much about the man other than he used to be a Navy SEAL. He rarely talked about himself, and frankly, he didn’t ask anything about her either. All his focus seemed to be centered on learning sign language.

      Yet she instinctively trusted him.

      It didn’t take long for her breathing to grow labored, her heart pounding so hard she thought it might burst out of her chest and land on the road with a squishy plop.

      “Can we rest a minute?” she gasped.

      Mason didn’t answer, so she tugged on his hand. That made him look at her. Since he still held her hand, she used her free hand to spell the word as she spoke. “Rest.”

      He glanced behind them, then slowed to a walk. Bravo trotted beside him, sniffing the air.

      She put a hand to her chest, willing her pulse to return to normal.

      “Are you okay?” Mason asked. His gaze was impossible to read in the dark. They slowed so that they could face each other to speak. When they stopped, Mason cocked his right ear toward her to hear better.

      “Yes, I am now, but what are you doing here?” She didn’t understand how he’d been there to help. “Do you live in East Village?”

      The corner of his mouth quirked in what might have passed for a small smile. “No. I was following you.”

      “Following me?” She stared at him in shock. “You mean, like a stalker?” The question popped out before she could pull it back.

      “Not a stalker, just a concerned citizen.” His gaze bored into hers. “I was worried when you left the class and headed this way alone rather than taking your usual path toward your home. What happened back there?”

      That he’d paid that much attention to her comings and goings was a discomforting surprise, but his question made her shiver. Now that she was no longer alone, those moments in front of Lucas’s house replayed over in her mind.

      You’ll tell the police he ran away.

      Do you want to disappear too?

      “I, uh, need to report a missing child to the police.” She spoke slowly and loudly so Mason could hear, unwilling to let go of his hand to use sign language. She’d been blessed to have a cochlear implant placed seven years ago, and she’d mentioned the possibility of Mason qualifying for one. He seemed interested, but he had also hoped his hearing would return.

      For his sake, she hoped it did too.

      He scowled. “Missing child? Who?”

      “Lucas Espinoza. He’s a ten-year-old boy in my fifth-grade class.” She thought about how vulnerable the deaf boy would be if someone had kidnapped him. It would be incredibly difficult for the child to communicate to anyone even if he was able to escape.

      Yet she feared Lucas wasn’t just missing. If he was, why the conversation where Jose instructed Nanette to claim he ran away? Why not be honest about the fact that he was missing?

      No, she had a very bad feeling Lucas might be dead. Killed by Jose, or someone he knew.

      Tears pricked at her eyes. Maybe she shouldn’t have reported the bruises to CPS. Maybe she should have tried to talk to Nanette first.

      Dear Lord, what had she done?

      “Aubrey.” Mason gave her hand a tug to get her attention. “What happened to Lucas? How do you know he’s missing?”

      “I read the man’s lips.” She recounted how Lucas hadn’t shown up for class, so she’d come to talk to the boy’s mother when she saw the argument through the window. “He saw me standing outside, and then I heard a door slam. That’s when I started running.”

      Mason’s expression turned grim. “Okay, we’ll report this to the police, but not until we get you someplace safe.”

      She nodded, glancing around the dimly lit deserted street. Getting far away from this area seemed reasonable.

      Thankfully, Mason continued forward at a slower pace so that she could keep up. Yet as they walked back toward the neighborhood where she lived, she couldn’t seem to banish Lucas’s face from her mind.

      If the boy had been badly hurt, or worse, she’d never, ever forgive herself.
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      Great, the pretty lady thinks I’m a stalker. Mason couldn’t really blame her since most normal people didn’t see danger lurking around every corner.

      Then again, his life had been anything but normal.

      The fact that Aubrey had been in danger only proved he’d made the right decision in following her. To be fair, he’d have preferred staying in the shadows. But when she’d dropped to her knees, then jumped up and ran, her features alarmed, he’d rushed forward, revealing his position.

      Bravo looked up at him, his tongue lolling out of his mouth. The Malinois had been a working dog on their SEAL team. When their last mission had caused Mason’s left ear drum to rupture, he’d fought hard to get Bravo retired with him. Thankfully, Bravo was six and a half years old, and they typically retired dogs when they turned seven, so he’d been granted permission to bring his partner home. Still, despite his age, Bravo was the most athletic dog he’d ever worked with, and that short run was nothing compared to the physical exertion he usually offered his partner.

      That would have to wait until later. A missing child was serious business. Yet he wasn’t comfortable having Aubrey in this section of town. He navigated the streets with her in tow, doing his best to move slowly enough for her to keep up. Since losing the hearing in his left ear, he’d become more attune to his other senses. He could see her chest rising and falling with exertion, sweat dampening her temples where wisps of blond hair escaped from her ponytail. She wasn’t conventionally beautiful, her mouth a little too wide, her nose upturned at the end, but that hadn’t prevented him from feeling the kick of attraction.

      Inappropriate attraction. She was his sign language teacher, nothing more.

      When they reached South Park, he paused near a bench and gestured for her to sit down. “We can rest here for a few minutes.”

      Aubrey dropped gratefully down onto the seat. “I’m sorry I’m not in better shape,” she said loudly enough for him to hear.

      He almost said something foolish about how he liked her shape just fine but managed to refrain. No need to live up to his stalker moniker. He sat beside her so that his right ear was closest to her. All those years of keeping Bravo to his right because he happened to be left-handed and held his weapon in his left hand was hampering him now. “Do you often visit your students’ homes?”

      She winced and shook her head. “No. I just—Lucas is special. He’s bright and could do really well for himself in spite of being born deaf. I was hoping to help him obtain a cochlear implant, but now . . .” Her voice trailed off.

      “Look, we’ll call the police. I’m sure they’ll investigate his disappearance.” He idly rubbed Bravo’s sleek pelt. His K9 partner happened to specialize in tracking scents, but that was when Mason had been a SEAL.

      Now he was a civilian trying to adjust to his new injury and his new life.

      And doing a piss-poor job at both.

      Aubrey put her hand on his arm to get his attention. He noticed she did that a lot, as if she knew firsthand that it was easier to listen when you caught a person’s attention first. “Thanks for coming to my rescue.”

      “No problem, but I am concerned about your safety. Any chance that guy knows where to find you?”

      “I don’t think so,” she said, although her brow puckered in a slight frown. “I personally haven’t met Jose, only Nanette, Lucas’s mother.”

      When he’d shown up early for his adult class, he’d noticed the kids called her Ms. Clark. If Lucas happened to mention her name, this Jose guy probably knew who she was. That’s how Mason had learned her name even before he’d taken the first sign language class where she’d introduced herself as Aubrey.

      A pretty name for a beautiful woman.

      He rubbed the back of his neck. Maybe he was a stalker. No question the woman had caught his attention. Not that he’d planned to do anything about it. He was a forty-two-year-old retired SEAL with no clue how to live outside of the navy.

      She touched his arm again. “To be honest, I can’t say for sure the man in the apartment was Jose. I’m assuming he was Nanette’s boyfriend, but he could be anyone.”

      “Why don’t you go ahead and call the police?” he suggested. “The sooner they get out to investigate, the better.” After spending twenty-two years doing the most difficult job on the planet, it went against the grain to hand the situation over to the authorities. Of course, he didn’t have the credentials to do that work any longer.

      Aubrey pulled out her phone. “I’ve never called 911 before,” she said as she hit the buttons.

      He listened to her side of the conversation. She was calmer now and gave the information in succinct sentences. Her enunciation was careful, and he’d wondered about her somewhat monotone speech patterns. When he’d learned she’d been born deaf and had been given a cochlear implant, he’d been impressed with how well she’d adapted.

      And that she’d continued to dedicate her life to helping those who couldn’t hear.

      “Thank you,” Aubrey finally said. She lowered the phone and touched the end button. Then she glanced up at him. “She’s sending two officers to talk to Nanette Espinoza.”

      “You don’t look happy about that,” he noted.

      She sighed. “I don’t know how much credence they’re putting in my ability to read lips. But I know what I saw.”

      “I believe you.” He stroked Bravo again, then reached for Aubrey’s hand. Keeping their hands joined, he addressed his dog. “Bravo, this is Aubrey. Aubrey is a friend, Bravo. Friend.”

      Bravo sniffed their hands for a long moment before his tail wagged back and forth.

      “He’s a beautiful dog.”

      “Thank you. We’ve been home for a few months now, but he’s still a highly trained military K9 and can be aggressive at times.” Something that came in very handy when tracking terrorists, not so much while walking among the citizens of San Diego. “You need to be careful around him.”

      “I understand.” She smiled as Bravo licked the back of her hand. “Well, I guess it’s time for me to head home.”

      “Bravo and I will escort you, just to be safe.”

      She nodded and stood. She may have said something, but he couldn’t be sure. Not hearing statements and other sounds was extremely frustrating. At first, he’d railed in anger that this had happened to him. Then he pulled himself together and decided to set an example for the rest of his teammates. Kaleb, Hudson, Dallas, Dawson, and Nico hadn’t emerged unscathed either. They’d all suffered during that last deployment, barely escaping a dicey situation that had claimed the life of one of their teammates, Jaydon Rampart. His fault, Mason silently admitted, as team leader. It was his job to bring them all home.

      A job he’d failed, in more ways than one.

      Still, as one of the oldest and active SEAL teams, their retirement had been a foregone conclusion by the time they’d returned stateside.

      Even without their various injuries and problems, they would have been forced out.

      Being a SEAL was a young man’s game. Granted, their experience and expertise had carried them along for a few years longer than most, but he’d always known they were operating on borrowed time. He was forty-two, the oldest member of their team.

      And there was no doubt that if they’d have retired earlier, Jaydon would still be alive.

      Aubrey touched his arm again. “I live this way.”

      He knew where she lived, which again made him stalker-like. Yet he hadn’t been able to help himself. Frankly, he knew where all the adults who took the sign language class lived, only because he spent a lot of time walking the streets with Bravo rather than sleeping. And deep down, he’d needed to know everything about the people surrounding him in the small classroom. “Okay.”

      “. . . followed me . . .”

      He tried to piece together what she’d said. “I’m sorry if I came across as a stalker, but I do a lot of walking at night. It helps me sleep.”

      She looked at him, and he tipped his head to hear better. “I was wondering why Jose, if that’s who it was at the apartment, followed me,” she repeated carefully. “He probably doesn’t know I can read lips.”

      “Oh.” He wondered if he’d ever get used to being 65 percent deaf. “You’re right in that most people don’t understand the ability to do that. Although it could be there was something else happening in that apartment. A crime he thought you witnessed.”

      “I hadn’t considered that possibility.” She turned right at the next intersection. “That only makes Lucas’s disappearance more dire.”

      “I know.” He didn’t like the thought of a ten-year-old deaf kid being taken or worse, hurt. Doing nothing chafed, but then again, he had his own issues to deal with. And he wasn’t officially a SEAL any longer. “Hopefully, the police will find him.”

      “I intend to keep praying for Lucas until he’s found.”

      Praying? He shied away from talk of faith and God. When he’d been younger and going through the arduous BUD/S training, he’d prayed for strength and endurance every single day. But over the years, he’d remained focused on training and preparation for each mission.

      Until the underwater bomb had exploded too close to him.

      They walked without speaking for several long moments. When he saw the small robin’s egg blue bungalow that she owned, he instinctively slowed his steps. Oddly enough, for a man who preferred to be alone, unless you counted hanging with his teammates, he’d enjoyed this brief time with Aubrey.

      “Thanks for walking me home.” She paused on the sidewalk. “See you at class.”

      “Sure.” He gave Bravo the hand signal for sit, and the dog dropped to his haunches. The SEALs used hand signals a lot, which is why he’d decided to learn sign language. He regarded Aubrey for a moment. The interior of her small house was dark, but he didn’t like leaving her like this. “I’ll wait here until you’re safely inside.”

      As he said the words, his peripheral vision picked up some movement. The small black car slowed; the passenger window lowered. Mason was moving by the time he saw the gun barrel.

      “Get down!” He launched himself at Aubrey, knocking her to the ground. Bravo barked wildly as gunfire echoed around them. Mason rolled to the side, instinctively reaching for his Sig Sauer, only to remember he’d left it at home because the school didn’t allow firearms.

      In a flash, the vehicle disappeared around the corner. Bravo’s frenzied barking caused several lights to turn on in the houses on either side of Aubrey’s. He figured there were at least two faces pressed against the windows, watching.

      Furious at being shot at, he lunged to his feet, then reached down to draw Aubrey upright. “I’m sorry, are you okay? Did I hurt you?”

      “Who—was that?” She wheezed, putting a hand to her chest. He’d no doubt hit her hard enough to knock the breath from her lungs.

      Good question. Things had happened so fast he hadn’t gotten a good look at the shooter or the driver.

      Had to be the same guy she’d seen in the apartment. Why? He wasn’t sure, but his gut warned him that Aubrey’s concern over a missing child had gotten her involved in something very dangerous.

      Bravo whined beside him, and he took a moment to check the K9 for signs of injury. Thankfully, the dog seemed fine, but he scowled in the direction the car had disappeared.

      That idiot had nearly killed his dog and Aubrey. He’d been vested in this situation based on principle, no kid should be in danger. But now?

      This had just gotten very personal.
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      She couldn’t seem to stop shaking. Her body was sore where Mason had plowed into her, but she barely noticed. Someone had tried to shoot her! Jose? The image of the short, stocky guy in Lucas’s apartment flashed in her mind.

      Aubrey’s breathing quickened as she glanced wildly around at her neighbors’ homes. “I—have to call the police!”

      “Easy now, slow your breathing.” Mason cupped her shoulders in his warm hands. “You’re hyperventilating. Try to calm down.”

      “Calm down? Someone tried to kill me!” This was all so unbelievable. Things like this didn’t happen to her. Little dots flashed in front of her eyes, and she began to feel light-headed. She stared into Mason’s eyes, doing her best to slow her breathing.

      “That’s better,” he said. “Another deep breath in and out.”

      She followed his direction, mesmerized by his deep voice. The dizziness faded, the spots disappearing from her vision. She swallowed hard. “Okay, thanks. We still need to call the police.”

      “Yes, we do.” He stared at her for a long moment before releasing her and stepping back. He gestured with his hand, and Bravo came to stand beside him. “We’re not staying here, though. They know where you live.”

      Aubrey could feel herself starting to hyperventilate again. They knew her name and address? She turned to look at the street in front of her house. Would they come back later tonight?

      “Come with me,” Mason said. “I’ll protect you.”

      She was so far out of her depth of experience that she simply nodded. Going with Mason was easier than trying to come up with another plan.

      “Let’s go inside so you can pack a bag.” Mason glanced at her. “I don’t suppose you have a car?”

      “I, uh, yes. I have a car.” She didn’t use it much, preferring to walk to and from the school.

      She wondered if she’d ever feel safe walking again.

      “Aubrey?” Mason’s voice broke into her thoughts. She pulled herself together with an effort and grabbed her keys from her small purse. He gently took the keys from her hand and opened the door for her. “Stay right inside the doorway here for a minute, Bravo and I will clear the place.”

      She sagged against the wall, her knees threatening to collapse. She subtly rubbed her throbbing tailbone. The pain only reinforced that this entire situation wasn’t a nightmare. It was real. All too real.

      Her bungalow was small, so it didn’t take long for Mason and Bravo to return. “Go on, pack a bag,” he said. “Then if it’s okay, we’ll take your car to my house.”

      Going to his place should have filled her with apprehension. It didn’t. Instead, she was grateful to go with Mason rather than being left alone.

      She tossed a couple of clothing items and toiletries into a small rolling suitcase. When she returned to the living room, she paused. Mason was sitting on the edge of her sofa, his head buried against Bravo’s fur. The love he had for his dog shone bright and true.

      “Mason? I’m ready.” She made sure to speak clearly.

      His head snapped up, and he instantly rose to his feet. If he was embarrassed by the display of emotion, he didn’t let on. “Good.” He came forward, taking the bag from her hand. “Let’s get out of here.”

      Since Mason still had her keys, she waited for him to lock the front door before heading to the garage. She punched in the code, and the door opened, revealing her white Kia sedan.

      “I hope you don’t mind dog hair in the back seat,” he said as he opened the rear passenger door for Bravo. “He sheds.”

      “Of course not.” Dog hair was the least of her worries.

      “I’ll drive if that’s okay.” He didn’t wait for an answer but opened the passenger door for her. She considered arguing but then realized her hands were still trembling.

      Minutes later, they were on the road. Mason drove with relaxed confidence, although she could tell he was hyperaware of his surroundings. “Thanks for letting me drive, it’s easier for me to hold a conversation this way.”

      She belatedly remembered his right ear was his good one. “It’s not a problem. But where do you live? I mean, are you far from the school?”

      “About twenty minutes.” He glanced at her. “I have a small house, similar to yours.”

      She nodded, suspecting that owning a home was smart when you had a dog. “I was able to keep my house after my husband died.”

      “I’m sorry for your loss.”

      She flushed. “Thanks. It’s been many years now, so I’m fine.” A sudden thought hit hard. “Um, is your wife or girlfriend going to be upset when I show up?”

      “No wife, no girlfriend,” he answered easily. “Just me and Bravo.”

      She was curious about why a good-looking guy like Mason was single, then reminded herself it was none of her business. Easy to imagine that being a SEAL made dating difficult. At thirty-eight, she wasn’t looking to jump into another relationship. Her hand instinctively covered her lower abdomen. She’d lost her baby boy ten years ago. A miscarriage that had happened at eighteen weeks, something the doctors had assured her was not common.

      If her son had lived, he’d be Lucas’s age. Maybe that was part of the reason she’d grown attached to the child. Not that there weren’t other boys and girls in her class, but the way Lucas had kept to himself and his quiet and shy demeanor had caused her to draw him out. Then there were the bruises. And the call to CPS.

      Her heart squeezed painfully. Now he was gone. Missing, or worse . . .

      She wondered what the police had found when they’d gone to the apartment. Had Nanette kept to the script, telling them the boy ran away? Or had the young mother broken down and confessed about what had really happened?

      Please, God, grant her the strength to tell the truth!

      Bravo placed his head on the center console. His sweet face made her smile.

      Mason reached back to scratch the dog behind the ears. “Bravo is a good guard dog. No one will get close while he’s around.”

      “I know. His barking was enough to scare them off.” As she watched, Bravo closed his eyes beneath Mason’s touch.

      “You didn’t get a license plate number, did you?”

      “No.” She smiled wryly. “I was taken to the dirt by the cornerback, remember?”

      He winced. “I’m sorry about that.”

      “Don’t be. You saved my life.” Her smile faded as she realized once again how close they’d come to dying today. If not for Mason’s quick reflexes, and the dog’s mad barking, she suspected the outcome would have been very different. “I’m sorry I dragged you into this mess.”

      “I’m the stalker who followed you, remember?”

      She shuddered thinking about how the night would have ended if he hadn’t. “I’m sick over Lucas,” she admitted. “He’s the true innocent here.”

      “We have to trust the police will find him.”

      They entered a neighborhood that was a step up from hers. Mason pulled into the driveway of a white house that appeared larger than hers, despite his comment. “Nice place.”

      “Thanks.” He let the dog out of the back and grabbed her suitcase.

      As she followed the man and the dog inside, she found herself reconsidering this idea. What did she really know about Mason Gray? Just because he used to be a Navy SEAL didn’t mean he was above reproach. Maybe he’d been dishonorably discharged from the military. Maybe he’d kidnapped Lucas and was there to prevent her from learning the truth. Maybe . . .

      “Aubrey, take a deep breath. You’re hyperventilating again.”

      His deep voice broke through her crazy thoughts. She’d never had a panic attack in her life, and now she’d experienced two of them in a matter of minutes.

      “I’m fine.” She managed a smile. “I’m not normally like this.”

      “It’s been a rough evening. You’re entitled to be upset.”

      She caught a glimpse of a pool through a set of patio doors. It made sense that he was a swimmer, didn’t the SEALs call themselves the frogmen?

      “Let me show you the guest room.” Mason moved down a short hallway. He gestured to one doorway, then another. “This is the bathroom; your room is right next door.”

      “Thank you.” She watched as he set her suitcase on the bed. From their brief walk-through, it appeared the house was meticulously clean. Her husband had always been a slob, but maybe this was some sort of holdover from Mason’s time in the military.

      It had been a long time since she’d thought of Carter, her husband. The aggressive form of leukemia had taken him so quickly, she’d barely had time to comprehend the magnitude of his diagnosis before he was placed in hospice. She’d suffered her miscarriage a mere three months before Carter had died. The twin losses had been staggering.

      “We need to call the police,” Mason said. “When that’s finished, I’ll throw together a couple of grilled cheese sandwiches for dinner.”

      She wasn’t hungry, but she also wasn’t quite ready to be alone either. “Okay.”

      As he led the way back to the kitchen, she took out her phone and stared at it. “It feels wrong to call 911 after the danger is over.”

      “Call anyway. They may have received calls from your neighbors as well. Oh, and put the call on speaker, they need to know I was a witness.”

      For the second time in her life, she punched in the numbers. This time, the voice that answered was male. “This is Aubrey Clark, and I’m calling to report an attempt to kill me outside my home tonight.”

      “Are you hurt?”

      “No, but only because I had help from a friend.” Her gaze landed on Mason.

      “My name is Mason Gray, and I was a witness to the shooting,” he said.

      “You need to know I called earlier with a concern about a missing boy named Lucas Espinoza,” Aubrey quickly added. “I believe this recent gunfire is a direct result of that crime because the man inside the apartment followed me. Mr. Gray helped me get away.”

      “Officers have been dispatched to the scene.” The dispatcher rattled off her address.

      “That is correct, only I didn’t stay at my house,” she told him. “I’m with Mason.”

      “I’ll be happy to give you my address,” Mason added.

      “Hold on, it will be easier if I have Detective Russo call you. He’ll want to speak with you about the sequence of events.”

      “That’s fine.” She listened as he verified her phone number. “Thank you.” She disconnected from the call and sat back in her seat. “I have a feeling the detective will want to come out here, sorry about that.”

      “It’s what I expected.” Mason turned away and busied himself at the stove.

      Aubrey took a deep breath and let it out slowly. It seemed as if this would be a very long night.
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      He’d expected to feel crowded and uncomfortable with Aubrey invading his personal space, but he didn’t. At least, not yet. Having given his life to the SEALs, he could count on one hand how many female guests had visited him.

      Not because there hadn’t been plenty of women interested, especially in those early years. Since SEALs trained in Coronado, which was part of the San Diego area, there were plenty of women who frequented the popular bars and pubs where the guys tended to hang out. Especially McP’s, an Irish pub where most of the young single guys hung out on a regular basis.

      But it hadn’t taken long for him to lose interest in that sort of lifestyle. Most women idolized the SEALs without any understanding of how difficult it was to be in a relationship with a guy who left the country with less than five minutes notice and couldn’t talk about where they’d been or what they’d done. The SEAL life was far from glamorous. He’d seen his fair share of hasty marriages and even quicker divorces.

      Breakups like that tended to wreck a guy’s concentration, which was not a good thing in the middle of a dicey op with tangos coming at you from all sides.

      Bravo stretched out on the floor near Aubrey’s chair as if understanding his job was to keep her safe. The grilled cheese sandwiches didn’t take long. He slid a plate over to her, then sat beside her.

      “Thank you.” He sat to her left so he could hear her better. He’d learned a fair amount of sign language in the past ten weeks, but deep down, he was hoping he wouldn’t need it for the long haul.

      Not that there had been any improvement in his hearing over that same time frame. The doc had warned him it may be permanent. Not only that, but his right ear could potentially get worse over time too.

      He was so preoccupied with his thoughts, he realized Aubrey had bowed her head to silently pray over their food. He felt guilty having already taken a bite.

      “Mason?” He glanced up from his sandwich. “How long do you think I need to stay here?”

      “Until they catch the guy who shot at us.”

      “But what if they don’t catch him?” She’d only eaten half her sandwich; the events from the evening seemed to be weighing her down. “I can’t just stay here indefinitely. Besides, I want to help find Lucas.”

      “Let’s wait to see what the detective has to say.” He finished his first sandwich and started on his second. He understood her desire to find the child; he didn’t like knowing the kid was in danger either. Yet, he was concerned about her safety. Aubrey was his primary concern.

      He considered calling a couple of the guys for help. They’d all retired from the team at the same time and had pretty much stayed in the same area. At least, initially. He hadn’t spoken to any of them in several weeks. Not since he’d introduced them to Lillian, the woman who rescued dogs and trained them to be K9 specialists. Each of the guys had adopted a dog with different strengths and training. He’d figured they’d need time to adjust to their new lives. The same way
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