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Prologue

JESUS CHRIST, HE couldn’t get out of that happy, fucking home quick enough. The fact he’d put a bullet between the eyes of an abusive monster less than twenty-four hours ago wasn’t what had Alec Banner’s heart aching, his breath stuttering, and his legs itching to run. No, he’d had little trouble doing that.

What had him fleeing from the company of a man he considered his best friend, and three other men who’d become very important to him, had been all the fucking love wafting around the room—infecting everyone but him.

Alec had been friends with Ben Cronin for well over a decade. Though they’d lost contact for a few years, they’d reconnected close to a year ago. These days, he spent plenty of time with Ben. They’d been working together for several months now, locating missing and abducted children. Working at Chasing Hope was grueling, but very rewarding. Alec didn’t regret leaving the FBI to join Ben’s company at all.

It wasn’t Ben he was fleeing, though. Nor was it Ben’s partner. Ethan was a fucking dreamboat, but Ben was the lucky asshole who’d snagged his heart. Alec had no problem admitting he had a tiny crush on Ethan. Would it ever cause trouble between him and Ben? Fuck no, because no matter what, there was no way Alec would ever do anything about it. Alec Banner had a lot of faults, but disloyalty wasn’t one of them. He’d pine away for Ethan like a miserable bastard until he—hopefully—found a dreamboat of his own to love.

No, despite his messy feelings, the reason Alec was fleeing Ben’s brother’s house before he completely fucking lost it was because he couldn’t stand to see how happy the two couples there were. He’d witnessed the love between Ben and Ethan for months, and despite them going through a really rough time, they’d been going through it together. Alec had seen firsthand what it should be like to have a real partner. Someone to love, to care about. Someone who’d have your back no matter what.

Instead, he was expected to fucking sit back and watch how happy Ben’s brother, Cameron, and his lover, Zach, were? He couldn’t do it. Selfish maybe, but he was nearly forty years old and he’d had one boyfriend who’d lasted six months and a nine-month relationship with a woman, which had been explosive but ultimately fizzled out because she wouldn’t walk down the aisle with him. Her refusal had hurt like hell at the time, but looking back on it, years later, he was so glad Heather had rejected him. He was pretty sure he’d be a divorced father of three by now if she hadn’t.

Here was Zach, who was twenty-fucking-two and had found the love of his life in Cameron, and try as he might, Alec couldn’t shake the jealousy. He wanted that; he wanted what those men had.

There was only one thing Alec knew of to help when life went to shit, and that was work. He never turned to the bottle or eating his feelings when he was miserable, like some people did. Alec’s choice of pick-me-up was to tuck his head down and his ass up and get stuck into as much work as possible.

He pulled out his phone and thumbed through his contacts. Ryan Lowe was near the top of his list. Ryan was the brains and bank behind Chasing Hope, the company Alec worked for locating missing kids. Ryan had told Alec earlier he may have a job for him, and as he hit the call button he hoped to god Ryan did. Alec desperately needed something to keep him busy.

“Alec, how’d it go?” Ryan answered without preamble.

Alec knew Ryan would have heard from Ben or Ethan that they’d rescued Zach from Cameron’s crazy ex, but he wasn’t exactly sure if they’d have told him how far they’d gone, so he offered only a concise answer. “Good. All done. What else have you got for me?”

“Well, I’m sure we’ve got a case, but I’m waiting to hear back. I’ve already got Jacey putting a file together for you. Little boy, four, was taken this morning from his local park. The family is affluent and well-known in their community. The mother is certain there’ll be a ransom demand. She wants the cops called, but she’s getting pushback from her husband and the in-laws. I think you should head out to them ASAP, see what you think and be ready to act.”

His phone beeped as Ryan spoke, likely to signal the arrival of the file from Jacey. She was an absolute genius with technology, and he expected she’d have provided him with information, not only about the immediate family but the extended one, including friends, staff, and coworkers. Knowing Jacey, he’d even get information on the people the parents went to kindergarten with. She’d have dug up whatever dirt there was to find in a short amount of time, and no doubt she’d already be digging through old data to find even more.

“Got it. Where am I headed?”

“Del Mar. Get a flight to San Diego. I’ll get a hotel booked for you in Del Mar and text the details.”

“On my way.”

“Hey…you okay, Alec?”

Ryan was a sweetheart, tender and caring and far too innocent for this line of work. And yet he’d dragged himself into the misery of missing kids because he wanted to help—and found himself in a position where he could. He was one of the good guys, but Alec worried how it would all affect him. Alec had been dealing with scum for years; he knew the horror stories, and he’d hardened his heart to them, but Ryan? Alec worried about him.

“Tired, that’s all. I’m fine, Ryan, but thanks for caring.”

They exchanged a few niceties regarding Ryan and his partner, Lucas. Alec repeated several more times that he was, in fact, all right, despite the events of the past twenty-four hours, when Ryan asked before hanging up.

Alec made his way to the airport and settled in to wait for his flight. Getting in and out of Cody, Wyoming, wasn’t always easy. He didn’t mind curling up on one of the uncomfortable chairs common to most airports while he waited, though. He pulled out his tablet and opened the file Jacey had sent him.

The Winsome family of Del Mar wasn’t simply affluent, they were filthy fucking rich. The patriarch was one Edmund Winsome, who was a founding partner of one of the biggest law firms in Southern California. Matriarch Phyllis Winsome had brought her family’s considerable wealth to the marriage and together they had built a formidable empire for their two sons. From the images Jacey sent, they were an austere-looking couple who screamed wealth from every perfectly coiffed hair on their heads.

Oldest son—and father of the missing boy—Kane Winsome worked for his father’s firm. He hadn’t quite made partner yet, but from what Alec read, he was well on his way. Alec found the photo Jacey had sent and studied the image of Kane Winsome. He was a younger version of his father. Light-brown hair was cut to within an inch of its life and was gelled into what was probably the latest style, steel-gray eyes glared at the lens, and thin lips pursed to show their impatience with whomever had taken the photo. Alec tried not to judge a book by its cover, but if he had to, then the title would be Pride and Prejudice. A more modern day Fitzwilliam Darcy he couldn’t imagine finding.

Kane’s wife, Madeline, came from a wealthy family herself, though not on the scale of the Winsome’s wealth. She worked as a florist and could not look more opposite to her husband if she tried. She had a mane of flowing, dark, almost black hair that perfectly matched her dark skin. Her eyes were a deep brown but were lit by what Alec suspected was her natural joie de vivre. It was hard to tell from a photo, but she looked petite. Alec had no doubt she would be a lioness, though, when it came to her loved ones. While her husband glared and pouted at the camera, Madeline Winsome laughed and flirted with it.

He scrolled to another image—this one of Kane and Madeline together each holding hands with a toddling child he assumed to be the missing Jack. The photo must be at least a year old given that Jack was now four. The family looked—happy. Gone was Kane’s stern face, replaced with a beaming smile, his gaze fixed on his son. Madeline looked the same as in the solo photo as she, too, stared at her son. The little boy was adorable. His smile matched his parents’ as he seemed to be frozen in an attempt to take an ungainly step. The photo captured more than a simple image of family—it portrayed love, purely and simply.

Alec would read the file more thoroughly on the plane and over the days to come, but for now, he only wanted to get a feel for this family. He couldn’t even begin to imagine the hell they must be going through.

Movement around him alerted him to the fact that his flight was boarding. Alec took his place in line, greeting the staff politely as always. He was a firm believer in catching more flies with honey than vinegar, and a pleasant exchange with airline staff had him either sitting in an exit row or with an extra beverage more times than he cared to remember.

He made his way to his seat, delighted to see an almost empty flight. With luck, the two seats beside him would remain vacant so he might be able to get a couple of hours sleep. He settled in and took another look at the files while he waited for takeoff.

Next in the file was the second son, Kane’s brother. As Alec skimmed his bio, he realized instantly that Asher Winsome was the black sheep of the family. He too had studied law, as his father and brother had, but Asher’s most recent job was listed as marine photographer, location—varied. Interesting.

Alec scrolled to the attached photograph, his eyes popping like some kind of cartoon character. Jesus Christ, he’d never seen anyone more gorgeous. Asher Winsome was drop-dead stunning. The photo wasn’t even a good one, so he could only imagine how devastating the man would be in real life. His hair was a few shades darker than his brother’s, and he wore it long, just scraping his shoulders. His gray eyes were lighter than Kane’s. Alec couldn’t wait to see them in person to find out if they were as silver as they appeared in the photo. His smile was crooked and shy; his entire demeanor coy. Alec was insanely jealous of whoever had taken the photo and coaxed that look out of the man.

He knew he’d sat there staring too long when the flight attendant had to actually tap his arm to get him to prepare for takeoff. He shut down his tablet and fastened his seat belt. He leaned his head against the fuselage, letting his eyes drift shut. Glimmering gray eyes and a crooked smile followed him into sleep.




Chapter One

ALEC

 

Alec Banner stood at the massive oak door, with his ear pressed against the wood, and listened. There was plenty of yelling going on behind it, but the words were muffled. He moved to the glass paneling to the side. It afforded much better acoustics for his eavesdropping on the family.

Tempers were usually frayed in situations where a child was missing, but he’d never encountered the level of rage and viciousness coming from the other side of the front door of the Winsome mansion this early in a child abduction case. Normally, the family members of the missing child initially clung to each other, desperate for some comfort and reprieve from the waking nightmare they were living. The Winsomes, however, sounded as though they were about to tear each other to pieces.

He refrained from knocking even though he was certain the occupants were well aware of his arrival. There were enough cameras around the entrance to the Winsome estate to make it difficult for even the most accomplished cat burglar to sneak through. Instead, he did his best to hear the argument still raging behind closed doors. He couldn’t make out much but got the general gist that someone wanted to contact the police and was fighting hard for the call to be made.

Time was coming up on twelve hours since Jack Winsome had been stolen, literally out of the arms of his nanny, at the local park. He’d received a call from Ryan as soon as he’d landed in San Diego, confirming Madeline and Kane wanted him out at the family estate as soon as possible to help them get their son back.

The battle inside wasn’t easing up, but Alec had heard enough. Their arguing was wasting time better spent on finding little Jack. He pressed the doorbell and waited. The noise from inside ceased immediately, replaced by quick steps approaching from the other side. When the large door swung open, he stood face-to-face with Kane Winsome.

The photos he’d been sent were all recent, within the last two years, and yet the Kane who stood before him seemed to have aged by at least a decade. His hair was messy, his eyes red-rimmed and swollen, and his skin was pale. In short, Kane looked as though he was a small, shaky step away from the grave.

“Alec Banner?”

Alec put his hand forward and received an extremely weak shake from Kane. The man seemed to be using every bit of energy he had for the sole purpose of keeping on his feet. “Yes. You must be Kane Winsome.”

Kane nodded and ushered him in. He quickly glanced around the entryway, taking in as much detail as possible. The ceiling here was two stories, making the second-floor landing easily visible. The staircase was covered in a lush, cream carpet and was met with a complementary cream tiled foyer. Several large pots added a touch of greenery to the otherwise muted color scheme of whites and beiges. To the left, Alec noted a formal room that continued the natural coloring throughout, with cream leather sofas and the same carpet as the staircase. A splash of color was added with a handful of throw pillows and a mosaic-tiled coffee table. To his right, the tiled floor continued into a far less formal-looking living area. Though the colors remained neutral, this room was far more colorful and casual than the formal room.

“Thank you for coming, Mr. Banner. Please follow me,” Kane said, leading Alec through to the sitting room. “This is my wife, Madeline.”

Madeline Winsome, in contrast to her husband, looked ready to go several rounds with Rocky Balboa. Her hair was wild, and she wore not a scrap of makeup, but the woman looked fierce. She was the lioness preparing to protect her cub as he’d imagined.

“Thank god. Alec, let’s dispense with niceties. I’m Maddy, and I’ll call you Alec. Please tell my in-laws we need to call the police. We’ve been told not to, but I still think they need to be called. I won’t allow anything to jeopardize my son.” Maddy finished breathlessly.

Alec was taken aback by mini-tornado Madeline Winsome—and the news they’d heard from the kidnappers. Either Ryan had forgotten to mention that—unlikely—or Ryan hadn’t been told. “You’ve heard from them?”

“Yes. They sent me a text immediately after taking my son. It simply said ‘No cops.’ So I was okay not calling them at the start, but we haven’t heard from the kidnappers since then, and I think it’s way past time now to call.” Even though she was talking to him, Maddy glared at her father-in-law as she spoke.

“Why didn’t you tell Ryan about the text when you called for our services? We have a tech wiz who could have been working on tracing the text for the last several hours.” Alec did his best to not sound too accusatory. People in the Winsomes’ position did irrational and illogical things all the time; such was the nature of their distress. But, depending on the level of sophistication of the kidnappers, Jacey might have been able to trace them, and this could have all been over by now.

“That was me.” Edmund Winsome’s voice was as powerful as he’d expect from someone in his position.

Alec turned and shook Edmund’s outstretched hand. “Mr. Winsome.” He nodded to the man. Meeting people under these circumstances was always difficult. Social niceties such as saying “good to meet you” could hardly be used. Alec preferred to get straight to the point. A no-nonsense approach gave the family confidence and set the tone for how Alec would handle the situation. “Can you tell me why you withheld that information?”

“Let me get one thing straight, Mr. Banner. I don’t want the police called. I only allowed Madeline to call you as a concession. The text message was clear and we’re more than happy to pay the money. My son and daughter-in-law have wanted them called in since Emily came home battered and hysterical, telling us Jack had been taken. You’re only here in deference to my son. But my patience is wearing thin. It’s been almost twelve hours, and no further contact has been made.”

Alec watched Edmund as he spoke. The man’s chest puffed up and his face got redder as he continued. A quick glance also showed the utter disdain with which Maddy viewed her father-in-law’s opinion. Frankly, Alec was surprised Maddy hadn’t gone ahead and called the cops, regardless of Edmund’s wishes.

Phyllis Winsome’s hand closed gently over her husband’s forearm and squeezed. The man deflated instantly, allowing Alec a glimpse of the pain behind the bluff and bluster. Phyllis looked at him intensely with nothing but judgment in her sharp eyes. Whatever she saw in him, she must obviously approve, because Alec got the feeling, if she didn’t, he’d have been shown the door immediately.

“Mr. Banner, thank you for coming. You must forgive us as we are all under a lot of strain right now, and to be honest, not one of us knows how to handle this situation. Your guidance and expertise would be much appreciated.” Phyllis Winsome spoke with the barest hint of a leftover Southern accent and with impeccable pronunciation and manners. “Let’s all take a seat. Maddy, dear, why don’t you go get Emily so Mr. Banner can speak to her?”

Alec followed Phyllis to the sofa, and though she gestured for him to sit, he shook her off and remained standing. If he was going to help little Jack, there could be no more lies and none of the manipulations he suspected this family was so good at.

Maddy left the room immediately after receiving her orders from the matriarch. The men sat as soon as Phyllis took her seat, and Alec was left with the distinct impression this little family was governed with the iron fist of its queen.

Despite the viciousness he’d listened to through the door only moments ago, the family had officially closed ranks. They had all expressed their opinions, but they’d used their public facades with him to do it—the shouting was over for now.

“Before Maddy returns, please tell us, Mr. Banner, is it your recommendation the police are called in?”

“Mother, we agreed—”

“Hush now, Kane. We’ve all had our say, so it’s time to get the opinion of an expert.” Phyllis turned her eyes, gray like her son’s, to Alec, her gaze piercing with its intensity.

“My recommendation would be to call the police. When the call comes from the kidnappers, it is up to you how you handle it, but the police can be investigating in parallel with whatever you decide to do regarding paying a ransom. I’m sure you’ve all heard the first twenty-four hours are crucial when somebody goes missing. The unfortunate statistic is that if the missing person isn’t located within that time the chances are high they are already dead or long gone and out of reach.” Alec looked around. His words were harsh and difficult to hear, but the family needed to know. They’d already lost too much time.

“I want to get Jacey working on the text message Madeline received immediately, regardless of whether or not you call in the police. She’s the best at what she does, and the advantage with her is we won’t need to wait for warrants or official approval. Our goal is to get Jack back, whatever it takes.”

Alec looked up as Maddy approached with a younger woman in tow. The other woman, probably in her early twenties, was extremely petite. Her hair was in disarray as though she’d just woken up. Bruising was coming to life on her face and upper arms. The girl looked terrified.

“I’ll get Maddy’s phone,” Kane offered as he stood and walked out of the room. Maddy and Emily took the seat he’d vacated, with Emily practically curling into the older woman. Whatever had taken place had understandably left Emily shaken.

“Emily, this is Alec Banner. He used to work for the FBI. He’s going to help us get Jack back.”

Alec kneeled in front of the woman, bringing himself to eye level but keeping a safe distance so he didn’t spook her. “Hi, Emily. Do you think you could tell me exactly what happened this morning?”

Her eyes were already glistening with tears, but a look of determination changed her expression. Whatever else she may be, Emily obviously cared about her charge and was going to do what she could to help get him back.

“Um…well, Jack and I walked to the park as usual. We’d been there about half an hour when I noticed two men turn up with no children. It’s a children’s playground, so I was immediately wary. I kept my eye on them.”

“Could you give us a description of them?”

“In general terms, yes, but I never got a clear look at their faces. They had ball caps pulled low. They were both similar height. I’d say maybe a little under six foot. One was solid but not too muscular and the other was on the slender side. The slender one had long, mousy brown hair curling out from under his cap. The other one I think had a buzz cut because I couldn’t see any hair poking out. They were both Caucasians. Nothing remarkable about either of them, and they never spoke.” Emily looked up at him and waited.

“That’s good. Everything helps,” he encouraged. She was young but had given an excellent description. “What happened? How did they get Jack?”

“I wasn’t comfortable with them there, so I wanted to leave. A few other people had already left, and I didn’t want to be there alone with them, so I got Jack and started walking away. I knew…as soon as I heard noise behind me, I knew what was happening. But there were two of them and one grabbed me from behind and threw me to the ground while the other pulled Jack away from me. I ran after them but I couldn’t—” Emily wrestled with her tears, and Maddy leaned in to comfort her.

How long would it be before they started blaming Emily? Unfortunately, a natural part of the process, when a child was taken, was to start blaming the person who had been responsible for them at the time it happened.

As he looked around the room, he noticed all eyes were now teary, even stoic Mrs. Winsome. This poor family. No matter how many times he witnessed it, he’d never get used to the pain suffered by people who’d had a child taken.

“Alec, here’s Maddy’s phone.” Kane handed over the latest iPhone and immediately took the seat beside his wife. He comforted her as she continued to try to console Emily. Kane turned and looked at Alec. “Tell us what to do. Whatever you think we should do, we’ll do. Whatever it takes.”

“Right now I’m going to call Jacey and get her working on the text message. Then we’re all going to sit and make a plan—including getting the police involved.” Alec didn’t wait for an answer as he turned on his heel and left the room, heading for the foyer.

Jacey answered on the second ring in her usual cheery manner. “Hey, Alec, my favorite ex-fed who came to see the light. How can I help?”

“Hey, Jacey. You really should try to cheer up a bit, ya know.” Alec winked even though Jacey couldn’t see him. She was one of those very rare people who brought out the goofball in him. “I’ve got Madeline Winsome’s phone. She got a text message right after Jack was taken, and we think it could be from the kidnappers. Can you see what you can do?”

“Of course. I need her phone number, phone company she’s with, and for you to forward the message to me.”

As Alec began giving Jacey the information, the front door opened behind him. Alec turned and was suddenly face-to-face with Asher Winsome. Oh, he’d been so right; Asher’s photo hadn’t done him justice at all. The man was fucking breathtaking. Alec had fallen in lust at first sight many times, but Jesus Christ, this man was utter perfection.

Asher stood about the same height as his own six-foot-one, but he was a little broader across his chest, which tapered to a narrow waist and sensational-looking legs. His wavy, sun-bleached, brown hair grazed his shoulders, and his jaw was covered in light stubble. His light gray—almost silver—eyes never flinched as he watched Alec watching him. Alec’s dick stirred under the delicious scrutiny.

“Hey, you’re new,” Asher drawled, and Alec’s cock hardened even more from the husky tone. Fuck. There was nothing but trouble there, but damn if Alec didn’t love a bit of mischief.




Chapter Two

ASHER

 

Well this wasn’t exactly what he’d expected when he set foot inside his parents’ house for the first time in close to three years. He didn’t know who the man was, but god, he wanted to find out all about him. Normally he’d be flirting his pants off by now, but panic for his nephew and his frantic need to find out what the hell was going on was an absolute wet blanket to his libido.

Asher watched as the gorgeous man finished his call, his gaze never leaving Asher, even as Asher continued to stare at the magnificent creature. The man was tall and well-built with long, long legs—a runner’s body. His ginger hair was a spiky mess and his cherry-red lips were thin and scarred. The man had beautiful, intelligent hazel eyes. Asher wanted to lean in closer to see all the flecks of color in them. And to top off all the visual pleasure, the man’s scent was a heavenly mix of cinnamon and sweat.

When the stranger finished his call, he extended his hand causing Asher to jump at the chance to actually touch him.

“I’m Alec Banner. I’ve been called in to help find your nephew.”

So Alec Banner knew who he was. He’d either done his research, or his parents had mentioned him—and he couldn’t imagine them ever doing that. “Asher Winsome. Are you with the police?”

“No. I work for a company called Chasing Hope. We specialize in locating missing children. Your sister-in-law called us.”

“How is Maddy?” Out of the whole family, his brother included, Maddy was the only one he really got along well with. She was the only one who ever bothered to try to understand him. His parents had written him off years ago and strangely it hadn’t been because of his sexuality. They’d taken the news he was gay with surprising equanimity. It had been his announcement that he was not going to pursue a career in law that had damaged his standing in his parents’ eyes.

“She’s holding up. She’s a fierce lady. Your brother doesn’t look too good, though. I’d be more worried about him.”

Handsome and straightforward. The more Alec Banner talked, the more Asher was impressed by him. “Do you know anything yet?”

“Why don’t you come through and see your family? We were about to start planning our next steps.”

“I don’t know how much you know about my family, Mr. Banner, but apart from Maddy, I won’t have a warm reception.”

Alec watched him a moment, and then a small smile curved his lips. “It’s Alec, and I’ll be honest with you, Asher, I kind of expected that. However, your family politics don’t concern me at all, other than how they may affect getting Jack home.”

“Are you always like this?”

“An asshole or honest?” Alec’s smile grew, and it looked damn good on him.

Asher laughed—inappropriate, maybe, but irrepressible. Alec Banner ticked boxes Asher didn’t even know he had. “I’m guessing both.”

“Then, yes, I am. But I’m good at what I do, and so are the people I work with. I make no guarantees, but I’ll do whatever I have to do to bring your nephew back.”

“Is that a good enough guarantee for you, Asher, or should we waste more time making sure the ex-FBI agent is good enough for you?”

“Hi, Dad.” Asher had been so distracted by Alec he hadn’t even heard his father approach or felt the cold shiver up his spine the man usually gave him. Maybe he was being a little dramatic about the cold shiver but…

“How are you holding up?” Regardless of his feelings for the man, not even he would go after his father when his only grandchild had just been stolen.

“Now isn’t the time for breaking down, Asher. As Mr. Banner said, it is the time for us to come together and plan.” His father turned on his heel and walked back into the living room. It was—or had been the last time he was here—the nicest room in the entire mansion and also the only one Maddy had been allowed to decorate when his parents had convinced his brother that he and Maddy should move in so his parents could help out when Jack had come along. Of course his parents’ answer to helping out had been to hire a plethora of staff to do everything short of breastfeeding the baby—something he was sure they would have done if they could have.

Asher followed behind his father, the cold chill he usually experienced around his parents overshadowed by the comforting warmth of Alec walking beside him. The sensational scent wafting all around Alec was making it damn hard for Asher to keep his mind off what he and Alec could do together.

“Asher!” Maddy called and ran to him, throwing herself into his arms. Her whole body trembled, and his heart broke for the pain she and his brother must be enduring.

He held her in his arms, rocking her gently as his gaze sought out his brother. Kane was super intelligent, but he’d never had much of a backbone. Asher knew he hated being a lawyer and hated living at their parents’ home, but Kane had been unable to say no to either. Kane put on an excellent public show, but the truth was he was incapable of standing up to either of his parents.

Despite what he saw as his brother’s weakness of character, he loved him fiercely and knew Madeline did as well. The evidence that his son’s kidnapping was breaking his brother’s already fragile spirit was clear in Kane’s haggard appearance and haunted eyes. When this shit was over, he was going to fight like hell to get Kane out from under the Winsome thumb.

Asher put Maddy gently back on her feet and walked toward his brother. They’d never really been ones for affection, but he scooped him into his arms and held on tight. The shaking in Kane’s body was so noticeable he thought he must be literally holding his brother together.

“Hey, Kane. I’m so sorry, man. What can I do?” His brother’s breath hitched, and he heard the barest whimper in his ear as Kane fought to hold himself together. They may not be the best of friends, but it hurt like hell to see the man so broken.

“I don’t know. I don’t know what to do. We’ve got a man here. He…I think he’s going to take care of it,” Kane murmured.

“Yeah. I met him. He seems like a take-charge kind of guy. I’m sure he knows what he’s doing, but what can I do?”

“Just being here helps,” Kane whispered. They both knew their parents scorned any kind of affection or sentiment.

“I’m glad. I wouldn’t be anywhere else.” Asher slapped his brother’s back in the manly, not-getting-too-close, kind of way and stepped back. “Mother,” he simply stated as he looked over at his mom, who sat perched on the sofa like an ice queen on her throne. He knew a hug or kiss would be unwelcome, even at a time such as this.

“Asher. You’re looking…tanned.” Well, her greeting was better than last time when she’d said he looked like a pot-addled hobo. She must be putting on her gracious manners for the sake of their guest.

Speaking of…he looked around and spotted Alec leaning on the wall, arms folded and watching the Winsome family dynamics with unconcealed interest. Actually, Alec’s gaze was fixed intently on him, and it did crazy things to his insides. Damn it. Talk about bad timing.

The room fell into silence, and Asher didn’t know what to do. At the best of times being around his family was awkward, but he had no clue what to do or say now, nor it seemed, did anyone else in the room.

“Right. Let’s get to business,” Alec broke the silence and further stamped his authority on the situation.

Asher moved to sit beside his brother, Maddy perched on the arm of the sofa next to her husband, and his father and mother sat side by side. There was a younger woman curled up on an armchair, and he suspected she was the nanny. Asher was torn between being angry at her for letting them take his nephew and feeling miserable for the trauma she’d suffered—and the guilt she must be feeling.

Alec remained standing, making it suddenly seem as though they were about to be interrogated. Such was Alec’s presence, even his father was relatively subdued. Asher almost wanted to see Alec and his mother go toe-to-toe; he suspected it would be a confrontation worth witnessing.

“Okay. Jacey is working on the text message. Best outcome is she can trace the phone it came from or at least get a name. Realistic outcome is it will be a burner phone and give us nothing. I’ve also got Jacey organizing traces on all your phones, so when whoever has Jack calls, we may be able to pinpoint their location. It really all depends on how sophisticated these people are. This could be a professional operation or it may be someone with a grudge against your family.” Alec’s voice commanded the room, and Asher’s body was definitely taking notice. He’d never been this instantly attracted to someone, and it both scared and thrilled him.

Asher glanced immediately at his father. If anyone was capable of achieving a grudge, it was his father. He was vicious in the courtroom, and his wins far outweighed his losses. There was bound to be hurt feelings out there but enough to do something like this to a child?

“Mr. Winsome, Kane, can either of you think of anybody from your professional world who may be looking for a bit of payback? Disgruntled ex-employees, clients, adversaries. Anyone along those lines.”

Kane shook his head while his father answered, “No one specifically off the top of my head. I can think about it and let you know if anyone comes to mind, but I’m a defense attorney, so someone is always pissed off at me. I’ve had threats and some unfortunate conflicts in the past but nothing like this.”

His father glanced over at Kane, who stood silently, his face pale, shoulders hunched. Asher understood what Alec had meant about him barely hanging in there. His brother’s fragile demeanor was enough for him to worry about his brother too.

“Kane, is there anyone you can think of?” Maddy asked softly.

“No one specific but I’ll think about it too.”

“What about you, Mrs. Winsome? Is there anybody in your life who could be a concern?”

“I don’t work, Mr. Banner.” His mother’s reply was clipped.

Asher had seen many people wilt under his mother’s imperious manner before, but it seemed to bounce right off Alec Banner. “I’m aware, ma’am. Surely there are people in your life, though? I know you do charity work, organizing galas and the like—”

“Generally speaking, Mr. Banner, people who I work with organizing charity events tend not to be in the business of stealing young children from off the street.”

“You know I’ve been doing this a long time, ma’am, and something I’ve learned is people will always shock the hell out of you. I don’t rule anyone out no matter what they do, who they are, what color their skin is, or how much money is in their bank account. If I’m going to help get your grandson home, I need complete honesty from all of you. Now is the time to let me know if there are any angry lovers I should know about or any skeletons in your closets. I’m not here to judge, and I couldn’t care less what you’ve all done in the past. The only one I care about is Jack and getting him home safely.” Alec looked at each person in the room as he spoke.

Did everyone else feel as chastised as he did—and Asher didn’t even think he’d done anything wrong. He spared a glance at his mother and was relieved to see from her downturned gaze, and the pallor of her skin tone, she had certainly felt censured by Alec’s speech.

“Maddy, Kane, my best advice to you right now is to call the police. You need to get them involved immediately. While you’re interviewing with them, I want you all to think if there is anyone in your lives who you might have even the slightest suspicion about. Don’t dismiss gut feelings. We’ve got Jacey looking into the people around you for any secrets they may have kept from you, but if we can narrow down the list, it would be a big help.”

Maddy was on her feet, pulling Kane with her before Alec had even finished speaking. She had Kane’s phone out of his pocket and in her hand in seconds, turning her back on them while she made the call. His parents were quiet but didn’t look terribly impressed.

“I’m going to step outside for a while. There are a couple of things I want to look into, and it’ll give you all a chance to think.” Alec walked out through the sliding glass doors at the back of the room, Asher’s gaze following his perfect body as he went. As fabulous as the sight was, it wasn’t doing much to alleviate the anger burning inside him.

“You didn’t call the cops?” Asher accused as soon as Alec left the room.

“Maddy received a text message telling us not to.”

“Jesus, Dad. You always call the cops. The bastards have got what…? A twelve-hour head start now.” Asher tried to keep his voice low so he didn’t disturb Maddy as she made her call.

“We did what we thought best, Asher.”

Asher was thoroughly disgusted with his parents. He suspected the reason they hadn’t called the cops was more about stopping any scandal than the kidnappers’ threat. Mr. and Mrs. Winsome, doyens of San Diego high society, had hoped they’d be able to pay off the kidnappers and keep the whole saga quiet.

He was furious and needed to cool off—literally. He stood and threw a glare his parents’ way before storming out after Alec.

Alec was nowhere to be seen as he approached the pool, and though he was disappointed, he needed the cool water more. He slipped his shirt over his head and slid his shorts down his legs, tossing his shoes off as he went. He walked to the edge of the pool in his boxers and dove in.

The water immediately cooled his heated skin but did little to ease his anger. He’d known what his parents were like for years, but this really went too far. He never thought they’d put their image above their grandson. He had to get his brother away from them.

Asher ducked and splashed in the water. He liked swimming laps but his soul needed levity right now, and playing in the pool was much better for that.

“You really love the water, huh?”

Alec’s voice came out of the shadows, and Asher turned to find him sitting in one of the patio chairs with his elbows on his knees and his chin resting on his hands. He was staring intently at him, making a little thrill start fluttering away in his stomach again.

“Always have,” Asher replied.

“Is that why the marine photography?”

“You have done your research.”

Alec smirked and sat taller in his seat. “I just read it. Jacey did all the work.”

Asher swam to the edge and levered himself out of the water. He moved closer to where Alec sat. A satisfied grin spreading on his face when he caught the other man looking at his package as he approached. He was semihard from simply being in his presence so wasn’t too worried about the cold water making him…less than impressive. He should have been a little embarrassed about his Batman boxers, but he’d long ago learned not to care about trivial stuff such as wearing nerdy underwear.

Asher knew the instant Alec noticed the scarring on his thigh. His eyes widened and he looked up at Asher with the same horror most people did.

“It was a great white. Didn’t even see it coming; though they reckon from the bite and the tooth they found in my thigh, she must have been about a twelve-footer. How the hell I didn’t see the beast I don’t know. Didn’t like the taste of me, thankfully, because she took a nibble and then spat me out.” Asher rubbed at his wasted thigh. He was lucky he still had his leg.

“You got bit by a shark and you’re still a marine photographer?”

“Actually, I specialize in shark photography.” Asher winked. He couldn’t help himself; Alec made him all flirty.

“Jesus. That’s…”

“Crazy? Stupid?” Asher suggested.

“Actually I was going to say amazing, courageous.”

Asher preened pathetically under Alec’s praise, his spine straightening and his chest puffing up, but like every reaction he had around the man, his body didn’t care if his brain thought he was being foolish.

“I don’t know about that, but people have car accidents and get back in cars all the time. Sharks aren’t evil. She didn’t want to hurt me; she was only looking for her dinner.”

“You still love the sharks?”

“Of course. They’re magnificent animals. Maybe I’ll show you one day.” Asher was surprised by his boldness, but he couldn’t turn his back on someone like Alec Banner.

“Me? In the ocean with Jaws? I’m not sure I’m brave enough.”

“Don’t get Asher started on Jaws, Alec. You’ll be hours listening to how that movie single-handedly demonized sharks for generations.” Kane sounded better than he had since he arrived. Asher was glad to hear a bit of strength returning to his brother’s voice. “Police are here,” Kane finished and turned to go back inside.

“Shall we?” Asher asked.

“Lets. I’m sorry if I was harsh on your family before, Asher.”

“Don’t be. I’m with you all the way. The only thing that matters is getting Jack home.”

Their eyes met, and Asher watched as Alec searched his. He didn’t know what he found, but a faint smile touched his lips. “Glad you’re on board. We’ll get it done, Asher.”

Alec slapped his shoulder as he passed. Asher relished the buzz on his skin from the brief touch.

“I hope so,” Asher whispered, his heart aching for little Jack.




Chapter Three

ALEC

 

By the time he’d left the Winsomes to their grief last night, Alec had been more than happy to get the hell out of there.

The cops who’d turned up had been great. They’d been thorough in their questioning, leaving Alec with the impression they were the proactive type who wouldn’t sit back and hope clues would easily fall into their laps. And they didn’t seem to mind he had been called in by the family; in fact, they seemed quite open to working with him. Turf wars between people supposedly working for the same goal never sat well with him—and he’d seen it a lot. To him, that behavior was nothing but useless posturing and a waste of precious time.

The officers also got bonus points for giving the elder Winsomes hell about not calling them in sooner.

Despite not getting back to his hotel until a little after two this morning, Alec hadn’t been able to sleep in. Years in the military and long hours at the FBI had taken care of any possibility of sleeping much past dawn. Though it was still early, he pulled on some boxers and his running shorts and slid his feet into his shoes—the temperature already hot enough not to bother with a shirt. He took a quick look at Google Maps and then set out for his run.

Running was not only his bliss but his thinking space. The fresh air, open space, and the pounding of his feet grounded him and cut through the bullshit in his mind. He’d solved plenty of cases in the middle of a five-mile run.

As he jogged along the empty footpath, he thought about the Winsome family. They were evidence the saying about money not buying happiness was true. Alec could read people well enough to know that even without the kidnapping nightmare those people were a miserable bunch.

The exception was Asher. As soon as he let himself think about the handsome youngest son, the man’s face popped into his head and wouldn’t fucking leave. Those silver-gray eyes and glorious hair…perfection. His wet body as he’d dragged himself out of the pool, the streaks of water trailing over the hard planes of his toned abs—and those fucking Batman boxers. Jesus. Not to mention the thing with the shark. He’d skimmed over the attack in the file, but to be confronted by the evidence of what the shark had done to him had been shocking. Give him bullets to dodge over a set of fucking teeth coming for him any day of the week. Asher must have nerves of steel to get back in the water after his attack.

Alec tried to push thoughts of Asher from his mind. He concentrated on savoring the burn of his muscles as he pushed himself to quicken his speed and did his best to focus on the case. The problem was he didn’t have much of anything to go on. Something felt off about it all, leaving Alec to suspect this wasn’t an average kidnapping—if there was such a thing. He’d bet his left kidney this was a personal grudge, some kind of payback. Revenge as a motive could either be bad or real good news.

On one hand, it may be whoever took Jack wanted one particular member of the Winsome family to suffer for a little while before they returned the boy unharmed. Or, on the other hand, they could want the Winsomes to suffer for, well, the rest of their lives, if they killed Jack. Either way, Alec didn’t think a ransom was the motivator here. Greedy people would have called for their money by now.

Over the thump of music coming through his earbuds, the message tone from his cell sounded. He glanced at his watch and saw it was from Jacey. He’d left instructions for him to be called immediately if a ransom demand came through, but a quick scroll through the message told him she was letting him know she’d arrived in San Diego.
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