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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Devon Thompson wiped down the tables at the McCormick’s Irish Pub as the last patrons finally staggered out of the building. Every night there was always one group that stayed right up until closing time. Even during the work week. She inwardly sighed. She’d hoped they’d have left earlier considering it was the middle of January in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, with a cold wind coming in off Lake Michigan bringing the threat of snow.

      But no such luck. She locked the door behind them, then quickly went to work on the rest of the cleaning. Thankfully, her manager, Steve Caraco, had left hours ago, leaving her to close alone. She preferred that as constantly fending off his advances, while trying to keep a professional relationship with him, was getting old.

      Maybe it was time to get another job.

      Restaurant positions were relatively easy to find these days, although the past seven years had taught her that managers like Steve were everywhere. There was no way to know for sure the next job would be better. Often it was just as bad, or worse.

      Not for the first time, she wished things were different. That she hadn’t been forced to leave her home, her entire life behind. Changing her name and starting over had seemed to be a good idea at the time.

      Now she was tired and crabby.

      Yet there was no point in dwelling on the past. This was her life, and the sooner she accepted that fact, the better.

      After finishing the last of the cleaning, making sure everything was put away for the morning crew who would be there early, she pulled on her coat. She grabbed her purse, fished out her keys, then headed to the rear door. Behind the restaurant, there was a very small staff parking area tucked regrettably behind two large dumpsters. They didn’t smell too bad in January, but during the summer, it was nasty.

      She hit the key fob to unlock the car while she was still in the doorway. A large explosion rocked the earth, sending her flying backward into the restaurant. Debris rained around the area, hitting the dumpster and the ground with loud pings and thumps.

      Lying on her back in the doorway, she struggled to catch her breath. The darkness was alight with orange and yellow flames coming from her car. The brick building of the restaurant shielded her from the worst of the blast, but what if she had been next to her vehicle when she’d unlocked it?

      She’d be dead.

      For a moment, she feared the worst, that somehow her father had been released from federal prison early and had tried to kill her.

      But that didn’t make sense. He was serving several life sentences for all the people he’d killed, no way could he have gotten out.

      Sirens wailed as she struggled to her feet. Her initial instinct was to run, but not only was it a cold five-mile walk to her low-rent apartment, she couldn’t just ignore the fact that her car had disintegrated in front of her eyes. The police would track her down regardless, so she knew it was better to meet them there.

      She pulled out her cell phone and shakily dialed 911. The sirens grew louder, so she figured they were already heading to her location, but it would seem suspicious if she didn’t make the emergency call.

      “This is the 911 operator, what’s your emergency?”

      “I—uh, my car blew up.” Never in her life had she uttered those words, and she found it incredible this was happening now. “My name is Devon Thompson. The car is located behind the McCormick’s Pub on Bolder Street.”

      “Oh yes, we’ve gotten reports of an explosion in that area. Are you hurt?”

      “Just a few bumps and bruises.” Humbling to realize how this could have ended very differently. She watched the flames lapping at her car. “The car is still on fire, though.”

      “Help is on the way,” the operator assured her.

      True enough. Seconds later, the first fire truck pulled into the parking lot. One of the firefighters rushed over to where she stood. “Ms. Thompson?”

      “Yes.” She managed a weak smile.

      “I need to do a quick search for weapons.” She was surprised but didn’t complain, still in shock over the explosion. When he finished, he said, “Come with me.”

      She didn’t argue, allowing him to escort her from the restaurant, after she took a moment to lock the door behind her.

      Once she was far enough away from the danger zone, the rest of the fire crew went to work battling what was left of the blaze. They soaked the building, and she had the random thought to be glad the building was brick and less likely to burn.

      The police showed up next, two officers crossing over to where she stood. “Are you Devon Thompson?” the older of the two asked.

      “Yes.” She told herself to remain calm, even though the mere thought of interacting with the police gave her the willies. They didn’t know her real name; hopefully, her fake ID would hold up to their scrutiny.

      And if it didn’t? She swallowed hard, staring beyond the officers to her demolished car. She’d already considered getting a new job, but leaving town wouldn’t be easy without wheels.

      “Ms. Thompson, can you explain what happened?” The younger of the two officers, a guy roughly her age of thirty, eyed her thoughtfully.

      “I unlocked my car, and it exploded.” She held up the key fob in her hand. “I was in the doorway over there, and the car was parked partially behind that dumpster. I—think that’s the only reason I’m not hurt.”

      “Cars don’t just explode,” the older cop said dryly. “Someone must have planted a bomb. Any idea who would do such a thing? Anyone who has a grudge against you?”

      “I have no idea. This”—she waved at the debris littering the area—“doesn’t make any sense. I’ve only been in the Milwaukee area for nine months.” This was where she had to step carefully. “I moved here from Detroit, Michigan.”

      And before that, it was Fort Wayne, Indiana, and before that, it was Chicago, Illinois. But none of that mattered now.

      Her true identity would remain a secret unless some ambitious cop dug deeper into her background.

      When the officers asked for her ID, she handed it over, her fingers still trembling. The younger cop took her driver’s license back to the squad, no doubt to run a background check.

      The other cop asked her more questions. “What’s your job at the McCormick’s Pub?”

      “I’m a server and bartender, it’s my job to close the place down each night.” She shivered, likely from shock more so than the temperature. “I work five days a week, covering Tuesday through Saturday. I’m off on Sunday and Monday.” She didn’t doubt for one minute Steve Caraco would open the following morning, unless someone, like the police, told him he couldn’t.

      “Do you have a boyfriend?” the cop asked.

      She narrowed her gaze but of course understood why he was asking. “No, I don’t. I just told you, I haven’t been in the area for that long. And most of the people I meet working here”—she jerked her thumb at the pub—“aren’t the dating type, you know?”

      He stared at her for a long moment as if waiting for her to elaborate on her love life or lack thereof.

      She didn’t.

      “Family or friends in the area?” he finally asked.

      “My parents are dead. I’m an only child.” Her mother was dead, and she was an only child, so that much was true. “Can I please go home now?” The buses stopped running two hours ago, but she could call for a rideshare. Although it made her cringe to spend money on such a luxury.

      “We’ll give you a ride,” the younger cop offered, returning with her driver’s license. He smiled at her in a way that would have been sweet if not for the awful circumstances.

      The older cop looked disgruntled but nodded. “Yeah, sure. We’ll give you a lift.”

      She hesitated, glancing again over to where the firefighters had battled the blaze. All that was left of her car was a charred hunk of metal.

      As she followed the officers to their squad, another vehicle pulled in behind it. The cops stopped and glanced over at the man who slid out from behind the wheel.

      “Captain Finnegan.” The older cop nodded at the blond-haired man. “Wasn’t expecting to see you here.”

      “Heard about the explosion and figured I’d check it out.” Captain Finnegan met her gaze. “Ms. Thompson?”

      “Yes.” Her instincts went on high alert. This man wasn’t your average street cop, which was a bit worrisome. Why was a captain showing up at a crime scene at two thirty in the morning?

      “I’m Rhyland Finnegan, captain of the Milwaukee police tactical unit. We’re in charge of incidences involving explosive devices among other threats to the community.” He crossed over to stand beside her. “I’d like to ask you a few questions.”

      “I already spoke to the officers,” she protested weakly even as her mind spun. A captain of the tactical unit?

      She shivered again, her heart sinking all the way down to the soles of her feet. Staring at the imposing figure before her, she felt certain this was a man who would keep digging into this incident until he knew everything about her.

      Something she desperately wanted to avoid at all costs.
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        * * *

      

      Rhy couldn’t understand why Ms. Devon Thompson was looking at him as if he were a potential threat. Someone had planted an explosive device in her car that had subsequently been blown to smithereens.

      Shouldn’t that person be the source of her fear?

      Or maybe it was just that she didn’t like people in authority. Either way, he found her reaction unusual. Combined with the fact that someone had blown up her car made her even doubly intriguing.

      On a professional level, of course. Not personally. She was pretty enough, with her dark hair and large eyes, but he wasn’t interested. As the oldest of nine siblings and having helped raise most of them in the past ten years since their parents had died in a car crash, he wasn’t interested in anything remotely resembling a relationship. He’d had enough family responsibilities to last a lifetime.

      Still did, since three of the youngest still lived with him in the large six-bedroom home his parents had built thirty years ago. At some point, the last three kids would be gone, and from there, he’d figure out what to do with his personal life.

      “Can’t we talk tomorrow?” Ms. Thompson said. She was shivering; her lightweight dark jacket wasn’t warm enough for the Wisconsin winters. There was also a hole in her fitted black slacks, probably from when she’d fallen after the blast. “It’s late, and these kind officers were about to drive me home.”

      “This won’t take long, and I’ll drive you home after we’re finished.” He nodded at the cops. They both likely knew his brother Tarin, who was a detective with the Milwaukee Police Department. “You look cold, let’s head over to my car. We can talk on the way to your place.”

      Ms. Thompson looked as if she wanted to refuse yet managed a nod. Even in the darkness, he could see her smile didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Sure, that would be fine. Thanks,” she belatedly added.

      “This way.” He turned and escorted her to his SUV. He opened the passenger door for her, then went over to slide in behind the wheel. When they both had their seat belts latched, he put the car into gear and pulled away from the curb.

      “What’s your address?” he asked.

      “I’m in the Pine Ridge apartment building.” She lifted her chin as if daring him to say something negative about the place. “About five miles from here.”

      “I know where it is,” he agreed. He kept his thoughts about the high level of crime in that area to himself. “Would you mind explaining what happened?”

      She sighed. “I’m a server and bartender at the pub. I close Tuesday night through Saturday night. When I finished cleaning the place up, I unlocked my car from the doorway. Next thing I know, I’m lying on my back inside the restaurant, reeling from the blast.”

      “Ms. Thompson, I know the police probably already asked, but do you have any idea who would do this? An ex-husband or boyfriend?”

      “Call me Devon. And no, I have no clue who would do this. As I told the other officers, I’ve only been in the area for nine months. I relocated here from Detroit. I don’t have a boyfriend or an ex-husband.” She turned to stare out the window for a long moment before turning back to face him. “Honestly, I don’t have a single enemy that I’m aware of.”

      “There must be someone you’ve angered at some point or another.”

      She narrowed her gaze. Because of the darkness, he couldn’t tell what color her eyes were. “Sure, I’ve fended off a few advances here and there, told several guys to keep their grubby hands to themselves, but to make someone mad enough to plant a bomb in my car?” She shook her head. “No way. That’s far too extreme for the clientele we see. If you ask me, I think the bomber must have chosen my car by mistake.”

      “Picking your car by mistake is a possibility we can investigate, but it sounds to me that you’re the only person who closes the pub down each night. And your car was the only one parked back there.”

      “Yeah, I know.” Her voice dropped so low he had trouble hearing her. “So maybe the bomber decided to test his bomb on my car. Or maybe there are other cars in the area that have also been wired by this idiot.”

      “Wired?” he echoed. It was a strange term for a civilian to use. “How do you know the bomb was wired?”

      “I—don’t all bombs have wires?” She scowled and crossed her arms over her chest. “They do on TV.”

      “You triggered the device with a wireless key fob,” he pointed out. “But yes, most bombs have wires as part of the components.” He wasn’t about to go in depth about how bombs could be made. There was too much information on the internet about that already.

      Devon didn’t respond but turned back to stare out the window. She was awfully calm, without any of the hysterics he’d have expected from someone whose car had just gone up in a ball of flames.

      People didn’t react the same way to grief, death, and other life-altering events. He’d barely had time to grieve after losing his parents. He’d been twenty-six years old when they’d died, and his brother Tarin had been twenty-five. Together, they’d held the family together on a wing and a prayer.

      Mostly prayer.

      “What about the owner of McCormick’s Pub?” he asked, turning down the road that would lead to her apartment complex. He found himself hoping Devon didn’t make a habit of coming home alone at this hour with lots of cash in her purse. Talk about being a target for thieves. “Have you spoken to him about what happened?”

      “I’ve only met Mack a few times; he stops in occasionally. But we’re not friends or anything. I don’t have his phone number. But I suppose I should call the manager, Steve Caraco.” She frowned, tucking a strand of her dark hair behind her ear. “I hate to wake him and his family at this hour.”

      “A bomb going off behind the restaurant is a pretty big deal.” He pulled into the parking lot in front of the building. “But I can call him if that’s easier.”

      She hesitated, then nodded. “This type of news is probably better coming from you, Captain Finnegan. I’ll give you his contact information.”

      “Call me Rhy, short for Rhyland. I don’t stand on formality.” He smiled, trying to put Devon at ease. She seemed tense and wary, as if she didn’t trust him one bit.

      Maybe she had a history with the police. No criminal record, he’d checked on his way over to the pub, but that didn’t mean much. Misdemeanor crimes didn’t always make it into the system.

      Upon hearing she’d lived in Detroit, he made a note to perform a wider background check when he had time. It was possible Devon had made enemies back in Michigan. The cities were roughly the same size, with Detroit being slightly larger. And it wasn’t that far to travel by car, roughly six to seven hours depending on Chicago traffic.

      Yeah, the more he thought about it, the more he felt certain that some guy she’d escaped back in Detroit had driven down to exact revenge.

      Not that car bombs were often used in such a way. That fact alone was what had brought him out to investigate in the first place. He’d gotten a call from the precinct as bombs tended to land within his purview.

      “Well, thanks for the ride.” Devon reached for the door handle, but he stopped her with a hand on her arm.

      She whirled to glare at him so fast he quickly let her go. “Sorry, but I have a few more questions. How long did you live in Detroit? Is it possible someone there has a reason to come after you?”

      “I told you, I don’t have any ex-boyfriends who would do something like this. Not from Detroit, or anywhere else for that matter.” Her gaze bored into his. “If I knew who did this, I would tell you. I don’t like knowing my car was used as an experiment by some bomb-crazy dude.”

      Her gaze slid from his, and this time, he didn’t stop her from getting out of the SUV. Instead, he quickly joined her in the biting cold.

      “What are you doing?” she demanded.

      Her suspicious nature was off the charts, but he cut her some slack considering her car had gone up in a ball of flames. “I’m walking you up to your apartment. It’s the middle of the night. And you promised to give me Steve Caraco’s contact information, remember?”

      She hunched her shoulders but seemed to relax a bit. “Yes, I did. Are you ready?” She pulled out her phone and scrolled through her contacts. When she rattled off the number, he punched it into his phone.

      “Thanks.” He typed in the guy’s name, then tucked the phone away. “Lead on.”

      “I’m fine. I come home at this hour all the time,” she protested.

      He arched a brow. “I’m not leaving you alone, so let’s go.”

      She grimaced and headed toward the building. He fell into step beside her, sweeping his gaze over the area, on alert for any potential threat. Rhy had been a cop for fifteen years now, thankful for the job that had helped keep the family afloat after his parents died. He couldn’t deny the job had been good to him. He’d managed to move up the ranks, first earning a spot on the coveted tactical unit, then eventually being promoted to captain.

      Devon opened the door to the building. He frowned. “No locks?”

      She snorted. “The lock has been broken since the day I moved in.”

      “You need to call the manager,” he said.

      “Yeah, like I haven’t tried that already.” She threw him an exasperated look, then took the stairs to the second level.

      As they passed down the hall, he noticed each apartment door was made of flimsy, hollow wood. The kind of door that wouldn’t withstand a swift kick from an average-sized man. A guy could force his way inside without breaking a sweat.

      No way on earth would he allow one of his sisters to live in a place like this.

      Half the hallway lights didn’t work either. He scowled, thinking about how vulnerable Devon was coming home to this each night, especially with cash in her pocket.

      Looking down at the floor, he noticed a very small piece of wire. From the broken lights?

      “Stop!” This time, he used both hands to lightly grasp Devon’s shoulders. “How do you know someone didn’t plant a bomb here?”

      She froze, her apartment key in her hand. Slowly, she turned to look over her shoulder at him. “Why would someone do that?”

      “I don’t know.” The bit of wire could mean something, or nothing. But he wasn’t about to take the chance. Not with the lack of security around here. He drew her back away from the door, then used his phone to call in his team. “This is Captain Finnegan. Possible explosive device in the Pine Ridge apartment building, unit 214. I want a team here to investigate ASAP.”

      “Really? That seems drastic,” she protested.

      “No, it’s not.” He let go of her shoulders and gestured toward the stairs. “Let’s go. You’re not going near this place until it’s been cleared.”

      She hesitated, and for a moment, he feared she’d jump forward and unlock the door to prove him wrong, but common sense must have prevailed. She meekly followed him down the stairs to the first floor foyer area, where they waited for his team to arrive.

      He had some gear in his SUV, he was always prepared for action, but he didn’t bother to head outside to grab it. He didn’t dare leave this woman alone.

      It didn’t take long for several members of his tactical team to arrive. They were dressed in full gear, including helmets and face coverings. He briefed them on the situation, then led Devon outside to wait.

      Ten minutes later, Joe Kingsley returned, his expression grim. “Good call, Cap. There was just enough room beneath the door to get a mirror under there. We found a small device stuck to the doorway. We’ll get the place evacuated and then get inside to take care of the device.”

      “Wait, what? Another bomb?” Her voice rose in agitation. “You’re saying there’s another bomb in my apartment?” Devon’s eyes widened with fear. “Why? How? What’s happening?”

      Good questions, too bad Rhy felt certain she was the only one who could provide the answers.

      Regardless of who was responsible, it was obvious Devon Thompson couldn’t stay there or anywhere close by. Not when the bomber had gone to great lengths to set explosive devices meant to kill her.

      No, he was stuck with her, at least until he could get to the bottom of this.
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      Bombs in her car and her apartment. Devon couldn’t wrap her mind around the fact that someone had targeted her. She’d honestly believed the bomb planted in her car was a practice run for some joker who thought it would be fun to blow things up.

      But the device found in her apartment blew that theory right out of the water. Numb from shock, she stood beside Rhy, her arms wrapped tightly around her torso, fighting to hold herself together.

      Who would do this? And why?

      “The guys will take care of the bomb and question the apartment residents if they saw anything suspicious.” Rhy rested a hand on her back. “Let’s get you out of here.”

      “And go where?” She didn’t move, mentally counting the cash in her purse. It hadn’t been a bad night, she had maybe a hundred and fifty in tips. Unfortunately, she didn’t think that would go too far in getting a hotel room. She didn’t own a credit card either, preferring to pay as she went.

      Her bank account held a little over seven hundred bucks, but she needed every dollar she made to go toward her next month’s rent.

      “I can give you two choices,” Rhy said. “But let’s talk in the car where it’s warmer, okay?”

      Two choices? She suspected one choice was to go with him, which was so not happening. Still, she needed a ride, so she nodded.

      Rhy opened the car door for her, using manners that must have been ingrained at a young age as he seemed to act without thinking. When she was settled inside, he closed the door and went around to get in behind the wheel.

      “I’m the oldest of nine kids and have been helping to raise my siblings since our parents died ten years ago.”

      She blinked. “Nine?”

      A faint smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. “Yeah, crazy, huh? Anyway, my three youngest siblings still live at the house where we all grew up. It’s not that far from here, and believe it or not, there are two bedrooms that aren’t being used.”

      She frowned. “You’re offering me one of the bedrooms? For me to spend what’s left of the night at your house?”

      He nodded slowly. “I promise that you’ll have all the protection and privacy you need. And this guy who’s been planting bombs would never think to look for you there.”

      That was true, and despite her earlier thought that she’d never accept his so-called hospitality, she found herself leaning toward doing just that. Maybe she was losing her mind, but she trusted that Rhy wouldn’t hurt her. “You mentioned two options.”

      “I’ll pay for a hotel room,” he offered. “The downside is that you’ll have to check out by ten or eleven at the latest. It’s already going on three in the morning, that doesn’t leave much time for you to get some sleep. I can always pay for a late checkout or pay for two nights too. Even with the team taking care of the bomb tonight, you shouldn’t go back there anytime soon.”

      Devon eyed him warily, wondering if he was for real. Not that she hadn’t met some great people, because she had. But she’d also experienced many a bad apple too. “Why do you care how much sleep I get?”

      He shrugged. “I guess that comes from having younger sisters. Honestly, I would hope someone would look after them the same way if they ended up in a similar situation.”

      There was something honorable about him. The fact that he’d started the conversation about being the oldest of nine had certainly caught her off guard. Maybe he was treating her like a younger sister, which was kind of sweet. As an only child, she’d always fended for herself.

      Yet she couldn’t deny it was nice to know someone cared whether she lived or died. And she’d also dealt with enough gropers to know Rhy was not one of them. He was so incredibly handsome with his short blond hair and dark eyes that he didn’t need to grope a woman. She had no doubt women threw themselves at him voluntarily.

      “Okay, staying at your house is fine.” She lifted a hand as he started the engine. “But no funny business.”

      He frowned. “You don’t have to be afraid. No one will hurt you at the Finnegan homestead.”

      “The Finnegan homestead?” She shook her head. “I can’t say I’ve heard anyone refer to their house in that way.”

      “Yeah, well, nine kids, remember? It was pretty much a wild place, especially after the twins were born. Then there was the oops baby too.” He waited for her to clip on her seatbelt before pulling out of the parking lot. “Our parents always called it that. I guess the name stuck even after they passed away.”

      Twins? And then an oops baby? Good grief, she couldn’t imagine. Then his parents had died, leaving him in charge of the whole family. “I’m sorry for your loss.” She felt guilty she hadn’t said it earlier. Obviously, she was out of practice with this sort of thing. “I’m sure that was difficult for your entire family.”

      He nodded but didn’t say anything more.

      Doubts assailed her. Was she making a mistake in going with him? A hotel room would probably be safer, yet she didn’t even have a car to leave when it was time to check out. Sure, the buses would be running, but where would she go? The pub? No way.

      With a grimace, she lifted a hand to massage the back of her head, feeling the lump swelling there. She vaguely remembered her head hitting the floor when she’d been thrown backward after the explosion.

      “You don’t have a gun or a knife in there, do you?”

      “Huh?” She realized she was gripping her purse with white fingers. “No, I don’t. But you can search it if you’d like.”

      “I would like to search your purse, if you don’t mind.” He slanted her a glance. “It’s not that I don’t trust you, but I need to protect my family.”

      “Understandable.” First the officer on scene, now this. For a moment, she wished her father had cared about protecting his family rather than going off the deep end about the government infringing on his rights. With a grimace, she thrust those thoughts aside. Her father would never see the light of day outside the federal prison.

      Fifteen minutes later, Rhy pulled up the driveway of a massive redbrick house. Easy to believe he’d been telling the truth when he said he had an extra bedroom for her to use.

      In addition to the front porch light, there was a faint glow coming from one of the upstairs windows. It made her wonder if Rhy had been here at home when he’d heard the news about her car explosion.

      When the massive garage door opened revealing three stalls, two filled with cars, he pulled into the empty space. Then held out a hand for her purse.

      She gave it to him, and he made quick work of looking for a weapon. “Thanks for understanding.” He passed it back.

      “Of course.” The entire situation was surreal. From her car exploding, Rhy driving her home, finding the bomb in her apartment, then his offering her a place to stay, she felt as if she’d landed in an alternate universe.

      Less than two hours ago, she’d been irritated at her lingering customers for taking so long to go home. Now she had no car, no apartment—at least for the next few days—and a killer out to get her.

      No wonder her head hurt.

      She followed Rhy into the house, looking around in surprise at the homey atmosphere. The place wasn’t dirty, but it wasn’t neat and tidy either. It was clear by the jackets, books, and other things lying around that several people lived there. She shrugged out of her coat, as did Rhy. He hung them on a hook in the large mudroom.

      Three of his youngest siblings, or so he’d said. For the first time, she wondered how old Rhy was and what the ages of the kids who lived there were. Physically, Rhy didn’t look old, but his mannerisms screamed responsibility.

      “This way,” he said, once again putting a hand on her back to gently steer her toward the curved staircase.

      She’d never lived in a place this big. Although she imagined it had seemed small and crowded with nine kids and two parents living there.

      “You can sleep here, and the bathroom is right next door.” Rhy gestured with one hand. “The bathroom is also used by my youngest sister, Elly, but she should be gone by ten o’clock or so tomorrow morning.”

      “Elly is a pretty name.”

      “In Irish, it means light.” He smiled. “Get some sleep, Devon.”

      “Thank you.” She watched him move down the hall to the room on the end. Slipping inside the guest room, she could tell it had once been used by another of his sisters, based on the pretty pastel coloring of the bedspread and curtains.

      After cleaning up in the bathroom, trying to be quiet for Elly’s sake, she slipped into the bedroom, closing and locking the door. Stripping off her pub T-shirt and black slacks, she crawled into the large bed. Being in unfamiliar surroundings, she felt certain she wouldn’t be able to sleep. Especially not after everything that had happened.

      To her surprise, though, she found herself relaxing into the soft bed, feeling safe and secure for the first time since her car blew up in front of her eyes.

      As she drifted off to sleep, she warned herself that this was a temporary arrangement. A nice but brief reprieve from the harsh reality of her life.

      Tomorrow, or the following day at the most, she’d be back in her cramped apartment.
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        * * *

      

      Why on earth had he brought a strange woman to the Finnegan homestead? Maybe he was losing his marbles because normally he didn’t take in strays. That was Elly’s gift.

      Raising his siblings had been his only focus for years, there hadn’t been room for anything more. Or anyone.

      Not to mention, he didn’t trust Devon. Oh, not that he thought she’d physically hurt him or his siblings. He had a weapon, as did Aiden, who served in the National Guard. No, it was more that he knew Devon wasn’t being entirely honest about the identity of the bomber.

      No stranger went out of his or her way to plant bombs in someone’s personal vehicle and living space with the intent to kill. Every cell in his body screamed this was a personal, targeted attack.

      Devon knew something that she was holding back. In truth, he’d hoped that inviting her to stay here would help break through her defenses.

      After making sure she was settled in her room, he tiptoed back downstairs and left a brief note on the white board mounted in the kitchen for Elly and the twins, Aiden and Alanna, about their house guest. They would be curious, but he could fill them in on the details later.

      Aiden was heading out for more National Guard training in the morning anyway, and Elly had classes, so it would just be Alanna here by the time Devon woke up. Alanna was an ER nurse at Trinity Medical Center, the large level-one trauma center located just a few miles away. Alanna worked twelve-hour shifts, but she was off work the next four days including the weekend.

      Keeping track of his siblings’ schedules wasn’t easy, but thankfully, they didn’t mind keeping him in the loop. They had a family calendar, which also helped.

      Rhy managed to get a few hours of sleep before he heard someone, likely Elly and Aiden, moving around downstairs. Raking a hand through his hair, he thought—not for the first time—how nice it would be to get a full eight hours of sleep.

      A rarity, even now that the youngest were older. He figured even after the twins and Elly moved out on their own, he’d still have trouble staying asleep. Waking at the slightest sound had been his norm for a long time.

      Pulling on jeans and a long-sleeved T-shirt, he stuffed his feet into a pair of shoes and padded down to the kitchen. The scent of coffee welcomed him, and he instantly crossed over to the half-filled pot.

      “Who is Devon?” Elly demanded before he’d so much as taken a sip. “You’ve never brought a woman here before, Rhy.”

      Swallowing a sigh, he turned to face her. There were twelve years between them, and he often had to remind himself she was twenty-four now, not fourteen. “Don’t go thinking this is the beginning of a personal relationship, El. She needed a place to stay, that’s all.”

      “Why can’t it be personal?” She planted her hands on her hips. “How long has it been since you’ve gone
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