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Dear Reader,


Thank you for picking up the second box set in my New Orleans Connection Series, containing books 4 through 7. You’ll find a unique blend of suspense, romance, and intrigue in the heart of New Orleans. Join me in The Big Easy along with the men and women of Carpenter Security Services, stories filled with alpha heroes oozing Southern charm and the strong women they love.

Now, sit back and hold on tight for a roller coaster ride of action, suspense, and romance with the New Orleans Connection Series.

And if you love contemporary romance with a comedic flair, check out my Lovin’ Las Vegas series. Now, curl up in your favorite chair, put your feet up, and dive into the heart of the French Quarter, with stories of mystery, intrigue and romance with a Cajun flair in the worlds I’ve created—where you’ll always get your happily ever after!

Laissez les bons temps rouler!

Kathy Ivan
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Chapter One
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Sprawled on his back, Carlo Marucci felt the warm sunshine ooze into every pore of his skin. Dark glasses covered his eyes, which were closed at the moment, and the soft Texas drawl of George Strait playing through the earbuds obliterated the outside world. Oh, yeah this was exactly what he’d needed.

Rest and relaxation. Those had been his chief’s orders when the case he’d been working exploded all over the front pages of every newspaper in the country. After all, it’s big news when the head of the New Orleans Russian mafia is taken down in a major sting operation, netting not only said big fish, but also a candidate running in the special election for Lieutenant Governor of the state of Louisiana. Ah, yes, corruption at its finest.

Of course, no one in the media mentioned the kidnapped daughter of one of the biggest Russian syndicate leaders, who’d been smuggled into the country and landed literally in Carlo’s lap. Those details were kept on a strictly need-to-know basis and the vultures of the press definitely didn’t need to know. The explosive situation was diffused before retribution rained down from the heavens. Anatole Sokolov was satisfied everyone connected to his beloved daughter’s abduction had been dealt with by the United States government and currently resided in the Louisiana State Penitentiary, having made plea bargains or awaiting trial. Keeping a lid on that potentially explosive international incident—yep, total media blackout.

A splash sounded from the pool at his feet, but he didn’t bother opening his eyes. Probably the preteen boys he’d met the day before. Vacationing in the Florida Keys had been a stroke of genius on his sister’s part. She’d suggested it. Hell, she’d arranged every single detail, right down to the bed and breakfast reservations and plane tickets. Carlo was halfway convinced she’d been instrumental in his boss’s unyielding demand he take an extended leave, at least a week. His sister, Jinx, was a walking, talking miracle and he’d never forget how close he’d come to losing her—and it would have all been his fault.

No yells from the boys followed the splash. No tidal waves of water soaked his chair from their horseplay like it had the previous day. Opening his eyes, he took in the sight of long golden limbs gliding seamlessly across the surface of the water, toward the far end of the pool. The deep ruby red of a one-piece bathing suit encased what appeared at first glance to be a voluptuous woman’s curves.

He slid the sunglasses further down on his nose, peering over the top to get a better look. Oh, yeah, long dark hair flowed over her shoulders with each stroke. He watched her flip beneath the surface and kick off the far wall, pushing forward with a strength and speed he envied. He could swim well enough to get from point A to point B, but nothing like this. This woman’s movements were poetry in motion.

When she reached the pool’s edge where his chaise was, without even a curious glance his way, she turned again, headed for the opposite side. Not that it was a problem, he wouldn’t mind watching her for hours. Folding his arms behind his head, he leaned back with a grin. Oh, yeah, this was his kind of vacation. Sunshine, an ice cold beer, and a nearly naked beautiful woman.

A shriek sounded from behind him, and a body streaked past, cannonballing into the pool with a gigantic splash. Within seconds he was drenched from the spray, dripping head to toes. One of the hellions he’d encountered yesterday afternoon grinned at him from the shallow end, before pointing a thumb over his shoulder toward the swimming woman and mouthing the word “mine.”

Carlo quirked a brow at him, and the kid smirked. A second blur ran past, but this time Carlo was ready for the sneak attack, and jumped from his chaise, caught the younger brother around the waist and fell backward into the pool, still clutching the struggling preteen.

They popped to the top of the water laughing. He’d had fun playing with the kids the day before. Reminded him of his brothers when they were younger. He missed the little boogers, and hadn’t seen them in far too long.

“No fair, man.” The older brother, a gangly youth no older than thirteen or fourteen, groused.

“All’s fair in love and pool wars.” Carlo brushed his dark hair out of his eyes, glancing around for his raven-haired mermaid. The boys snickered right before he felt two hands land on his shoulders and under he went.

He’d barely had time to catch a breath before submerging, and struggled toward the surface, gasping the second he broke through.

“Aunt Macie, Aunt Macie, do it again.” Both boys chanted and cheered. Carlo blinked the water from his eyes, watched the svelte body swim past and brush a kiss against the younger boy’s cheek. She curled her index finger in a come-here motion to the older boy, who moved closer, adoration filling his face. Bending, she whispered in his ear, and he gave Carlo the side eye, before turning back at his aunt. A vigorous bobbing of his head had Carlo looking for the closest exit.

“Three against one? Not really fair odds.”

“Weren’t you the one who just said all’s fair in love and pool wars?” Her husky feminine laugh slid across his skin like warm silk, and he turned toward it, still keeping the other two hooligans in his sights. Brilliant blue eyes met his, filled with laughter and a hint of mischief.

Probably in her late twenties, she wasn’t traditionally beautiful in the popular fashion dictates of magazines and movies. She had a pert button nose and luscious full lips just begging to be kissed. Her disarming smile hitched up slightly higher on the right. A single dimple peeked out, and he was tempted to lose himself in her cheeky grin.

Distracted by his raven-haired nymph, he almost missed the sneak attack from the two boys, who torpedoed him from both sides. Fortunately, he was bigger, stronger, and faster, and dove out of the way, chuckling when both boys rammed into each other with an audible clunk as their heads met.

“Ow!”

“Aunt Macie!”

“Guys, you’re the ones who pulled an end-around. Just because you’re opponent is bigger doesn’t mean he’s stupid.” Carlo felt her eyes on him. Did she find him attractive?

“Alex and David Mitchell! I told you no pool until after lunch. This is your aunt’s private time. Get out right…”

“Mom!” A chorus of protests followed her words. Carlo watched both boys climb out of the pool, heads hanging low.

Uh oh, busted. He’d heard that same tone in his mother’s voice more times than he cared to remember, when he and his sister, Jinx, stirred up mischief.

“I’m sorry if my sons disturbed you, Mister?” She paused, waiting for his reply. What the hell.

“Call me Carlo.” He smiled at their mother, who stood with a hand on each boy’s shoulder. Oh, yeah, she was in total mommy’s-not-happy-mode. They’d be lucky to get any pool time today.

“Don’t blame Alex and David, they were just horsing around.”

She smiled at his words, but kept her hands firmly on each boy, though Alex, the older boy, was nearly as tall as his mother.

“Sis, it’s okay, they weren’t bothering me. You know I love spending time with them.” Macie’s voice sounded from his right, and Carlo glanced her way. Standing in waist-deep water, her long dark hair snaked over her shoulders in wet ringlets.

“Macie, they promised not to bother you until after lunch. We all agreed,” her hands ruffled through each boy’s hair, “you got the mornings all to yourself. Right guys?”

Both heads lowered, not meeting their aunt’s eyes. “Yes, ma’am.”

“Michelle, really, I don’t mind.”

“No, it’s not okay. This is your vacation, too. You’ve earn a little quiet time away from these little snots, and I’m going to make sure you get it. Starting right now.”

Macie rolled her eyes at her sister’s words, and Carlo bit back a grin. Yep, family was family, no matter where they were. Seeing the interaction between the two sisters made him miss his even more. He’d spent the last year and a half living with his sister in New Orleans, but tried to visit the rest of his family whenever he could, which wasn’t nearly often enough.

“We’re sorry, Aunt Macie.” David, the younger boy piped up. “Me and Alex didn’t mean to ruin your private time. Did we, Alex?”

“Nope. Just wanted to play.” A sullen expression crossed his face and he shot an evil look toward Carlo, one he recognized well. Possessive yet vulnerable. The kid glared daggers at him one final time and started to turn away, then stopped dead and pointed toward Macie again and mouthed “leave her alone” before stomping off.

“Macie, Carlo, enjoy your swim. I’ll keep them out of your hair.” Michelle trailed behind the boys, back across the patio into the bed and breakfast. It was a lovely old conch house, restored to all its historical charm, and reopened by the family as a local bed and breakfast.

“I’m sorry, Michelle’s overreacting. Again. She’s in overprotective mother mode, and suddenly I’ve become the focus of her attention. Ignore her and she’ll stay out of your way.”

“Not a problem. She’s your sister and it’s obvious she cares about you.”

Macie turned and climbed the steps out of the pool. Carlo’s eyes were glued to her ass with each step she took. She was built just the way he liked his women, curvy and real, not a stick-figured afraid-to-eat-more-than-a-carrot-or-I’ll-explode caricature. Her long dark hair tumbled down her back, reaching nearly to her waist, and she moved with a grace and confidence that said she knew who she was and didn’t give a damn what anybody else thought. Sure, a lot of guys might call her chubby, and catty jealous women would snicker and call her fat. While they might be entitled to their opinions, they were dead wrong. She was perfection.

She picked up her towel, draped across the back of a chaise and began running the terrycloth over her skin. Carlo fought the urge to snatch it from her hands, and lick every drop of water from the creamy cleavage showing above the top of her red one-piece.

“How long are you staying?” The question left his lips before his brain engaged to stop the flow of words.

“A week. I’m taking a few long overdue vacation days. My sister’s been going through a rough patch. We decided to pack everything up and spend the last days of summer here in Key West.” She smiled, and her dimple peeked out again. Carlo found himself fascinated with it. He bet she smiled all the time.

“Me too. A week I mean.” He stumbled with the words like one of the gangly teenage boys who’d just been dragged away by their mother. Really smooth, stud.

“Would you like to go to dinner?”

Wait, what? Had he heard right? She was making the first move—wasn’t that his job? He’d been on the verge of asking her out. Did it really matter who voiced the question? His answer was yes. Hell yes!

“I’d love to. Anyplace in particular you’d like to try?”

“There’s a Cuban restaurant I’ve heard about. The owners here recommended it highly, but my sister and the boys aren’t crazy about Cuban food. I’d planned to go myself later in the week, but if you’re interested…”

“Well you’re in luck. I happen to love Cuban food. I’ve learned there’s nothing better in the morning than hot Cuban bread, fresh from the oven, smeared with melted butter and a big cup of café con leche.” He closed his eyes, picturing what had become his favorite breakfast in the two days since hitting the Florida Keys. “I think I’ve become addicted. I’m going to have to figure out a way to have it shipped back home when I leave.”

She laughed and wrapped the towel around her hips sarong style, covering those long legs and Carlo wanted to groan. Damn, but she was fine.

“See you at seven?” At his nod, she turned and started across the patio. “Great, I’ll meet you in the lobby,” she called over her shoulder before disappearing from view.

Carlo flung himself down onto the chaise lounge, and folded his hands behind his neck. Oh, yeah, this vacation was definitely looking up.


Chapter Two
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Seven o’clock rolled around and he waited, walking across the lobby entrance from the sign-in desk over to the garden terrace room and back again, pausing with each round trip to glance up the staircase that dominated the middle of the space, leading to the second and third floors.

Seven thirty and still no Macie.

No message either. Damn, he didn’t even know her last name, or what room she was staying in. Maybe one of the sisters would know.

Three sisters co-owned the B & B. They’d inherited the house from their father when he’d passed away, with the proviso they’d keep it in the family. Strapped for cash and dreading the thought of having to sell their ancestral home, their solution had been to turn it into a bed and breakfast. Within the first year it became an exclusive hideaway in the tourist town of Key West. They had the best of both worlds to offer their guests, water access for boating and fishing, and beachfront property.

Another perk they could offer was personalized fishing trips around the lower Keys, since their cousins owned and operated their private tour service, catering to individuals and groups who wanted an opportunity to explore the fascination of motoring from island to island, without the hassle of actually driving the boats. Diving and snorkeling excursions were also available, since the cousins were ex-navy and fully certified and licensed. Carlo’d made arrangements to head out with the twins in a couple of days, and couldn’t wait. He’d never been deep sea fishing. One more exotic excursion he could add to his recently revised bucket list.

Shayla, the oldest of the three sisters, answered his knock on the office door, carefully tucked away behind the check-in desk, nestled discretely in the corner of the lobby/living room area. Her dark brown hair was cut chin length in an attractive bob style, and her golden brown eyes were friendly and kind.

“Good evening, Mr. Marucci. What can I help you with?”

“This is going to sound odd, but I have a dinner date with one of the other guests here, and she hasn’t shown up yet.” Oh, yeah, that wasn’t embarrassing. I’ve been stood up like the pimply faced boy on prom night.

“Here’s the thing. I met her by the pool today and I know her first name is Macie. We didn’t exchange last names, and I can’t call her because I don’t know her room number.”

“Okay, how about I give her a call? Why don’t you have a seat in the parlor and let me see if I can find out what the holdup is.”

“Thanks, Shayla.” Carlo left the office, hands shoved into the pockets of his slacks. He hadn’t brought any fancy clothes with him, why would he? All his time was going to be spent on the beach or poolside soaking up the sun, or visiting the local haunts like Sloppy Joe’s bar, but at the last minute he’d stuck in one pair of dress pants, because, hey you never know, right? He couldn’t sit, though, he was too antsy.

Why had Macie backed out? Had she changed her mind and blown him off without a second thought?

“Mr. Marucci?” Shayla’s voice interrupted his self-flagellation. “I tried calling their room and there wasn’t an answer. I can check with my sisters, see if they’ve seen any of the family, but…”

“No that’s okay. Thanks for checking.”

Carlo strode through the front door and down the whitewashed porch steps, intent on walking down to Duval Street and losing himself in the teaming crowds of tourists and locals out for an evening of fun. Maybe he’d stop into a local bar, find another girl who’d take his mind off his raven-haired mermaid.

He’d barely taken three steps before he heard sniffling and muffled sobs coming from above. Turning back, he noticed two women seated in the corner of the porch. Without a doubt one of them was Macie, her long hair pulled back into a braid hanging down her back. The other was her sister, Michelle, who wept quietly in her arms. Macie rocked her sister, oblivious to the man silently watching them.

The heartbroken keening sounds coming from Michelle had him racing back up the steps. Whatever caused this level of anguish, he needed to help.

“Macie? What’s wrong?”

“Carlo! It’s the boys. They’re missing.”

Every single protective instinct kicked into high gear. He had connections, pull with government agencies, and the feds. After Dubshenko’s case, he had more clout than ever before, and he’d use all of it to find those kids.

“How long have they been gone? When’s the last time either of you saw them?” The questions came out in rapid fire precision, but the quicker he got up to speed, the quicker he’d be able to help.

Macie brushed back her sister’s blonde hair, rubbing her hand up and down her back, with Michelle’s head resting on her shoulder. “They went out this afternoon with Shayla’s cousins.”

He remembered meeting the twin brothers, cousins of the three sisters who owned the B & B. They ran a boat rental and fishing company, giving tours to guests and tourists.

“Zack and Sol took the boys out for a couple of hours, fishing. They begged and pleaded, and Michelle finally relented, and allowed them to go with the guys. They were out for three hours, and were supposed to return at five o’clock. Sol swears they dropped the boys at the dock, over there,” she pointed to the slip where several boats bobbed aimlessly in the evening tide. The scent of salt and brine was heavy in the tropical air.

“Nobody’s seen them since. We’ve checked everywhere. It’s like they’ve vanished from the face of the earth.”

“He has them, Macie. I know he’s taken my babies.” Michelle’s words were muffled against her sister’s shoulder, but Carlo heard them clearly enough for the bottom of his stomach to drop.

“He, Michelle? Who do you think has the Alex and David?”

“Their father. Damn him to hell. He’s taken my babies!” Michelle wrenched herself from her sister’s comforting arms, bolting toward the stairs. “I’ll kill him. He can’t have my boys. He can’t. The judge said…”

Her words broke off when Carlo grabbed her around the waist, halting her flight. He wrapped his arms around her, let her scream and punch, fighting the demons tormenting her and took each blow knowing they weren’t meant for him. He crooned softly, nonsense words, and rocked her in his embrace. No woman should have to go through losing her children. He weighed her words, while he held her sobbing frame. Domestic disputes were ugly, and everybody ended up hurt—especially the kids.

He thought about the two boys he’d only known about twenty-four hours. They were great kids, energetic and rambunctious sure, but heck, that’s what boys are like. Full of spirit. He remembered Alex determinedly guarding his aunt, warning him away at the pool, declaring her off limits. Carlo knew he’d fight to protect his little brother with the same vehemence.

“Okay, everybody calm down. Have you contacted the police?”

“They were our first call. They’ve got patrolmen checking it out, but they think the boys might have snuck into town without permission.” Macie stood with her arms wrapped around her middle, and he saw the desolation in her blue eyes, the raw emotion. She was holding on, crushing down her own panic to be the steady rock her sister needed.

Carlo shook his head. “I don’t think they’d do that, either. What did Zack and Sol say?”

“The last time they saw Alex and David, they were headed up the dock toward the B & B, laughing. They looked away for a minute to start unloading the boat from their trip, and Sol said they didn’t hear or see anything. When they checked the dock, the boys weren’t there. They just figured they’d already gone inside.”

Michelle straightened and pulled out of his arms, wiping away the tears still trickling down her cheeks. “I have a court order granting me sole custody. There’s also a restraining order in place, but that’s in Texas. I didn’t think I’d need one here. How did he find us?”

Carlo stared at Michelle’s face, turned up toward him, read the desolation and despair and yearning to find her boys. She looked so much like her sister, probably a few years older, but right now she looked like she’d aged twenty years since he’d seen her that morning.

“Michelle, I’ll do whatever I can to help you find Alex and David. But first, I need you to stay calm. Hysterics aren’t going to find them any quicker, and the faster you calm down, the faster we can try and figure out who has your boys and where they’ve taken them, okay?”

A visible shudder racked her body before she straightened to her full height. Carlo pictured the rigid steely determination of his own family in times of crisis, and wanted to lend that kind of unwavering fortitude to the two sisters. That steel-reinforced backbone reminded him of what his momma called girding her loins for battle. She’d told him it was something all mothers did when their babies were threatened.

Macie remained quiet while he’d comforted her sister, but he’d felt her eyes on him the entire time. He knew the devastation she had to be feeling. Their comradery earlier at the pool evidenced her love for the two youngsters. This disappearance dealt her an equally traumatizing blow, but she remained silent and steadfast, there for her sibling.

“Macie, take her inside and let Shayla and the others know what’s going on. Have them ask around, find out if anybody might have seen anything. In the meantime, I’m going to talk to the police, find out if there are any leads.”

Michelle soundlessly walked past him into the bed and breakfast, and Macie started after her, but paused in the doorway.

“Thank you, Carlo. I hate you’ve been dragged into this, but—thank you.” Without glancing back, she disappeared through the door. It closed behind her and she was lost to view.

“Me, too, sweetheart, but I’ll find them. I promise.”

*     *     *

Macie watched Shayla pour a cup of hot tea for her sister, who was seated by the desk in the B & B’s compact office. With three of them squeezed in there, it was a tight fit, but she wasn’t leaving her sister alone. Not now.

She knew deep in her gut her sister’s ex-husband, that two-timing, controlling, rat-faced bastard was responsible for the boys going missing. After years of standing by helpless suspecting the abuse but not to the extent her sister endured in silence, she’d finally convinced her to divorce him, after she’d landed in the hospital one too many times. Their father had grabbed his shotgun, ready to hunt the sorry son of a bitch down, but he was in the wind. He’d disappeared across state lines either into Arkansas or Oklahoma. Nowhere was far enough as far as Macie was concerned, but she didn’t care where he’d vanished to, as long as he stayed far, far away.

This vacation meant the first step toward getting back on her feet and regaining some normalcy, and Michelle had begged her to come along. She’d been a strong, independent woman until she’d married her now ex. He’d swept her off her feet, promising her the moon and the stars. Instead he’d given her nothing more than shattered promises, fists and broken bones.

“I’ve got my sister, Bernie, making calls around town, checking to see if anybody’s seen Alex or David. If there on the island, we’re going to find them, Ms. Wilson.”

“Thank you.” Michelle whispered, lifting the teacup with shaking hands, only to sit it back down in its saucer. “I’m sorry to bring so much drama to your place.”

“Stop it, sis. This isn’t your fault. If anybody is to blame it’s that slimy, no good—” Macie broke of her words, reading the guilt on her sister’s face.

Damn him straight to the burning pits of hell, which was better than he deserved.

“Carlo said he’d call after he talked to the police. Maybe he’ll bring the boys back with him.” She doubted it, but wanted desperately to wipe the desolate expression from her sister’s eyes.

“He seems very nice. He doesn’t even know me, us. Why would he get involved?”

Macie wondered the same thing. A total stranger, albeit a ruggedly handsome man with deep brown eyes and totally kissable lips. There was a dangerous edge about him, but in her job she’d learned to trust her instincts, and her gut said he was one of the good guys.

“Michelle, we should call dad.”

“No!” Michelle’s vehement refusal didn’t really surprise Macie. She loved her father, but the man was super-protective of his two daughters, his only children. Most people seeing him only saw the picture he presented to the outside world, a mild-mannered business man, with his suits and ties and wire-rimmed glasses. They never saw beneath the façade to the ruthless predator beneath.

“Don’t call him, not yet. You know him, he’ll come in guns blazing. I don’t want my sons in the line of fire.”

“I think that’s a mistake, hon, but we’ll give it until tomorrow. If Alex and David haven’t been found by then, I don’t care what you want, I’m calling him. He’s back home but he can be on a plane and get here in hours.” The more Macie thought about it, the better it sounded. He’d know exactly what to do. There was nobody better in a crisis than their dad.

Michelle hung her head, her shoulders slumped in defeat. “I know you’re right. Call him, but don’t tell him what’s happened. Just have him see if Jeff’s surfaced anywhere recently. Maybe he can find a paper trail that will lead us to him.”

Easier said than done, Macie thought. Her father was a shark, and he’d scent blood in the water the second she called, asking about the bastard, but she’d rather have him on this ASAP than wait another second. He might sit behind a desk at the Drug Enforcement Administration, but he ran the entire Southeastern region, and if anybody could find Jeff Wilson, dad could and would.

“Stay here and drink your tea. I’ll go call him.”

Macie walked back out onto the front porch, soaking up the heat of the late summer evening. She inhaled deeply, and the scents and sounds of the island calmed her, helped find her center.

She quickly dialed her father’s home number, hoping he’d left the office on time for a change. The phone rang several times before he finally picked up.

“Hey, sweetie, how’s the vacation?”

“It’s fine, dad. Really hot, but that’s okay, it gives me lots of time by the pool.” Macie winced at her overly cheerful tone. Her dad would see though that in a heartbeat.

“What’s going on? Your sister and the boys okay? And don’t lie to me.” Her father’s gruff tone was underscored with concern. He adored his grandchildren, and those boys thought their granddad walked on water.

“Nothing’s wrong.”

“I said don’t lie to me, Macie Elaine. You wouldn’t be calling me at nine thirty in the evening on the second day of your vacation if everything was peachy. What the hell is wrong?”

Yep, there was the dad she knew and loved. Straight to the point, do not shovel a pile of manure on his plate and tell him it was rose petals. The man couldn’t stand deception in any form, even though it was part of his job.

“I’m worried about Michelle. She’s afraid Jeff’s going to show up without warning and if he’s surfaced, she wants to be prepared. I figured I’d check with you, see if he’s popped up on your radar. Has there been any word on him?” Macie crossed her fingers he’d take her words at face value, and not latch onto any hidden subtext.

“There hasn’t been anything come across my desk recently. It’s like he disappeared off the planet. I’ve got alerts in every government database in Texas, Oklahoma, Arkansas, Louisiana and Mississippi, but he hasn’t surfaced.”

“Good. I can reassure her and maybe she’ll enjoy the rest of her vacation, knowing he’s hundreds of miles away. Thanks, dad.”

There was a pause before her father replied. “Sure thing, sweetheart. Give those boys a hug for me. Get lots of sunshine and rest, because I’m expecting you back at your desk in ten days.”

Macie laughed. Ah, the joys of working with your father. Thank goodness he wasn’t her direct superior or she’d have pulled all her hair out by now. She loved him to pieces, but there was no way on earth she could work with the man every single day.

“Love you, dad.”

“Love you too, baby girl.”

Macie hung up with dread filling her heart. Just because Jeff hadn’t shown up in the official or unofficial databases, didn’t mean he wasn’t in Key West. The man was a certified genius, a member of MENSA, and had worked at NASA in research and development. Now he was unemployed, destitute, and desperate, running from an arrest warrant for assault and battery and violation of a restraining order.

“Please don’t let him have snatched the boys,” she prayed, thankful she’d come along with her sister on this vacation break, and not stayed home, which she’d seriously considered when the offer first came along. Michelle had pleaded with her, cajoled her and finally threatened her with sisterly blackmail until she’d caved. Plus, she’d planned to spend the entire time getting to spend quality time with her nephews. She didn’t get to see them nearly often enough, since they lived in Texas and she lived in New Orleans. Though Houston wasn’t that far, an easily drivable distance, her work ate up most of her time and she didn’t get to visit as often as she liked.

Well, at least she could tell her sister Jeff hadn’t surfaced around their home, so it looked like he was still in hiding. If they were very, very lucky, they’d never see hide nor hair of him again. If their luck didn’t hold, and Jeff showed his mangy face around her sister or the boys, Macie knew she wouldn’t have any problem putting a bullet between his eyes, and not feel a moment’s regret.


Chapter Three
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Carlo left the police station with no more information than when he’d entered. Cops were notoriously closed-mouthed about their investigations, and he was an outsider, even if he did carry a badge. Being DEA didn’t amount to a hill of beans with the boys in blue in the Florida Keys.

They were convinced the boys had simply gone to down town Key West. Lots of visiting tourists’ kids snuck away to have fun, hear the local bands or musicians playing on the street corners at night, or even head down to Mallory Square and catch the world famous sunset. Key West was famous for the spectacular view from that spot.

The patrolmen had photos of the boys and were checking with the locals, but Carlo didn’t think it was a high priority to them, at least not yet, not enough time had passed. He refused to sit around and wait for one or both of the boys bodies to turn up tangled in the mangrove roots or washing up on shore, not if he could help it.

Fortunately, he was now well acquainted with a rock solid detective he trusted and his brother, a well-known and highly respected private investigator, even though they lived in another state. Maybe getting them involved, off the books, could speed things alone. Definitely couldn’t hurt. The cops might actually take the case seriously if a fellow officer contacted them, and Remy wouldn’t hesitate to chew their asses out if they weren’t moving fast enough for his liking.

First, though, he needed to get back to the bed and breakfast, and get more information from Macie and her sister to provide to Max and Remy Lamoreaux, get them coming at this disappearance from different angles.

It was a gorgeous night out, with the full moon shining and the warm ocean breezes whispering through the palms, but he couldn’t really enjoy it because his every thought was of Macie. The look of anguish on her face while comforting her sister, her big blue eyes battling against tears while she tried to remain the steadfast support her sister needed to lean upon. He barely knew any of them, yet in some inexplicable way he felt some deep-seated connection. Maybe it was the pull of family. He’d just reconnected with his sister, whom he adored, after a killer of a case.

For a while everything had looked dire, but at least Jinx got her happily ever after. She’d met her own Prince Charming in the person of Detective Remy Lamoreaux of the New Orleans Police Department, who’d kept her safe from the Russian mob while falling in love with his hard-headed, opinionated sister.

Carlo was close with the rest of his family, too, though they weren’t the most upstanding and honest citizens. They were old school grifters, con artists who didn’t have a problem bilking anybody out of anything that wasn’t nailed down. It was a time-honored tradition in his family. Every Marucci child was schooled from an early age on how to spot a mark, run a con, or pick a pocket. As a result, they’d moved so often he’d barely scraped by in school.

None of that mattered though. Family was family, blood was blood. Macie and Michelle needed those two boys found, and he’d do everything within his power to help them. They were good kids, playful, a bit rambunctious but then what boy at that age wasn’t? He’d had a blast playing with them. Had gotten a kick out of Alex’s “mine” proclamation about his aunt, warning Carlo to keep his hands to himself. The thought of all that bravado snuffed out was unimaginable. If their father had them, they at least had a fighting chance—at least he hoped so. A father deliberately harming his children was unthinkable.

Finally back at the B & B, Carlo climbed the front steps, once again admiring the craftsmanship of the old house. The gingerbread trim and porch railings gleamed with fresh white paint. The wooden slats lining the floor of the porch were painted a darker blue, imitating the waters of the ocean. It was welcoming and had a unique charm few places he’d ever stayed could boast. It felt like a home.

Macie stood by the front desk, leaning against it with her eyes closed, her shoulders slumped. He hated seeing her so forlorn, and something deep in his gut twisted. He hurt because she hurt, an empathetic response but heartfelt nevertheless.

“Macie.”

Her head jerked up at her name, and she straightened, pulling on her dignity like a well-worn coat. Perfectly poised, she didn’t resemble his water nymph from earlier, the laughter and joy missing from her smile. He wanted it back.

“Were you able to find out anything from the police?” Her words were laced with a suppressed hope. Carlo hated to dash it, but didn’t have any good news.

“I’m sorry. They wouldn’t tell me anything more than they’ve told you and your sister. They’ve got patrols out looking for Alex and David, but so far nobody’s seen them.” He walked forward and placed a comforting hand on her shoulder.

“I have an idea I’d like to run by your sister. Where is she?

“I sent her upstairs about fifteen minutes ago. This has devastated her. She’s convinced her ex-husband has taken the boys and she’ll never find them again. If Jeff has them, then there’s a very good probability she’s right.” Macie sighed and took a step back and Carlo reluctantly dropped his hand from her shoulder.

“Let’s sit down, Macie, and I’ll fill you in on what I’d like to try.”

Macie sat down on the overstuffed blue and white patterned sofa, perched on the edge. Carlo sat directly across from her, on the wooden coffee table. He wanted, no he needed, to be close but he didn’t want to seem forward or intrude into her personal space.

“I didn’t introduce myself earlier, but my name’s Carlo Marucci. I have a couple of friends who may be able to help, with your permission. I don’t want to do anything behind your or your sister’s backs or without your consent. This is your family, I won’t overstep my bounds. I understand about family ties.”

Macie pulled in a deep breath before meeting his eyes. “What do you want to do?

Good girl, he thought. So very brave.

“There’s a detective I know back home. He’s a good man, as straight as they come. I’d like to give him a call, get him working on tracking your sister’s ex-husband.”

Macie ran a hand across her forehead, wincing a bit. Probably has a headache, he thought. Who could blame her? It’s not every day you deal with something this life-shattering.

“Anything you can do to help is appreciated. I’ve talked to my dad. He’s pulling in some people to help in the search, too.”

Carlo nodded. The more eyes out looking for those boys, the better. First, though, he’d call Remy, have him start checking into the father. The police here in Key West wouldn’t release any information to him, not that he blamed them. He wasn’t family, couldn’t even be considered a friend of the family. Hell, he’d just met them. Still, he’d do anything to erase the look of loss on Michelle’s face.

He dialed Remy Lamoreaux’s number on his phone, putting it on speaker so Macie would hear every word.

“Hey, Carlo, how’s sunny Florida?” Remy’s deep voice rumbled over the phone.

“It’s gorgeous, Remy. Listen, I’ve got you on speaker. There’s been a situation, and I need you to do a little checking for me—off the record.”

Remy was silent for a few seconds, before answering. “You name it, you’ve got it.”

Carlo breathed a sigh of relief. Remy was rapidly becoming a very good friend. He’d been dating his sister for a few weeks, and he’d never seen her so happy.

“I’ve met a family here at the bed and breakfast, and this afternoon the two boys have gone missing. There’s a good possibility the estranged father may have snatched them.”

“What can I do?” Just like that, no stating it wasn’t his jurisdiction, not his problem, only a request to help.

“Apparently it was not an amicable split.” Macie nodded at his words. “The mother has sole custody. Anyway, I’m going to put Macie on to answer any questions, give you details. She’s the boys’ aunt.”

“Hello, Macie. I’m sorry you’re going through this. My name’s Remy Lamoreaux and I’m a detective with the New Orleans Police Department. Officially, I don’t have jurisdiction since you’re in a different state, but unofficially, I’ll do what I can, okay?” His calm yet confident cadence met with Carlo’s approval. It held just the right touch of concern with equal measure of I’m-gonna-do-whatever-it-takes bravado to elicit a tentative smile from Macie.

“Hello, detective.”

“Okay, I’m going to ask a few questions, get some information to start looking into things from here. First, what are the boys’ names and ages?”

“Alex and David Wilson. Alex is thirteen and David is ten. Their mother is my sister, Michelle Wilson. Their father’s name is Jeffrey Allen Wilson.”

“Good, Macie. Carlo said your sister’s breakup wasn’t amicable.”

Macie snorted inelegantly. “Hardly. You can probably get the records from Katy, Texas. Michelle took out a restraining order against him for domestic abuse. There’s an arrest warrant for assault and battery and violation of that restraining order.”

“He’s wanted? Any idea where he might be, Macie?”

“If I knew where the son of a bitch was, I’d lead the police straight to his doorstep, and watch them march him away in shackles. No, he vanished the moment the arrest warrant was issued, left Texas for parts unknown.”

“Hmm.” Carlo could hear papers shifting, knew Remy was taking notes of their conversation.

“Carlo, you there?” Remy asked.

“I’m here.”

“Fax me photos of the boys and anything else you’ve got. I’m going to get in touch with a friend in the Houston P.D., see if there’s been any movement on Mr. Wilson.”

Carlo turned to Macie. “Can you get me copies of the pictures you gave the Key West Police?”

She nodded. “I have them in my room.”

“Can you go and get them, while I finish up with Remy? Then we’ll work on a plan.”

She walked away, and Carlo waited until she’d headed up the stairs to the second floor before speaking.

“I know your hands are pretty well tied, officially. Could you have Max check into things from his end? Being a private investigator, he’ll have a lot more freedom about bending the rules than you’ve got.”

“Way ahead of you. I’ve got list of sources he can check, though he probably already knows. Theresa’s got a real knack about missing kid cases. But I’ll call him as soon as we’re done and get him looking for the ex-husband. Sounds like he’s a real piece of work.”

“Remy, these are good kids. The cops here think they’ve just wandered into town to have some fun, but I’m not buying it. They’re typical preteen boys, rambunctious and full of mischief, but there’s no way they’d be gone this long without somebody noticing them.”

“You sound like you’ve gotten attached to this family pretty quick. Macie or the sister?”

“What?” Carlo sputtered.

“Which one are you attracted to, Macie or the sister?” Remy’s voice was filled with laughter. “Hey I know you’re the white knight, but come on, there’s something more here than helping out a stranger. So give.”

“Macie, okay. There’s something about her. I know we’ve just met but…”

“Say no more. That’s pretty much exactly how I felt when I met your sister. Don’t be surprised if you’re gobsmacked between the eyes, but look at it this way. It’s totally worth it.”

He heard two sets of footsteps coming down the stairs and realized Macie was on her way back with the pictures, her sister in tow.

“She’s back with the photos of the boys. Gimme the number to fax them and I’ll send you everything I’ve got.”

Remy rambled off the number and Carlo jotted it down, before ending the call.

“Macie told me what you’re doing, Carlo. I can’t thank you enough.”

Carlo shrugged, uncomfortable with her words. “You can thank me when the boys are home with you. My friends will see if they can find anything on Jeff. Priority number one is Alex and David.”

Michelle walked forward and wrapped her arms around him. He pulled her close, and let her trembling body rest against his. Tried to imagine the uncertainty she faced—her only sons missing, possibly in the hands of their abusive father. There was a tough question that hadn’t been raised yet, the giant elephant in the room. He hated to bring it up, but needed to know. Jeff beat the living hell out of Michelle, but had he ever hit his sons?

He led Michelle over to the blue and white sofa where Macie had sat earlier. In the midst of everything she was dealing with, did he really want to ask if the man she’d married beat his own kids? Unfortunately, it was a question only she could answer.

“Michelle, I know it’s hard to talk about Jeff and what he put you through, but there’s something I need to know.” He clasped her hands in between his, felt their slight tremble and felt like the lowest ass for bringing her even more pain, but what choice did he have? If there was a chance her ex was responsible for snatching the kids, the possibility of him hurting them rose exponentially if he’d abused them in the past.

“Did Jeff ever beat the boys?” The stark words echoed in the silence. Michelle tried to yank her hands from his, but he tightened his grip, refusing to let her run away.

“Answer me, Michelle. It’s important.”

“That was the final straw. The reason I left. I could take him hitting me, but when he beat Alex…”

Macie’s sharply indrawn moan told Carlo she’d never heard that part of the story before. He hated all the ugliness and hurt, but the more facts they had, the faster they could reunite the boys with their family.

“I’ve got a couple of the best working with me on this, Michelle. If anybody can get a lead on Jeff Wilson, they’ll find him no matter what rock he’s crawled under. Try not to worry. The Key West police are searching, and I’ve got a private investigator working things from a different perspective. Those boys are coming home to their mother safe and sound.”

Michelle pulled herself together, with a visible stiffening of her backbone, and a strength of will Carlo remembered from his own mother. When the times seemed darkest, mothers drew on some indefinable well of strength only they seemed to have, and he knew before this was over, she was going to need every ounce she could muster.

Damn, but it was going to be a long night.


Chapter Four
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Carlo’s phone rang and he glanced down at the number and slid his pillow over his face with a groan. He’d barely crawled into bed. The last thing he needed was his boss calling him at—he glanced at the time display—twelve thirty two in the morning.

He wasn’t a fool, though. Vacation or not, he could be called back at a moment’s notice, which was obviously the case. Otherwise, why would Branson call him?

“I’m on vacation.”

“Not any more. I need you.”

Carlo perked up. There was something in Branson’s voice he’d never heard before, an underlying desperation laced with pain. Not even when Dubshenko was riding roughshod over the department had Branson lost his cool. There had even been a time or two during the whole Dubshenko investigation Carlo wondered if Branson might be dirty, because he was too emotionally detached from everything. Now? Something bad must have happened.

“Boss, what’s up?”

“Dammit, I hate calling but truthfully, there’s nobody else I can trust with this. It’s family.”

Family? Carlo knew absolutely nothing about Branson’s family. Shoot, the man didn’t even keep photos on his desk. Not a single personal item in the entire space. His work area was impeccable, spotlessly clean, not a speck of dust or a paperclip out of place, but nothing from outside of the office invaded the place. Truth to tell, Carlo figured the guy for a confirmed bachelor, going through life married to the job.

“Family?”

“Hang on a second.” Carlo heard movement in the background, scuffling and bumping noises followed by a muffled curse. There was a muttered “damn it” followed by a loud bang. Then Branson was back on the phone.

“I need you in Key West ASAP. My daughters need somebody on site I can trust.”

Carlo’s heartbeat sped up and adrenaline raced through his bloodstream. Seriously? What were the odds? He was pretty sure the whooshing sound he heard was his career flushing down the crapper if what he suspected was true.

Wait—don’t assume—maybe it’s something else entirely unrelated to Michelle and Macie.

“Fill me in, boss. What’s in Key West?”

“I know you’re in Florida. Found out that much when you didn’t answer your phone, and I called your sister to track you down.” Again he heard a loud banging of metal-on-metal, followed by “son of a bitch” muffled, as though Branson tried to say it under his breath.

Oh yeah, something was definitely not right. Branson never lost his cool. Carlo couldn’t remember a time when he’d even uttered a mild curse, yet in the span of two minutes, he was practically swearing like a sailor.

“You need to be my eyes and ears, Marucci. I’d be on a damned plane right now if some idiot hadn’t clipped me with his bumper in the parking garage. Broke my right leg in two places.”

“Accident?”

Branson didn’t hesitate. “Appears to be. My fault, I was rushing to catch a flight, not paying enough attention and didn’t see the guy pulling out of his parking space. The hospital wanted to keep me overnight, but I sure as hell wasn’t staying in the hospital when my daughters need me.”

Carlo ran a hand over his face, and lay back against his pillows. No doubt about it, looked like he’d been sucked into the middle of Macie’s family drama, and it was about to cause an explosion of epic proportions. He needed to be sure.

“Branson, please tell me Michelle Wilson isn’t your daughter.” Carlo knew the answer, felt the knot in his stomach tighten at Branson’s quickly inhaled breath.

“Marucci, how the hell do you know my daughter?”

Carlo pulled the phone away from his ear as each word was yelled louder than the last. Dammit, he hated being right.

“I’m already in Key West. Got here yesterday afternoon.” Carlo sat up in the bed, propping his back up against the headboard. Might as well be comfortable, looked like this wasn’t going to be a short conversation.

“How’d you find out?”

Branson snorted. “Macie called asking if I’d had any news about Jeff. Pffft. Like that girl could keep a secret from me. Soon as we hung up, I was on the phone to the Key West Police Department. What kind of ass-backward place are they running down there, anyway? Wouldn’t tell me a damn thing.”

“And I suppose you don’t have one of the IT guys digging into their computers as we speak, either?”

“You know me so well, Marucci. Of course I do, why do you think I was on my way down?”

After that there was total silence on the other end for an interminable amount of time. Carlo knew exactly what Branson was doing. He’d seen him do it dozens of times before. If he closed his eyes he could picture it in his head. He’d lean back in his big black leather chair, with one ankle perched atop the opposite knee. Then he’d steeple his index fingers, and rest them against his lips, with his elbows resting on the arms of the chair. And he’d think. Wouldn’t utter a word until he’d figured out each nuance of a problem, then outline in specific detail each step of how to proceed to the solution. Only this time he might not do the leg thing, not with a cast.

“I take it you’ve met the whole family?”

“Michelle, Alex, David, and Macie.” There was a slight hesitation before he’d said her name and he prayed Branson hadn’t caught the slip up. “I talked to the local police department, but they weren’t very forthcoming with information to me, either. They think the boys snuck into town from the docks, and they’ll show up later.”

“Nope. After what their father put them through, they never go anywhere without their mother’s permission. He tried to snatch them once before. Alex especially wouldn’t wander off.”

Since Carlo knew about Jeff Wilson’s abuse of both the boys’ mother as well as Alex, he wasn’t surprised at Branson’s words.

“That would be my impression too. I’ve only talked to them a couple of times, but they seemed like great kids.”

“They are.” Branson’s tone held so much pride. Carlo wasn’t sure how he recognized it, since he’d rarely heard it himself growing up. His family hadn’t been big on displays of affection.

Don’t go there now. Focus.

“Marucci, I know I don’t have the right to ask this, because it’s strictly off the record, but help my girls.” Then Carlo heard the one word he’d never heard the man utter in his life.

“Please.”

How can I refuse?

“I’ve already got a call in to Remy Lamoreaux at the New Orleans Police Department. He’s going to unofficially check into Jeff Wilson, see if he can find out where he is. Plus, Max Lamoreaux is going to check things out through more—unconventional means.” He knew Branson had met both men during the culmination of the Dubshenko case. He’d even offered Remy a job with the Drug Enforcement Administration, which meant he’d thoroughly investigated him; knew he was squeaky clean.

“Wilson’s been off the radar for the last six months. Completely off grid. There are warrants for his arrest in Texas and Louisiana, so I doubt he’s anywhere around here. Last I heard he was in Oklahoma. At least, that’s the last place his credit card was used. Then nothing. The man has ghosted.”

“Yeah, that’s pretty much what Macie told me. Listen, I’m going to do everything I can to bring those boys home safely. I give you my word, boss.”

“Thanks, Marucci. I’m keeping feelers out there, and pulling in a couple of trusted agents to help.”

Carlo knew one other person who might have the pull to dig up Jeff Wilson’s location, and whether the bastard was anywhere near Florida, much less in the Keys. He also knew Branson wouldn’t like it, not one bit.

Not that he’d let that stop him. Once the sun was up, he’d be calling the man he already owed one favor. Looks like he’d be increasing that favor count up to two.

First thing in the morning, he’d be calling The Ghost.


Chapter Five
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A few hours earlier…

Alex’s hands still shook but he couldn’t show how scared he was, how he felt like he wanted to throw up. He needed to be brave for Davey. His little brother had finally stopped crying, but could start again any second. An occasional sniffle still rocked him, Alex knew, because he had his arm around his little brother’s shoulder.

Dang it, he’d been so stupid. He knew better. His granddad had taught him not to trust strangers, yet he’d walked right up to the man without thinking. Now his baby brother was in danger—and it was all his fault. He needed to figure out a way to get away from the bad man.

He hadn’t been thinking clearly. After a great afternoon out on the ocean with Zack and Sol, the guys who ran the fishing boats for the place they were staying, they’d headed back in. Davey was whiny because he’d wanted to stay out on the ocean longer. He’d snapped at him to stop being a brat, and Davey had plowed into him, ramming him with his head in the stomach, knocking the wind out of him. The guys had separated them, explaining that you never fight on a boat, because you could fall overboard and drown, or you might damage something like the engine and get stuck out in the middle of the ocean with no way to get back home.

So Davey had sulked like a baby until Zack let him help steer the boat. He’d sat in back with Sol, cleaning up their gear and stowing it away. Sol explained everything on a boat had a place and a purpose. Nothing should be left out because the salt air could ruin things really quick. Every inch of space needed to be clear, because people needed room to move around without knocking into fishing poles, or catching their feet in ropes or on life jackets. Alex had been fascinated, deciding he wanted to be just like Zack and Sol when he was older, and run his own business working on a boat.

By the time they’d gotten back to the dock, the brothers’ fight was forgotten and they raced toward the B & B, ready to tell their mom and Aunt Macie how much fun they’d had and all the fish they’d caught, which the cousins would deliver in time for it to be fixed for dinner.

When they’d gotten partway down the dock, a guy waited beside a black SUV. He’d been dressed like everybody else, in shorts and a T-shirt and sandals. Dark sunglasses. Alex remembered his head was shaved completely bald, and he’d snickered when he’d thought about the guy having to apply sunscreen to the top of his head.

The man called out, asking if they were Alex and David, and they’d stopped running, freezing in place. He remembered wondering how this man knew their names.

“Your mom’s been in an accident.” The man pulled a badge out of his pocket, and said he was with the police. He hadn’t tried to get close to them, waited until Alex stepped forward and looked at the badge. It said Key West Police on it and was shiny gold in a leather case. It looked exactly like the badges he’d seen the cops have on television.

“I’m supposed to take you boys to the hospital.”

“Where’s Aunt Macie?” Alex remembered he’d asked that, and the guy leaned against the car and said she was at the hospital with his mother.

“Come on, Alex, David, my car’s right here. We’ll be there in no time.”

Idiot, Alex thought. I’m an idiot. Got right into the car with a stranger.

Instead of driving toward the heart of Key West, the big SUV headed around the outskirts of the island. The island isn’t very big, and within a few minutes, Alex knew they were headed up U.S. One, and away from Key West.

“Where are we going? You said my mom was hurt.”

“I lied. Sit back and shut up.”

Alex’s fingers fumbled with the door lock, but it wouldn’t open. Darn it, the childproof locks must be on, and the door could only be opened from the outside. His mom used to do that when Davey was little.

He thought they’d keep driving straight up U.S. One and into Miami, but that didn’t happen. Which worried him—a lot. As long as they kept driving, they were safe. If the guy stopped? Alex didn’t even want to think about that.

They rode for about fifteen minutes, headed north when they suddenly got into a turn lane and turned left, off the main highway. He’d tried to watch the signs, the ones that listed the names of each island as they entered and exited, but he’d missed a few when Davey was crying. He thought the last one had been Sugarloaf Key, because he remembered the gas station and convenience store on the opposite side of the road. Was that the west side or the east? He was all turned around.

Get your head on straight, man. You’ve got to focus so you can save Davey.

A few quick twists and turns and the SUV pulled up behind a yellow and white house raised up high off the ground. All the houses down in the Keys seemed to be high up. When he’d asked, Zack said it was because of the hurricanes. The islands were close to sea level the waters rose when they had storms, so the houses were built up higher, with steps, so the water went underneath and didn’t flood the inside. He’d thought that was pretty cool.

Only it wasn’t so cool now. The SUV was completely hidden behind a house not far from the water, and it was getting dark. He wanted to go home, back to his mother and Aunt Macie. He didn’t like Florida any more. He didn’t like Texas either. Just that morning he’d heard them talking about moving to Louisiana and living with Aunt Macie. Alex wanted that—a whole lot.

He adored his aunt. She loved him, treated him like he was a cool little brother. Not once did she treat him like a baby. When he’d been in the hospital, she’d come every single day, even spent the night sitting in a chair by his bed when he’d had nightmares.

Right now he’d give anything to be back with her and his mom. He’d let his mom treat him like a little kid as much as she wanted. If he could, he’d just close his eyes and wish for all this to be a bad dream. But it wasn’t a dream—he had to keep Davey safe from the bad man.

The back porch light flicked on and another man came out, taking the steps two at a time. He wrenched open the SUV’s back doors, and peered inside. The wicked smile he gave Alex made his skin all itchy, like it wanted to crawl off his body. He’d been scared of the big bald guy who’d snatched them, but this man—he was evil. Alex felt it, knew it in the same way he’d known Carlo was a good guy.

Carlo, the guy from the pool. He liked the way he’d played with them, having fun. Another person who didn’t treat him like a baby. Sure, he didn’t like the way he’d eyeballed his Aunt Macie, but a lot of guys looked at her. She was beautiful. Alex had elected himself her protector, her knight in shining armor. Who would take care of her if he wasn’t around?

Davey backed away from the new man, practically crawling into his lap. “Alex, don’t let the bad man eat me.”

Usually, Alex would have laughed and told him people didn’t eat other people—but watching this guy, feeling the wickedness, he wasn’t sure of anything anymore.

“Get out of the car.” The bald man said, pushing the other man back out of the way. “Go into the house and sit down.”

Alex scooted across the seat, climbing out before reaching into the vehicle and grabbing Davey’s hand. “Come on, kiddo. You stay with me, okay?”

Once inside, he looked around the sparsely furnished kitchen. There wasn’t a whole lot to see. Through the curved opening there was a couch and two chairs, a couple of lamps on end tables. Brown and brown. Leading Davey by the hand, they sat, perched on the edge of the couch.

“Where’s my mom?”

“How the hell should I know? Probably back at the place where I grabbed you.” Baldy flung himself into the side chair, but all Alex saw was the gun tucked into the waistband of his pants. Sweat broke out across his forehead and he wanted to reach up and wipe it away, but didn’t dare show weakness in front of either man. He had to stay strong, and think of a way out of this mess.

“You knew our names. Why’d you want us?”

“You’re a job, kid. I got orders to grab you and the other brat.” Baldy didn’t have any trouble wiping at the sweat across his brow. Hey, it was August in Florida. It was hot, even in the evenings.

Alex felt the bottom of his world fall. “Orders? Are you working for my father?” Please say no, please say no.

The other guy, the one Alex had dubbed Mr. Evil laughed out loud. “Your father? No, kid, trust me our boss ain’t your father.”

“Then why me—us?”

Baldy leaned forward in his chair, and Alex saw something in his eyes, like maybe he was sorry for what he’d done. “Kid, it’s not personal. We were hired to do a job, which was to pick up you two boys—without your mother.”

“Okay. What happens now?” Alex swallowed but it was really hard. He felt like there was a giant ball wedged in the back of his throat. He waited, really not wanting to hear the answer. What if the next step was to kill them both?

“Now we wait.” Baldy pulled out his cell phone and waved it at Alex. “We’re waiting for instructions on where we’re supposed to take you.”

“That’s it, we just wait?” Alex’s mind raced. If they weren’t planning on killing them, maybe they’d get a chance to make a break for it.

“I have to go to the bathroom.” Davey squeezed his hand—twice. That was their special signal. He wanted to talk. They’d started doing that a couple years earlier, whenever they wanted to talk without their mom knowing.

Mr. Evil grinned. “Come on, I’ll take you.”

“No!” Alex yelled. “He’s scared. I’ll take him.”

“Sheesh, I’m not gonna hurt you, kid.” Davey shivered, and Alex didn’t believe Mr. Evil, not for one single second. If he got them alone, he’d do more than hurt them. No way was he letting him be alone with his baby brother.

“Down the hall, first door on the left.” Baldy stood and stretched, his joints cracking and popping with his movements. “Don’t bother trying the window, it’s nailed shut.”

“We’re not stupid. He needs to use the bathroom, that’s all.”

Once inside the room, Davey flung himself into Alex’s arms. “What are we gonna do?” He kept his voice at a whisper, which was good, Alex thought.

“I’m thinking, Davey. Until I come up with a plan, we stay quiet and still. Okay?”

“Did you notice when we drove up, at the end of the street there’s a boat slip?” The kind where you back up the boats on trailers into the water.”

“Nope. Good eyes, kiddo.” Alex stored the information away for later. If they were on Sugarloaf Key, which he suspected, there had to be other homes around. It wasn’t an isolated place. He remembered seeing lots of homes along the shoreline when they’d been driving across the bridges but none had been close to the house where they were currently.

“Hurry up in there.” A heavy pounding on the door accompanied the words. Baldy. Good. Keep the other guy far away.

“We’re coming.”

Alex spun his brother around. “Do what they say for now. We’ll come up with a plan to get away. Plus mom and Aunt Macie will be looking for us.”

“And Carlo.” Davey piped up. “He’ll look too.”

“What makes you say that, Davey?”

“Because he’s one of the good guys. He’s…”

The door slammed open so hard, it bounced off the wall and swung back, stopped by a meaty fist. “Let’s go.”

Both boys marched down the hall and back to the front room. Alex promised himself whatever it took, but he’d keep his eyes and ears open. He needed to know who was behind his kidnapping. And he’d make sure they paid.


Chapter Six


[image: ___]

Macie tiptoed down the stairs from the second floor. It was only five a.m. but she hadn’t slept all night. How could she? They boys disappeared nearly twelve hours earlier, and no one had seen hide nor hair of either one since.

She needed coffee first and foremost. Then she’d check in with her dad. Chances were good he been up all night too. She knew him, if she waited another couple of hours he’d probably show up on their doorstep anyway.

The kitchen was occupied when she stepped through. Carlo sat on one of the stools in front of the island, sipping coffee.

“Morning.” His gruff growly voice sent a chill through her. Not a bad one, it was one of those I-want-to-eat-you-up kind of chills. There had been an immediate attraction from the second she’d laid eyes on him. Tall and well-muscled, sprawled out on the chaise by the pool like the master of all he surveyed. Dark hair, dampened from his swim, she hadn’t been able to see his eyes behind the dark glasses, but she’d bet herself they’d be brown and she’d been right. A rick, dark-chocolate brown she could drown in.

“Good morning.” She grabbed a cup and poured it three-fourths of the way full with coffee, then added cream and sugar. A sip had her humming in appreciation.

“Yep, that’s how I felt this morning too. How’s Michelle?”

“I finally made her take a sleeping pill around one o’clock. Told her I’d keep vigil for the boys.” She thunked her cup down onto the counter, hard enough to make an audible kerplunk, but not quite hard enough to break the mug.

“Where are they, Carlo? There’s no way they’ve run off.” Plopping herself onto a stool beside him, she pulled her phone out of the pocket of her robe. “I’m going to call my dad, see if he’s heard any word about their father.”

Carlo’s hand shot out, stopping her from dialing. “He hasn’t.”

Macie froze. “How do you know that?”

Carlo sighed before picking up his coffee. “It’s a really long story.”

Macie narrowed her eyes, wondering exactly what was going on. “I’ve got time. Start talking.”

“My name is Carlo Marucci.”

Macie’s brow wrinkled while she thought. She knew that, he’d said it last night. His name was familiar—wait, he’d been part of the sting that brought down Vladimir Dubshenko and the dirty politician, Jonathan Caine, a couple of weeks ago. She remembered because it had been a huge deal in all the papers in New Orleans at the time. Damn, why hadn’t she recognized him?

“I see you recognize my name. So you probably realize I work for the Drug Enforcement Administration. Specifically, for your dad.”

“Why are you here?” Suspicion laced her words. “Did he send you to keep an eye on me?”

“No, I swear. I needed a break after the case, and my sister made all the arrangements for me to take a week off. She booked the room here, took care of the flight, everything. All I had to do was show up and soak up the rays. My only plan was rest and relaxation by the pool. Then I met you and your family.”

“And got dragged right into the middle of our drama.” Macie rested her head against her folded arms along the center island of the kitchen. This just got better and better. The first guy she’d been attracted to in ages, and he worked for her dad. Oh, yeah, no problem with that scenario.

“Your dad called me last night, or rather early this morning. Basically told me to get my ass to Key West. He didn’t know I was already here.”

“Well, we can all have a big reunion, since I’m pretty sure he’ll be on the first plane this morning.”

“No, he’s not coming.”

Macie’s head jerked up at his words. “Not coming? Impossible. There is no way in hell he’d stay away with his grandsons missing.”

“Not by choice. He left his office, ready to head to the airport, but he was in an accident. Got clipped by a bumper in the parking garage.” He reached forward, and tucked an unruly curl behind her ear. Macie’s skin tingled at that slight touch. Wondered what it would feel like, having him touch her more intimately. Now she’d probably never know.

“His leg is broken in two places. They wanted to keep him in the hospital, but he signed out against medical advice. That’s when he called me to drop everything and head here.” Carlo chuckled. “Imagine my surprise when I discovered the woman I’d been having all sorts of carnal daydreams about turns out to be my boss’s baby girl.”

Carnal daydreams? Yes, please.

“Is he okay?”

“He’s fine. Pissed off he couldn’t hop on a plane, but the only way the hospital would let him leave was if he agreed to no flying. Something about blood clots forming if he got on a plane. That’s why he called me.”

Macie quirked her brow. “Why you specifically?”

Carlo shrugged. “I think he wants everything kept off the books. I was free, between assignments, and already in Florida.”

“No, I don’t buy it. He could have sent anybody. Why you—specifically.”

She watched pink blossom in his cheeks and bit her bottom lip to keep from smiling. Aw, he’s embarrassed. That’s so cute.

“He said he trusts me—to protect you and your sister.” He straightened obviously ready to change the subject. “There’s been no word on their father, so he may or may not be in the area. In the meantime, my friend Remy is checking through legal channels,” he made air quotes around the legal channels part, “and the P.I., Max, is checking using more unorthodox methods.”

He stood and she watched him walk around to the other side of the island and prop his hip against the edge of the farmhouse sink. She missed the warmth of his body beside hers. In a few short hours, she was coming to rely on him—and that wasn’t good. Lessons learned the hard way had taught her you can’t rely on anyone.

“I think I’ll still give him a call, see if he’s heard anything new.”

“Macie, you’ll be the first person he calls when he hears anything.” He straightened away from the sink, and she watched the muscles ripple beneath his white T-shirt he wore over pajama bottoms. His six-pack abs were outlined beneath the cotton fabric and she forced herself to look away. Maybe things could be different once the boys were home safe and sound. Until then, she needed her sole focus on finding them. Nothing else mattered—nothing else could matter.

“Feel like taking a walk with me?” Carlo’s voice rumbled from behind her ear, in a husky whisper, and she felt his hands land softly on her hips.

“At this time of the morning, people will pretty much be indoors, except for the regular street folks. They usually have their finger on the pulse of what’s happening in their town. I’d like to ask around, see if anybody saw something.”

Macie spun beneath his hands, and stared into the warmth of his brown gaze. Beneath the concern another emotion shimmered, one she’d seen in other mens’ eyes, but not Carlo’s. Desire pooled deep in her core when she saw the same lust brighten his gaze. Fighting this pull between them was fast becoming a losing battle. She forced herself to take a step back.

“Give me five minutes. I’ll meet you back here.”

She headed toward the stairs at a brisk clip, feeling more energized than she’d felt all night. Getting out onto the streets, asking questions, anything was better than sitting and doing nothing. Feeling helpless.

Sprinting up the stairs, she felt the first stirrings of hope.

*     *     *

Carlo watched as Macie sprinted away from him, moving up the stairs at a quick pace. His eyes were glued to her ass, watched the way it moved beneath the silky robe. He was a self-admitted breast man, and she was definitely fine in that department, but damn, she had a fine ass.

He headed for the stairs himself, needed to change and be back downstairs in less than five minutes. Truthfully, he doubted any of the homeless people had seen anything, but in an investigation, you never left any stone unturned. A lead could materialize in the most unlikely of places, and with two kids at stake, he wasn’t going to miss one damned thing.

He took the stairs two at a time, turning down the hall in the opposite direction from Macie. The hardwood floors barely made a sound, covered by a long runner down the center, patterned in blues and beiges atop the lime-washed wooden planks, giving them an aged patina. Lovely beach-toned colors that went with the rest of the house’s décor. It was a lovely older conch house, as the islanders called them, named after the natives of Key West. Large and roomy enough, several bedrooms were spread out across the second floor. The attic space above had been converted into rooms for the three sisters, the co-owners of the bed and breakfast. Any other time, he’d enjoy the differences from what he lived with every day. New Orleans and Key West, two vastly different lifestyles, though both were water-based societies.

He glanced out the window at the still darkened sky as he dressed, knowing they had a bit of time before sunrise. The islanders who worked the fishing industry were already loading their boats, though he didn’t see any movement down at the slip where Zack and Sol’s boats were docked. The twins, who’d been the kids’ guides the day before, had taken their disappearance hard. They blamed themselves for not walking them all the way back to their mother.

Yeah, hindsight was a fickle bitch.

He slid his feet into running shoes, laced them up, and within seconds was ready to head out. Macie waited at the bottom of the stairs when he reached the top. He liked that she hadn’t made him wait.

Out the front door, they stopped long enough to pick a direction. Turn right and they’d be headed for downtown. While that’s where all the action was during the evening and early morning hours, right now everybody was probably snug in their beds. Instead, they headed left, toward the beachfront, with its restaurants and local mom-and-pop groceries, where the natives tended to hang out and get their early morning Cuban coffee, black as pitch and very sweet. Strong enough to grow hair on your chest, as his grandfather was fond of saying.

With each step, Carlo stayed vigilant, ever watchful of the bodies slumped low on the cracked sidewalks. The farther away from the B & B, the more work-worn and rundown everything became. Weathered through years of storms and tropical sunshine and sweltering heat, each board had a whitewashed faded glory and smoothed edges, all courtesy of Mother Nature.

A lone man sat propped up against the seawall, head leaned back, and legs curled up to his chest. He met Carlo’s glance, before his eyes skittered in another direction. Without hesitating, Carlo walked over to him, knowing it was a longshot, but sometimes the longest shots were the ones that paid off best.

“Good morning.”

“Yup.” The one word answer was all he got. Carlo wasn’t discouraged. He dealt with reluctant informants all the time. Hell, try dealing with a junkie still high on meth. This guy should be a piece of cake.

“Want to come with us, get a cup of coffee?” He pointed toward the door of the shop about ten feet further along the sidewalk. There was an open sign on the front door.

“They won’t let me go inside anymore.”

“Well, then, we’ll just bring it outside. How’s that?” Macie smiled at the homeless man, empathy clear in her brilliant blue eyes. It made Carlo wonder about who she was when she wasn’t on vacation.

The old guy stared up at Macie like she was an angel, and he was awestruck in her presence. His mouth opened and closed a couple of times, enough that Carlo could see he hadn’t seen a dentist in a very long time, if ever.

“Gotta get my stuff. Can’t leave it here, or it’ll disappear.” With a spryness that belied his aged appearance, he gathered up his meager belongings and shoved them into a plastic grocery bag. He scrubbed at his face with his free hand, ran it through his hair which only made it worse than before.

They walked the few feet to the front of the grocery, before Carlo handed a ten dollar bill to Macie. “Sweetheart, why don’t you grab us some coffee and maybe a couple of donuts.”

The glare she shot him should have fried the skin off his body, but Carlo was immune to those looks. His sister, Jinx, had been a world-class expert at shooting daggers, and Macie wasn’t even in her league. She snatched the ten out of his hand and flung open the door, the little bell overhead tinkling its merry welcome as she stormed through.

“She your gal?”

Carlo grinned before answering. “I’m working on it.”

“She’s a looker, ain’t she? Got some meat on her bones, not like these walking sticks nowadays. My Sally was like that too. That woman could keep a man toasty warm all night. Still miss her every day.”

Not sure what to say, Carlo plunged ahead with his questions. “She’s looking for her nephews. Two young boys, ten and thirteen. They went missing yesterday afternoon.”

Carlo watched the old guy closely, keyed to read every nuance. Body language gave a lot of people away, because they didn’t know how to hide what they felt. Neither did this guy. He ducked his head, and shifted the bag of his belongings from hand to hand.

“They’re staying at the bed and breakfast down the street.” Carlo pointed back in the direction they’d come from, watched the man’s eyes follow his movements.

Macie came back out of the store with three cups and a wax bag. Great timing, he thought. Might loosen his tongue a bit with a bribe.

“Here you go fellas. I wasn’t sure how you took your coffee, so I added cream and sugar. I hope that’s okay?” Carlo noted she spoke directly to the old man, ignoring him completely. Watched his eyes light up at the attention.

“That’s great, ma’am.” He lifted the lid and took a sip, an expression of such bliss crossing his face, Carlo had to wonder how long it had been since he’d last had the luxury of a hot cup of coffee.

“I’ve also got donuts.” She waved the bag.

“Macie, honey, I was just asking,” he paused, waiting for the guy to give his name.

“Frank.” He dug into the bag of the sweet treats, pulled one free and stared at it for a second before shoving half of it in his mouth. “Thank you kindly, miss” he muttered around a mouthful of yeasty glazed goodness.

Carlo went on, winking at Macie, “I was asking Frank if he’d seen or heard anything about Alex and David. Men like Frank are the eyes and ears around Key West. Standup guys who always do the right thing.”

Frank nodded, still chewing around the mass of donut shoved in his mouth. “That’s right.” Bits of food sprayed when he spoke, and Macie took a half step backward, out of range of flying debris.

“Have you seen or heard anything? We’re desperate to find my nephews. Nobody seems to have heard anything.”

“Yep, I seen ’em.”

Carlo stiffened imperceptibly. Either Frank wanted more food from them, was lying through his decayed blackened teeth, or his longshot guess was about to hit pay dirt. In his peripheral vision, he saw Macie’s face light up, knew she hoped Frank really had seen the boys.

“What did you see?” Carlo prodded gently, but they needed answers.

“Big black SUV parked down by the boat dock. I seen a tall fella, probably over six feet. Bald head, too. He was herding a couple of boys into the back seat.” Frank’s hand dove into the waxy bag again, coming out with a chocolate cake donut this time.

“Could you hear anything? How close were you?”

“Naw, I wasn’t close enough to hear what they was saying, but the older kiddo, he hugged the littler one, coz he was crying.”

“Oh, no.” Macie’s hands rose to her cheeks, shock and despair coloring her words. Carlo would’ve given anything to erase that moment, the hopelessness in her eyes. As much as he wanted to pull her into his arms, comfort her and tell her everything was going to be okay, he needed to push Frank, get answers.

“That’s a lot of help, buddy. Can you remember anything else?”

Frank chewed while he thought. Took a long drink of his coffee, and ran a grimy hand across his eyes. The nails were encrusted with dirt and heaven only knew what else, Carlo didn’t want to contemplate. Yep, the rest of the donuts in that bag were all Frank’s.

“There was one of them oval stickers on the back window. White with green letters. See ’em around all the time. Tourist cars, fancy-assed things, not like the locals drive.” Frank beamed at remembering the details, then glanced over at Macie. “Pardon my French, ma’am.”

“Tourist cars? Do you mean like rentals?” Carlo posed the question, his mind racing. If it was a rental, there was a damn good place to start looking. At least this was more information than they’d started with.

“Do you remember if there was anybody else with the bald man, maybe somebody inside the SUV?”

“Didn’t see anybody else. Then I left, coz I needed to get my spot for the night. If I don’t get here early, I end up sleeping on the beach, and I don’t like all that sand getting on me.”

Carlo knew he wouldn’t get anything more from Frank. Still, he’d given them a promising lead—if he could be believed. Something sounded right though about his account.

“Thanks, Frank. You’ve been a big help.” Carlo pulled out his wallet, got two twenties and handed them to him. “Get yourself a good meal on us, okay?”

Macie leaned forward and brushed a kiss against Frank’s cheek. “Thank you. Maybe your clues can help us find my nephews.”

Frank bobbed his head, and even through the grime Carlo noted the pink staining his cheeks.

“Hope you find ’em.” Frank tucked the rest of the donuts into his grocery sack and shuffled back toward his spot against the wall. Dawn’s light was breaking over the beachfront behind the little mom-and-pop store, painting the sky with pinks and reds and oranges, the glorious bursts of color promising a beautiful day.

The scent of freshly baked bread filled the air, and Carlo’s stomach growled. Macie chuckled and grabbed his hand. “I guess we lost out on the donuts. Let’s get refills on the coffee and grab a loaf of Cuban bread before we head to the police station.”

Carlo liked the way she thought, feed the man first, business after. Finally stuffed with enough food to last them through the morning, they decided to head back to the bed and breakfast, let Macie check on her sister while Carlo contacted the Key West Police Department and updated them on the new information.

The morning had held good news and bad. The good—they now knew for certain the boys hadn’t wandered off. The bad—somebody had them—and he didn’t have a single clue on how to get them back.


Chapter Seven
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Samuel Carpenter, AKA, The Ghost, began running scenarios through his head, inputting each detail into the bank of computers scattered across every surface of his custom-made U-shaped desk. The dark wooden surface took up three of the four walls within the room, kept cool by a separate air conditioning unit. The heat generated by all that equipment required a specially designed workspace, and he had the money to splurge on only the best.

Carlo Marucci had called in a favor. He barely knew the man. They’d met when their paths collided working on the Dubshenko case. They’d ended up collaborating to prevent an international incident involving the kidnapped daughter of the head of one of the biggest Russian syndicates. Ugly piece of business, but Carlo had acquitted himself well.

Seems like he’d stumbled onto another possible kidnapping. What, was the guy some kind of magnet for missing or exploited children? Whatever the case, Carpenter despised men who preyed upon those weaker and unable to fight back. Especially kids. Memories began playing through his head, and he quashed them down. There wasn’t time for that.

He fed in the information on the possible rental car. Black SUV, probably tinted windows. Could have been rented locally, but Carpenter was guessing the bald man mentioned by the witness was smart enough to have rented the car outside the local area and driven it to Key West. Hell, it was only a hundred and fifty miles from Miami. Two and a half, three hours, and he was there.

Which meant in that same amount of time, he could have the boys out of the Keys and into the heart of South Florida. With Miami having an international airport, as well as multiple smaller private airports, they could have been smuggled out of the country.

Logically that didn’t track, though. Carlo and the boys’ family thought their father had snatched the boys—but where did the bald guy play into that scenario? According to the aunt, their father wasn’t the same height, weight or build as the man reportedly seen ushering the boys in the back of the SUV. Still, it was possible he’d hired somebody to snatch the kids, but unless he was rich, that probability seemed slim.

Carpenter stared at the monitor in front of him. Two photos, both females. Michelle Wilson and Macie Branson. A hint of a smile played across his lips. He’d met their father during the Dubshenko job. Middle-aged pencil pusher, right down to the suit, tie, and wire rimmed glasses. The man had a mind like a steel trap.

He’d checked Eugene Branson out before setting up the meeting, and he’d been clean. Heading up the Drug Enforcement Administration’s Southeastern Branch, which covered Louisiana, Mississippi, Alabama, Georgia and Florida, he was a man to be reckoned with, and had a multitude of enemies both behind bars and still walking the streets.

Yes, that was another angle to check into. Get to the man through the grandchildren. It had happened before. It was a tried and true tactic that usually worked.

A second monitor alerted, the tiny beep almost imperceptible, and he spun around in his chair. On the screen were two white and green emblems, both oval shaped, the kind of sticker used by rental agencies.

Oh, goodie. Time to play.

Attacking the keyboard, his fingers flying, he pulled up rental agreements for both agencies, going back ten days. His instincts told him the guy was smart enough not to have rented the car on the exact date he’d pulled the snatch and grab. No, he’d have gone down The Keys a few days earlier, scouted everything beforehand, and made precise plans. They were dealing with a professional.

Which also meant, he needed a place to hole up. Some place secluded enough, prying neighbors wouldn’t think anything of tourists coming and going with their kids. He jotted down a note to check that out, and kept digging. Narrowed down the pool of car rentals, one by one, until it was down to four. Both companies weren’t national chains, but local rental agencies.

He stood and stretched, staring down at the names. Four men who’d rented black SUVs within the last ten days. Shouldn’t be too hard to narrow it even further.

First things first. A cup of coffee and a slice of the cream cheese coffee cake his sister had dropped off the night before. The smile that curved his lips didn’t reach his eyes.

He had to pack a bag. It looked like he was going to Florida.


Chapter Eight
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“Any word from the boss?” Alex heard Mr. Evil’s whiny voice coming from the kitchen. Davey lay curled up in a ball at the end of the couch, finally asleep. They’d huddled together while Baldy and Mr. Evil played cards at the kitchen table.

He’d tried getting up once and tiptoeing toward the door, but Baldy threatened to handcuff him to the leg of the couch if he didn’t sit down and shut up. After that, he hadn’t bothered trying again. He needed to be free to move around, because he was going to rescue his brother, and being tied down wasn’t smart.

“Nope, but it’s still early. We’ve got a couple hours yet before the next scheduled call. Damn, I can’t wait until this job’s over. I don’t like messing with kids.”

“Snot nosed brats. Why haven’t we offed ’em?”

“Don’t be an ass. I ain’t killing no kids. Do I look like I want to get the death penalty? Besides, they haven’t given us too much trouble.”

Mr. Evil chuckled, a dark and ugly sound. “They’re still witnesses. I say we tie an anchor around their ankles and drop ’em off the bridge.”

Baldy snorted. “Don’t even think about it. The boss wants them on ice, missing, so everybody panics and takes their eyes off the prize. There was nothing said about killing them. I may be a bastard, but I’m not meeting my maker with children’s blood on my hands.”

“But other mens’ blood, like the guys you shot in Houston, that’s okay, right?”

Alex heard a chair scrape against the wooden floor. Somebody was coming.

“Strictly business. Besides, it was kill or be killed, and I sure wasn’t letting some punk-ass drug dealer take me out.” Baldy’s voice seemed to be coming closer. “I’m going to check on ’em.”

Alex leaned his head back and closed his eyes, pretending to be asleep. Davey still lay curled up at the end of the couch, and Alex wished he could rest that easily. Instead, he worked on calming the tremors racking his body.

The couch rocked when Baldy kicked the side, and Alex’s eyes flew open. He stared up, the taller man looming over him, his expression blank. If he hadn’t heard them talking in the kitchen, he’d might have shot back a sarcastic remark, but bit his tongue. Better not to antagonize the men with guns. His one and only priority was keeping his brother safe and finding a way out of this mess.

Alex knew the island wasn’t deserted. Heck, if he could get them out to U.S. One, they’d be home free. There was a combination convenience store and post office right on the highway, with a gas station, plus there were houses scattered all over the place, just not close together. Unfortunately they were on the less populated side of the island, with way fewer homes visible from the main streets.

It would be a long walk, though most of the roadways were paved. Except he was smart enough to know they couldn’t stick to the paved roads, that’d be the first place the bad guys would look. Nope, this was an island—which meant boats. If they could get away, stick close to the shoreline, maybe they’d find a boat tied up or even a house with somebody home.

First, though, they needed to figure out how to get out of this house. Alex had figured out pretty quick it had to be a rental. There were no personal things around, and there were two suitcases by the bedroom door. At least, he assumed it was a bedroom, he hadn’t gotten close enough to check it out.

The most he’d seen was the bathroom, living room, and the tiny kitchen they’d come through the night before, when they’d been ushered inside. He and Davey spent the night on the couch. Mr. Evil had gone to bed, leaving Baldy watching them.

Heck, this was torture. There wasn’t even a television. What kind of a rental place doesn’t have a TV?

“You want breakfast?” Baldy stared down at him and Davey stretched beside him, rubbing his eyes, still not fully awake.

“I guess so.”

“Cereal and milk in the kitchen. Bananas on the counter if you want one.”

“Okay. Davey, go to the bathroom, then come into the kitchen.”

“Geesh, Alex, I’m not a baby. You don’t have to tell me to go to the bathroom.” He brother stomped away, Baldy’s laugh echoing behind him.

“Little brothers can be a real pain, right? I’ve got two of ’em.” Baldy watched the hall, and Alex stayed by his side though not too close. There was no way he was going into the kitchen alone, not while Mr. Evil was in there. He’d rather take his chances with Baldy.

Davey came back and they sat down to a cold breakfast. Food was food. Besides, he was starving. They hadn’t eaten anything since Baldy had picked them up the afternoon before.

“Can I have some more?” Davey asked Baldy, before tipping his bowl up and slurping the rest of the milk. He wiped the back of his hand across his mouth. Alex rolled his eyes at his brother’s behavior. He’d never get away with that at home. Thinking about his mom had him pushing his half-finished bowel away.

“Sure, have as much as you want.”

“Can I ask you something?” Alex directed his question to Baldy. He didn’t want to talk with Mr. Evil. Something about the guy seemed off, like he’d put a bullet between your eyes and smile the whole time. Nope, he’d talk to the big guy.

“Why’d you take us—me and Davey? Mom doesn’t have a lot of money, if you’re thinking about ransom.” Another thought popped into his head, one he really hoped wasn’t true. He knew someone who did have money, not millionaire money but he was pretty rich.

“Did my dad hire you to get us?”

Baldy squinted at him, eyes narrowed while he studied Alex’s face. “Who’s your dad?”

“Jeff Wilson.”

“Never heard of him.”

Alex gave a tiny prayer of thanks. If he never saw his father again, it wouldn’t bother him one little bit. The man had turned out to be a monster—not the kind you see in movies, but the horrible kind that lives in your house. He’d tried so many times to keep him from hitting his mom. She always had a black eye or bruises on her arms. One time he’d even broken her arm.
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