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When Luke Weber walks into the bar where Echo Carson—the woman with the eidetic memory who’s trying to forget some of her past—has been working, and hiding in plain sight, for the last year, she wishes it were the setup to a bad joke.  Her abusive ex-boyfriend is back from out of the blue, and her tentative, safe, little world collapses.

Brick Holmes begins a new case in only two days, but when he sees a damsel in distress, he has to step in, pretending to be Echo’s boyfriend just to get the guy out of the bar.  He recognizes Echo as one of the incoming students who participated in the small event they held at the university a couple of weeks earlier with the Criminal Justice professor.

Working in a bar and still being a college student at age 30 wasn’t on her BINGO card, but ever seeing Luke again, waltzing in like he owned the place—and her—is just too much for Echo, because she knows trouble always follows Luke.  Bad trouble.

That one move, Brick pretending to be Echo’s boyfriend, opens a floodgate of cat-and-mouse games, kidnapping, and near-death experiences, bringing Brick and Echo close together.  Closer than he even realizes.

All because of what she saw.
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ECHO CARSON (Elizabeth Carson Ortiz), 30 - escaped San Antonio to Austin, works in a bar while finishing her degree

Sofiya Ortiz, 20 - Echo’s younger sister

Amy and John - Echo’s coworkers at the bar, The Quad

Gordon Howell - absent owner of the bar

Brixton Holmes, 31 - co-owner of Sentinel, former military and law enforcement

Parker Holmes, 28 - Brick’s younger brother, also former military and law enforcement

Alexis Holmes Scott, 26 - the brothers’ sister

Greer Scott, 27 - Alexis’ husband

Sentinel - the government contract, private protection, security, investigations firm co-owned by the brothers

Jake Montrose - the regular bar patron who is regularly drunk

Luke Weber - Echo’s ex-boyfriend

This is a work of fiction.  All names, characters, places and events portrayed in this book are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.  Any resemblance to actual events, locales, persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.
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“I KNOW.  I WILL BE.  Talk to you later.”

The young woman disconnected her phone call with a sigh, annoyed with her older sister, but reminding herself to be grateful that she was so cared about.  She exited her car, a sensible Honda Civic (picked out by her sister), decorated with small stuffed gnomes across the inside dash (her own individual decorating statement), and headed into the grocery store.

She looked all around her, like her sister had taught her, thus fulfilling her ability to say “I did” in response to her sister’s command to stay safe.  Barely in her twenties, she  had already been schooled in the art of evasion and subterfuge.  Just because she knew about those things, however, didn’t mean she always practiced them.  Most of the time, she just thought her sister was being overly cautious; at times, overly dramatic; and most often, overly paranoid.  She avoided the traffic in the busy parking lot and made it to the entrance doors as they slid open.

She was a dawdler, preferring to go up and down every aisle instead of making a list like her sister.  A ten-minute trip could easily be made into a thirty-minute session, especially when her sister was not with her.  Putting on her bone conduction earphones so she could listen to music while she shopped, she smiled.  “These go over your ears so you can still hear your surroundings,” her sister had told her when she had given them to her.  Only she would think of something like that.  They were cool, though.

Inside, she browsed the aisles, choosing select items that would fit into the small basket she carried on her arm.  She might browse every aisle, but she would only come away with the few items she needed.  She paid close attention to the ingredients on the labels.

She did not pay close enough attention to the two men trailing her.

Twenty-three minutes later, she exited carrying one bag of fresh produce and the few other items she and her sister would need to make dinner that night.  It was her night to cook and she had chosen to make veggie pasta and salads, with parmesan garlic bread.  On impulse, she also purchased a frozen apple pie they could put into the oven to bake while they were eating dinner.

Humming to the music, she did not realize she had company until she had almost reached her car.  One man appeared at her side and she thought he was going to continue to the car next to her.  When he stopped walking, she did also, prepared to head back into the store as if she had forgotten something.  But, then the second man appeared behind her, blocking her way when she turned to go back.

She looked around her, frantic to find somebody to help her, but the lot was empty.  She chastised herself for not listening to her sister.  This was everything she had been warned might happen and she had poo-pooed it.  She pressed a button on her keychain and opened her mouth to scream, but one man clamped his hand over her mouth and nose.  Almost instantly, she felt drowsy.  Her limbs lost strength, and her vision blurred.

The bag of groceries fell to the ground, the glass jar of sauce breaking open, spreading on the ground like tainted blood.  She never had a chance to scream.
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“FOR THE RECORD, I’M going with you under duress.”

Brixton Holmes, Brick to his friends and family, pointed a finger at Parker, his younger brother by three years, and allowed himself to be manhandled into Parker’s truck.  Brick’s idea of rest and relaxation was not the same as his brother’s.  Especially in a busy college town.  On a Saturday night.  At a bar.

“Your objection is duly noted.  And ignored.”  Parker started the engine and pulled away from the hotel toward a hotspot he said he’d visited before.

The brothers were giving a presentation on Monday afternoon to the incoming Criminal Justice Studies class at UT on the first day of the new semester, then they would head immediately back to San Antonio to begin their next big case on Tuesday.  Always preferring to be early, they had driven up to Austin on Saturday.  That gave them a day to get settled, and an extra day to finesse the final details of their presentation.

To Parker, that meant a couple of days blowing off steam and hanging out with the locals.  To Brick, that meant he should be back at the hotel actually prepping.  Their company, Sentinel, was graciously covering an extra two days for them—to work, not to play.

He should be reviewing notes, reworking bullet points, finalizing the graphic presentation.  Although they had done this several times before, so the presentation was basically ready, Brick always treated it as something new because he wanted to present the best, most up-to-date, picture of themselves, their company, and their skills.  Their names were behind it, after all.  That meant something to him as CEO.

Also as CEO, he could just say no to his brother, but it wouldn’t kill either of them to relax a little, only for this one night, then hit it hard tomorrow so they were ready for Monday, just like they always were.  The fact that Brick was a borderline workaholic meant he sometimes had to force himself to dial it back once in awhile.

Parker was a little more “id”, while Brick was more “superego”, but Brick put forth intentional effort on his “ego”, balancing his life goals and behaviors.  Together, they made one heck of a complete human.

Even as Parker drove, Brick’s mind reviewed his own personal notes on their next case.  He had already read a brief on it and notated some initial reactions in the margins of his copy, and he had some of his thoughts at least somewhat organized.  Others on the team had given preliminary input, so Brick had a good foundational idea of what they would be confronting.  He tossed thoughts around in his head as he studied the scenery.

They were only an hour and a half away from home, but Brick liked to explore new areas.  He probably wouldn’t consider opening a satellite office here—Austin was already busy enough—but if there was even the slightest possibility that they could travel back and forth for a recurring speaking gig, he wanted the lay of the land first in case they purchased some kind of long-term residence or building.

They might use it as an office.  They might also need a safe house, a few of which they already had in San Antonio and which, unfortunately, came in handy more often than not, so they should explore this area strategically.

Two weeks earlier, when they first traveled from San Antonio to the University of Texas at Austin at the request of the professor for the Criminal Justice Studies program, Brick was hesitant.  They had enough work to keep them busy in San Antonio.  But the possibility of broadening their reach and speaking to a new group of students was enticing, and Professor Milton made it even more enticing.

He had set up a casual gathering of local students who were currently on or near campus who were already registered to be in his class in the upcoming semester.  Milton wanted an informal setting with Brick and Parker to see how well the subject matter would be received, and if it would be worth asking Sentinel back again once classes officially started.

The gathering had been very successful.  The professor was pleased with the question-and-answer period and the intelligent, well-thought-out questions the students asked.  There was one student in particular, a female, who asked a substantial number of questions regarding tactics, the law, and preferred skill sets, all surrounding self-defense.

Since both Brick and Parker had years of experience in both military special operations and law enforcement—that experience being the crux of why they’d started Sentinel in the first place—they were well-versed in those areas, and gave thorough answers.

The students made a positive impression on Brick.  Especially the one who had asked the most questions.  It felt like she had already done her research and wanted further clarification and confirmation of what she already knew, to be certain she was on this side of legal.  That was the smart side to be on, after all.  She also seemed familiar to Brick, but he wasn’t sure why.  They met so many people when they traveled and spoke; it was probably that she reminded him of somebody he’d met before.

The sound from The Quad pulled Brick back to the present.  It was one of Parker’s favorite hangout spots when he was in the college town—which apparently had been more than the few times he’d previously admitted to.  The racket carried to their ears before they had even turned the corner and could see the front door.

Cleverly named, The Quad sat on a corner intersection of two busy streets, with an outdoor patio that wrapped around all four sides, thus the name.  This enabled the establishment to serve patrons both inside and out, who wanted to eat and drink, or sit and listen to live bands when the Texas weather allowed.

Brick saw the line to get inside already long at seven p.m.  As they parked, Brick again questioned his agreement to accompany his brother to a bar on College Night, the last Saturday night before the school year started.  In a way, it hit Brick as a bachelor/bachelorette party of sorts—the students celebrating their last days of freedom before they would be bound to their studies.

He was a realist and knew this would not, in fact, be the last night some of them would celebrate this hard, but he held out hopes that most of the students would be as attentive to learning as the ones he had met a couple of weeks prior with Professor Milton.

Brick stopped walking near the spot where the bouncer stood, a giant of a man, the guardian of the entrance to the bar, and glanced down the line of people trying to get in.  Their faces looked so young, and yet, at 33, Brick wasn’t that much older than they were.  Did he look as old to them as they looked young to him?  He pushed the thought away and half-smiled, wondering what kind of lies some would come up with to gain entrance past the building with arms.

He started walking toward the back of the line then stopped when he heard, “Bro!”

Parker motioned for him to come back.  The giant smiled at Parker and the two fist-bumped.  Brick rolled his eyes internally and wondered just how many times his brother had visited this establishment.  Parker had attended and graduated from UT, but this level of familiarity made Brick question the amount of time Parker had spent actually studying.

Brick was introduced to “G-man”, who he surmised meant “giant”, at least in his head, and he and Parker were permitted entrance.  Expecting boos from the line that they were allowed to get in ahead of the others, instead he saw the ones left waiting whispering to their friends, trying to snap pictures of them on their phones, wondering what kind of local celebrity these two men were.  Brick wished for his quiet hotel room once again.

Inside, the vibe was loud but cheery.  The place was already almost packed.  The decor was mostly wood—tables and chairs, a long bar with high stools in front of it, and neatly arranged alcohol bottles of all shapes and sizes, filled with equally varied colors of liquid inside them lined up behind it.  There were the requisite pool tables, several large screen TVs that hung up high on every wall, photos of celebrities and famous world events covering the walls, and three bartenders who didn’t seem to stop moving, serving up and down the long wooden bar.

Then Brick saw her, one of the bartenders, and barely registered his brother’s voice calling him over the music.  Petite with long, brunette waves hanging down her back, the hint of dimples, a button nose...he had seen her before, but she looked completely different now.
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[image: ]


ECHO CARSON MOVED FLUIDLY across her assigned section of the bar.  Technically, she was responsible for the entirety of the bar, but similar to waiting tables and keeping the same section from beginning to end of the shift, the bartenders split the bar into virtual sections so they could more easily remember the patrons and their drink orders and skillfully ply them with more.

Fortunately for the bar, but unfortunately for the recovering heads and stomachs of the patrons, it was easy to do.

Most here were young, but legal, college students who would be starting their new school year after the weekend.  All week, they had been moving into their dorms or on-campus and off-campus housing.  There were tens of thousands of bodies.  That was one reason Echo had chosen to hitch her temporary roots to this particular area.  It was easier to hide one person among tens of thousands of others.

Most of them were twenty-something college kids, but there were also older students, as well as the usual weekend visitors from out of town, and the local regulars of all ages.  Since she was considered an older student herself at 32 years old, Echo easily mixed with the entire patronage.

One of the local regulars, Jake Montrose, who was a little bit older than she was, sashayed up to the bar looking like he had begun imbibing before he ever set foot into The Quad.  Echo was surprised he got past G-man.

“Hey, gorgeous.”  Jake leaned over the polished wood as if they were going to share an intimate secret.  She was not interested, tonight or any of the nights previous.  But she had dealt with worse.  Flashes of the “worse” invaded her memory, and her hand faltered.  Two drops of liquor splattered onto the bar.  She grabbed a rag, made them disappear as forcefully as she shut down the memory, then slid the filled shot glass to an eager customer.

Then she looked back at Jake.  She took a deep breath, plastered a smile onto her face, and reminded herself of the whats and whys of her being there.  This was just another night.  She had only been there a year, but when Mr. Howell told her she was his godsend after a month, and promoted her to manager, she was left in charge of the whole place.  He gave her the apartment above the bar to live in and left to travel the world, getting a feeling of what semi-retirement might feel like.

Although grateful for the job and a place to stay, a busy bar in a college town was not where she had dreamed of ending up when she was a little girl.  A monster like Luke wasn’t what she had dreamed of as her Prince Charming either.  She sighed and squared her shoulders at those memories that tried to punch their way through her mental barriers.

It was what it was, and a girl had to do what a girl had to do.  And any other trite colloquialism she could think of to get her through another night.  She just wished she could shake off this foreboding feeling as successfully as her memories.

“Jake, how are you tonight?” Echo asked him, already reaching for his favorite type of beer.  She might never have bartended before she arrived in Austin, but she was a quick learner and had a good memory, eidetic some called it.  The patrons thought she was magic.

“Oh, ya’ know, darlin’,” he drawled, slurring his words, “issa Satday night.  I hadda get me some Echo.”

Echo cringed inside, her stomach shrinking in on itself.  He’s just drunk.  He’s harmless.

“You and all the rest of them,” she joked, floating a hand around the place to acknowledge the myriad bodies vying for her attention.  She pried the cap off the beer bottle and placed it in front of him on the bar with a napkin.  Then she turned to fill another order, but Jake’s hand shot out, grabbing her forearm.

Echo froze, the smile on her face faltering.  Amy, who was tending the other end of the bar, glanced over at her.  Echo shook her head; she had this.  John tended customers in the center of the bar next to her, in between the two women.  He turned and looked at Echo and Jake, and Echo could tell his protective hackles had been raised.  She waved him off.

“Jake, you know better.  Boyfriend and all.  And no hands allowed.”  She peeled one finger of his hand off her arm and bent it a little too far, purposefully wanting to cause a little bit of pain, only to get his attention.  He jerked back and held up both hands in the air.

“Yer right.  I’m sorry.  But you’re always talking about your mystery boyfriend.  We’ve never seen this boyfriend; you never say his name, and he’s never here.  I don’t think he really exists.  If you were my girlfriend, I wouldn’t let you out of my sight.”

Only one of the many reasons I would never be your girlfriend.

“Don’t know what to tell you.”  Echo took two more orders and handed them their drinks, sending an order of cheese poppers to Jeff in the kitchen in the back.

“You can tell me you’ll go out with me.  I’ll take care of your ‘boyfriend’ if there’s a problem.”  Jake used air quotes when he said boyfriend.  As if he still didn’t believe she had one.

It was true, after all.  She didn’t have a boyfriend; it was simply what she said to keep all of the guys who came into the bar from hitting on her too much.  She supposed she could take it as a compliment that so many did, but she figured most were simply drunk and bored.  And she wasn’t interested.  Plus, saying it didn’t always work anyway.  She knew there would come a day when someone, drunk or sober, would demand proof of what she always told them, not because they deserved it, but because their pride wouldn’t accept no for an answer.

Echo wasn’t sure what she would do when that happened.  She’d had a boyfriend.  He was now her ex, for good reason.  In all honesty, he was the reason she was hiding/living/working here now.  And the reason she never wanted another one.

“Thanks for asking, but not going to happen, Jake.  Let me know when you want another beer.”  He reached for her again, then stopped when he heard a deep voice behind him.

“Is there a problem here?”
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BRICK HAD BEEN WATCHING the interaction from across the room.  He noticed how well Echo handled the drunk and was beginning to appreciate her finesse, then he remembered where he had seen her before.  She was the student who had asked all of those questions at the gathering two weeks earlier.  Which meant she would be in Professor Milton’s class on criminological theory and crime mapping.

How he didn’t immediately place her almost made him think he should give up his man card.  But, she did look different tonight than she did two weeks ago.  At the q&a, her hair had been twisted up in a bun beneath a baseball cap, and she’d worn a loose t-shirt beneath a zip-up hoodie, and long, baggy cargo shorts.  Here, there was no loose clothing at all.

Her low-cut, short-sleeved t-shirt and slim blue jeans showed a body that had definitely seen time in a gym, or was blessed with good genes.  Her hair fell in dark waves down her back.  Her hazel eyes flashed both a desire to be customer service friendly, and a warning that she wouldn’t be too friendly, and you’d better not be either.

As he tossed around the idea in his head of how he would handle this situation, after he decided that he definitely would handle it, he debated the consequences, hearing Virginia’s voice from back home inside his head with her HR tone telling him not to do it.

“I’m going to get us some drinks,” Brick told Parker, and off he went, crossing the room quickly, deftly avoiding the young bodies trying to dance in the middle of the floor and not spill their drinks.  Those endeavors were unsuccessful.

“Sorry I was running late, babe.  Is there a problem here?”  Brick repeated the question after leaning over the counter, his gaze boring into Echo’s, imploring her to trust him, and he gave her a kiss on the cheek.

“Follow my lead,” he whispered in her ear.

“Bro!  She duzzen need a hero.  She’s already with me.”  Jake snarled and pointed to himself.  “You’re not her boyfriend anyway, you’re just some guy.”

“Yeah, bro.  I’m the guy who’s going to throw you out of here if you don’t leave my girlfriend alone.”

Echo didn’t gasp like she wanted to, but her eyebrows did rise toward her hairline.  She recognized this man, Brixton Holmes, immediately from the q&a session that Professor Milton, who would be her teacher in her Criminal Justice Studies classes, had set up two weeks earlier.  He had told the class to call him Brick.  He definitely looked like he was built out of them.

But, she knew him from before that also.  An easier time.  A happier time.  She was surprised he hadn’t put it together yet.  Maybe because her name was different than it had been when they were younger, and she looked different than she used to.

The Holmes brothers had answered everybody’s questions in great detail during the session, and neither one of them looked at her funny when she ended up asking most of the questions.  But, Echo was nothing if not an excellent identifier of an opportunity and a resource, and there she’d had both at her disposal.  She wanted to make sure that everything she had researched and learned up to that point was sound and accurate.  Much of it had come from the internet, her previous studies, and her extensive time at the library.

She knew firsthand how fake and harmful anything “on the internet” could be, which was why she always verified.

Her cheek sizzled where he’d kissed her, and she fought the urge to touch the spot with her hand as if to confirm whether or not he had permanently branded her with his lips.  It was not an unpleasant feeling, which surprised her.

If she did have a real boyfriend (ever again), she could be so lucky as to have one who looked like him.  Taller than her, which wasn’t difficult since she was only 5 foot 2, he had short, brown hair, deep brown eyes with a touch of gold specks (she remembered since she had spent two hours staring into them while asking him questions, and many youthful years trying to ignore them), and muscles everywhere.  Everywhere.

Despite his perfect body and the way his clothes fit that body perfectly, his brain had appealed to the adult Echo instantly.  A self-proclaimed sapiophile, she was strongly attracted to the way Brick had thought through the students’ questions, asked clarifying questions, then answered most thoroughly.  The entire interaction had her wishing she was in a different situation and a different time period altogether.

As attractive as he was though, both physically and intellectually, she was not looking for another man.  The last one had caused her enough damage.  The last one was the reason she had ended up here, staving off drunk suitors.

Brick saw hundreds of emotions play across Echo’s face, but he only continued his plan once he received the permission he needed from her.

“H-hey sweetie, it’s okay,” said Echo.  “Things are busy here anyway.  Want a drink?”

“Sure, give me—” Brick started.

“Waitaminnet,” Jake interjected, holding up a hand, palm forward.  “If this guy is really your boyfriend, you should already know what he drinks.”

Echo took a deep breath, quelling a momentary feeling of panic.  He was right.  If Brick really was her boyfriend, she would know exactly what he wanted and would just serve it to him.  What if she got it wrong?  Would he accept it quietly to play out this farce until Jake left?  Would Jake, in his persistent, stubborn drunkenness, follow Brick to his table and watch him drink something he didn’t want or like?

“Dude,” said Brick calmly, “since I’m here with my brother, I’m drinking a Shiner Bock like he does.”  He cast a sly sideways glance toward Echo, but she’d already gotten the hint.  She was sharp.  He remembered that from the q&a.  “She’s not dating my brother so she wouldn’t know that.  But you”—Brick accepted the two open bottles Echo placed in front of him with Indy 500 speed and winked his thanks—“sound like you’ve maybe had too many already.”

Jake stood then, wobbly, but attempting to out-tall Brick, who was taller and sturdier...and sober.  “I don’t need you telling me how much I’ve had to drink!”

Echo raised a hand to her ear, thankful for the earset that connected her to others working in the place.  She spoke quickly, then peered at the door.  The giant G-man made his way across the floor, the mass of students parting like the Red Sea to allow him through.  Meanwhile, Jake continued his tirade, unaware of who was headed his way.

“Who are you, coming in here trying to take my woman?”

The verbal spewing Brick could handle; he’d been around several drunks in his life.  Heck—he glanced over at his brother, who watched the scene play out with a smile on his face—Parker had been one of the drunks Brick had handled at one time.  But when Jake poked Brick in the chest with a meaty finger, Brick’s demeanor changed.

Brick moved both bottles to one hand, hooking strong fingers around the necks so they wouldn’t drop.  Then he grabbed Jake’s right hand and twisted upward and back.  Minimal input, maximum outcome.  Jake tried to take a swing at Brick with his left hand, but the angle of his pinned wrist prevented him from doing any real damage.  Instead, he just howled about his rights being violated and his hand being broken, which neither were.  Jake’s knees hit the ground by the time G-man got to them.

“Come on, Montrose,” said G-man, lifting the defiant man to his feet.  “Your evening is done here.”  He led Jake out the door and didn’t reappear at his post at the door for a few minutes.  Probably warning Jake not to return or else he would be dealing with campus police next time.
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ECHO WATCHED THE SCENE play out in front of her.  The moment Jake drunkenly grabbed her arm, the familiar fight or flight response detonated inside of her.  There had been too many of those episodes when Luke grabbed her.  Only he didn’t let go until he was finished berating her, verbally and physically, and she’d had the bruises to prove he had been there.  He had never outright beaten her, but he had grabbed her angrily and manhandled her more than once, and always threatened to do more.

Back then, she’d had nobody like Brick to come to her rescue.  But, she reminded herself, she didn’t need rescuing. She could take care of herself now.  She had made sure of that.  She had made sure no man would ever get the better of her, mentally or emotionally.  Physically she still had some work to do, but she would figure it out.  In the meantime, having someone like Brick come to her aid didn’t suck, as the saying went, but she wouldn’t allow herself to enjoy it too much either.

Even though she was grateful for Brick’s presence and for him taking the time to even bother intervening on her behalf, she didn’t forget that he was former law enforcement.  It’s what they did, wasn’t it?  Come to the aid of others?  It wouldn’t matter if it had been her or Amy on the other side of the bar.  He likely would have intervened anyway.

Would he have kissed Amy on the cheek and pretended to be her boyfriend to save her from an overly handsy drunk?  For some reason, that thought rushed a shot of the green-eyed monster through her, causing her stomach to burn.  Stop it.

She needed to keep her mind on drinks—like the actual Green Eyed Monster cocktail made with apple vodka and triple sec—and on keeping the bar running smoothly.  She just had to finish out College Night, only seven more hours.  Then she could go upstairs and sleep until tomorrow.  By herself.

“Are you okay?”  Brick’s voice was warm, his eyes concerned.

“I-I’m fine, thank you.  You didn’t have to intervene.  I had it under control.”

He was quiet at first, but then the hint of a smile turned his lips upward.  “I’m sure you did.  It’s the training in me.  I couldn’t let such a pretty star pupil get bullied that way.”

Echo’s eyes grew round.  He thought she was pretty?  Then her inner voice shut her down.  That’s your takeaway?  He had just admitted it was his training.  There was nothing personal in his actions.  He probably used his “training” as an excuse to get closer to all the females he rescued.

To be fair, she’d only known him for two hours, at least his adult self, and that had been from two weeks ago.  Better not to even address that part of the comment.  Besides, she didn’t need to drag anybody else into her world of drama.  It was safer all the way around if she kept her walls up, and him on the outside of them.

Echo cleared her throat and did her best to adopt a disinterested tone.  “Well, thank you for your help.  The beers are on the house.”  She returned to her duties, barely sparing him another glance.

As a rule, Gordon Howell, the owner of the bar, always gave first responders and military members half off their first two drinks, so it wasn’t a stretch to comp two beers.  He wouldn’t have minded her making that decision.  Besides, he was traveling the world and had left her in charge of the bar.  If he didn’t trust her and her managerial choices, he should never have left her in charge.

“Aww, you found a friend.  And you didn’t even want to come here to begin with.”  Parker teased his brother as Brick returned to the table Parker found in the corner so both of their backs would be against the wall.  Occupational hazard.

“Shut up,” Brick told him good-naturedly.

While Parker no doubt thought Brick was simply trying to pick up the attractive bartender, Brick’s sixth sense was pinging.  He’d felt it during the q&a session, but dismissed it as simply an eager student wanting to do well in her upcoming class.

Not knowing anything about her except her name, and that only because of the students introducing themselves at the beginning of the discussion period, he first thought Echo Carson was hiding something.  Then, he figured, since she was older than most of the other students, she simply had learned over the years how to study and research, and was using him and Parker to glean and clarify information as viable resources, as she should.

That’s what he would have done.

Now he was certain there was something else going on besides her asking lots of questions and fending off drunk regulars.  He also could not shake the feeling that he knew her from somewhere.  She kind of reminded him of Lizzie, his elementary and
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