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      Upstate New York, many years ago . . .

      

      Kane Townsend crossed his arms and stared down at his new baby sister. Her name was Penelope and Kane stuck his bottom lip out as only an angry six year old could. He didn’t want another sibling. He was the fifth of nine now. Smack dab in the middle of the Townsend family. He was already ignored and now he’d be even more so. At least he didn’t have to share his toys with her.

      The little baby batted her eyes at him as if she could read his thoughts. Damon, the oldest of the Townsend nine at twelve years old, had made all his younger siblings bring a present for their little sister. Kane had brought a toy policeman.

      Kane grinned at the squirming baby. A girl wouldn’t want that. Kane glanced around, and when his mom wasn’t looking, he reached into the crib to grab his policeman back.

      He’d almost reached his favorite toy when Penelope grabbed his finger, yanked it to her mouth, and gummed it. She gurgled up at him happily as she refused to let go of his finger.

      “I think she likes you,” Damon said from behind him.

      “Well, I don’t like her,” Kane pouted. “No one sees me now. They’ll never see me with her around.”

      “I see you, brother.” Damon put his hand on Kane’s shoulder and squeezed. “Come on, let’s go play cops and robbers. I bet Hunter will play with us too.”

      “Hunter always wins,” Kane said, continuing with his pout.

      Hunter was third of the Townsend nine. Damon, Stone, Hunter, Olivia, Kane, Wilder, then the twins, Forrest and Rowan, and now Penelope. Damon and Stone were the closest. Then Hunter and their smarty pants of a sister, Olivia, were always together. Wilder floated. Sometimes he was with Kane, but he was mostly with Forrest and Rowan. That left Kane all alone.

      “How about you and Hunter make a team and Stone and I will make a team?” Damon suggested.

      “Fine,” Kane said, giving up any hope of getting his toy back from their little sister. “But Hunter and I get to be the cops.”

      Kane shuffled his feet out the front door of their house and out onto the porch. They lived in a small town in rural Upstate New York. They could walk to town, but it was a hike. However, they had a lot of land to run wild on. Kane liked to hide in the woods and pretend to be a cop searching for thieves or kidnappers. Damon would hide a toy that he “kidnapped,” and Kane would spend all afternoon searching for it and then rescuing it.

      Damon, Hunter, and Stone came tumbling out the front door. They were laughing and pushing each other. They stopped by Kane and the plan was hatched. These were good times for Kane. He loved playing with his siblings. Damon and Stone took off into the woods as Kane and Hunter counted to one hundred.

      “You’re the best at finding them,” Hunter told him. “I’m glad I’m on your team.”

      Okay, so maybe if Penelope was like his brothers, it wouldn’t be so bad. His family was pretty cool at times.
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        * * *

      

      Kane walked into the bedroom he shared with his brothers. It had been a room full of bunk beds for years. Then Stone left to go play hockey and Hunter left to join the military. Damon was moved into his own room and that left Kane, Wilder, Forrest, and Rowan in a room together.

      Kane glanced around to make sure he was alone before closing the door and going to his desk. He pulled out the chair, opened the drawer, and pulled out the stack of envelopes. The deadline to decide which college to attend was drawing closer.

      His mom had the younger kids down at the pond ice skating. His father was at work, like always, and so it was up to Kane to decide what to do. His parents were great but overwhelmed. His father worked two jobs. He had to with nine kids. His mother was constantly cooking and taking care of the younger ones. Kane knew there was no money for college, which made this decision harder to make. Did he go to college or not?

      There was a knock on the door and it opened before Kane could shove the acceptance letters back into his desk. He hadn’t wanted to burden his parents with the decision because he knew they would break their backs to make college happen for him.

      “Hey,” Damon said, striding into the room and taking a seat on Wilder’s chair.

      “What’s up? Did you need something?” Kane asked, trying to play it cool with the stack of papers sitting on his desk.

      Damon didn’t even glance at them. “It’s time to make a decision about college. I know you’ve been accepted to at least four colleges.”

      Kane was shocked. He thought he’d kept it quiet. “Eight colleges, but how do you know that?”

      Damon was Kane’s complete opposite in both appearance and personality. Kane was tall, lean, and muscular. He had brownish-blond hair and blue eyes. Damon had black hair and his eyes looked brown until you were closer and realized they were a dark gray. He worked as a mechanic and had begun customizing motorcycles and he looked it. He was jacked.

      “I know everything, bro. Well, except for the other four colleges. They must have come in when I was at work. Congrats. That’s a huge accomplishment. The question is though, why didn’t you tell us?”

      Kane leaned back in his chair and let out a long breath. “I’m not super smart like Olivia, who got a full ride. I’m not talented enough in sports to go pro like Stone. I’m not Special Forces material like Hunter either. And I’m not knowledgeable in a trade like you are to start my own garage. I don’t know if I can go to college and I don’t want Mom and Dad to feel guilty for not having enough money to pay for it. I don’t even know what I want to major in, so it’ll probably just be a waste for me to go.”

      Damon nodded with understanding. He leaned forward, placing his elbows on his knees, and looked Kane right in the eyes. “You know what you want to do. I know what you want to do. Why not just talk about it?”

      Kane laughed without humor. “I’m so glad you know all about me. Want to enlighten me?”

      “You people watch. You’re fascinated with crime and the psychology behind it. You’re constantly trying to figure out what makes a person tick.”

      Okay, so maybe his brother did know him. “Yeah, but that’s not a job.”

      “Sure, it is. You have two tracks you can go down. Criminal justice or psychology. Ever heard of criminal profiling?”

      Kane leaned forward now, with his heart picking up a bit at the sound of that job. “No, what is it?”

      “You like research, pull it up on your computer.” Damon sat back and waited as Kane read. Everything clicked into place. This was the grown-up version of cops and robbers. The mental part of crime solving was fascinating to him. “What do you think?”

      Kane leaned back in his chair and turned to face Damon. “I think this is the only job I’ve ever been excited about. But, again, how do I afford it?”

      “Show me the colleges you got in. Let’s first find the one that’s the best for this type of job. Then we’ll worry about the money.”

      Kane laid out the acceptance letters across his desk. They researched them all and came down to the reasonable one and the dream one. “This one in Washington, D.C. would be perfect, but even with this scholarship, I’ll still owe ten thousand dollars a year. I just can’t make it happen.”

      Damon shook his head. “No. It’s the best program for you. You’re going. You can get a part-time job, a loan, and Stone and I can cover the rest. This is it. Accept it.”

      “You already pay for so much, Damon. You help Olivia with books and stuff for  college and I know you pay for the younger kids’ activities and some of the bills for the house.”

      “And when you get your degree and a job, you can pay it forward and help Rowan and Penelope. We’re family. It’s what we do. Now,” Damon said, pulling out a checkbook from his back pocket. “Send in your deposit and accept your college.”

      Kane felt his throat tighten with emotion. “Thank you, Damon.”

      “You can thank me by getting good grades and earning your diploma. You’re smart, Kane. You see things others don’t. Probably because you’re a middle child and I know that sometimes you feel like we’re not here for you. But know that we always are, even if sometimes we get busy. You’re our brother and we wouldn’t be the Townsend Nine without you.”

      Kane gave in and leaned forward. He wrapped his arms around Damon and hugged him tight. He swore to himself right then and there that he’d work his ass off to show his brothers how thankful he was for them.
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        * * *

      

      Kane leaned back in his office chair and looked at the picture on his desk. In the picture, he was in his cap and gown, having just earned his master’s degree in psychology. His parents and all eight of his siblings had come. It had been a perfect day. It had ended with Kane taking the job of his dreams with the FBI. They started recruiting him his senior year of college and by the time he earned his master’s, he had a job in the Behavioral Analysis Unit waiting for him.

      Three years in the BAU had aged Kane twenty years. The politics. The jurisdictional pissing contests. The bureaucratic red tape that always seemed to tie his hands when he needed them the most. Yes, he’d saved a lot of people. No, he hadn’t saved enough.

      Kane shut down his computer. It had been a bad day. He chose to walk home in the rain, trying to clear the visions of what he’d seen today from his mind. It didn’t work, but he kept hoping it would. He was putting his key into his apartment door when his phone rang.

      Kane closed his eyes and swore. He just hoped it wasn’t his office calling him back in. He opened the door, walked into his apartment, and pulled his phone from his pocket.

      Kane answered it with relief. “Hey, Damon. What’s going on?”

      “I saw the news today. Three missing children were found dead outside of D.C. and I thought I saw you on the news.” Leave it to Damon to cut right to the shit part of the day.

      “Yeah, that was me. I found them, but not soon enough. The medical examiner estimates they’d been dead for two hours. That’s it, just two hours.” Kane shrugged off his wet coat and kicked off his shoes. “You know what I was doing while they were being killed?” Damon didn’t say anything. He knew he didn’t need to. He knew Kane needed to talk about his day. It seemed Damon always knew when to call. “I was fighting with a judge to get a search warrant for the house they were found in. They didn’t think my profile was enough evidence for a warrant.”

      “Damn, I’m sorry, Kane.”

      “I’m so sick of always being too late because the local law enforcement is pissed that I’m coming in and taking over, or some judge thinks what I do isn’t real science or evidence.”

      “The news says you shot the perpetrator. Is he dead?”

      “No. I shot him in the dick. He’ll have lots of fun in jail. They don’t like child predators in jail. Of course, I’ll probably be suspended for my actions today. I wasn’t happy with how this went down. I could have saved those children. Instead, I had to tell three sets of parents their nine year olds had been raped and murdered before I could save them.”

      Kane’s phone pinged with an email. He glanced at it and sighed as he dropped onto his couch.

      “What is it?” Damon asked.

      “According to the subject line of the email I just received, I’m being officially reprimanded. Damon, I don’t know if I can do this anymore.” Kane finally admitted what he’d been thinking about for the past six months. “I can’t sleep. I know I’m drinking too much. Now this.”

      “Look, I have my own business. Wilder has his own business. Olivia plans to once she’s paid her dues. Maybe you’ve paid yours and it’s time for you to have your own business,” Damon told him.

      “What would I do? Private security?”

      “I think there’s a lot more to private security than being a bodyguard. You know that. Look, I have a friend in New York. He runs a firm and I know they do a lot more than babysitting rich people. I’ll text you his number. Give him a call. See what other options you have out there. Real options that will let you satisfy that need to protect, but also let you sleep at night.”

      Kane heard the text come through. “Thanks, Damon. Hey, I wired you money for Rowan’s and Forrest’s last semester tuition.”

      “I got it. Thanks. I can’t believe Forrest is about to graduate with his master’s and Rowan is working his way through med school. I’m proud of them all.”

      “I haven’t talked to Penelope. I can’t bring myself to call her when I’m in this mood. How is she doing?” Kane asked.

      “She’s good. Just enjoying college life to the fullest. At least that’s what I’m gleaning from our short calls. She’s always off doing something. But you need to call my friend. Life’s too short to be this miserable. Let me know how it goes.”

      “I will. I heard you just built a bike for some big Hollywood movie. That’s really cool. Proud of you, big bro.”

      “Thanks. It’s really cool, but I made them promise they weren’t going to crash it. I think I’d cry if they did.”

      Damon and Kane chatted a little longer but then it was time to make a decision. Kane finally read his reprimand and then immediately called this friend of Damon’s — whoever he might be.

      “Edgar speaking.”

      “Hello, Edgar. My name is Kane Townsend.”

      “Ah, Damon finally gave you my number. You must have reached burnout to call me.”

      Damon continually surprised Kane. “I guess I did. It appears my brother has told you about me, but he hasn’t told me anything about you.”

      “I run the hostage and ransom branch of my security firm. I have others who do the bodyguard stuff, but it takes a special kind of person to be able to do hostages, kidnappings, abductions, and ransoms. Damon thought you would be that kind of special person. So, what was the final straw?”

      Kane didn’t know what to think about Edgar or what he did. If Kane was hamstrung by the government, surely Edgar was even more so. “I shot a child predator in the dick. I was too late to save the kids he killed because a judge wouldn’t give me a warrant.”

      “So, you’re suspended.” It wasn’t a question. It was a statement. “I’m getting ready to leave for a case in Europe. If you leave now, you can meet me in London. Let me show you what you can do when your hands aren’t tied with red tape.”
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        * * *

      

      Kane didn’t stop working for two years. He worked harder and longer hours with Edgar than he’d ever worked in his life. Then one day, Edgar walked into Kane’s office and set down a key ring and a contract. “Buy me out. I’m ready to retire.”

      Edgar had broken up his firm. Each department had bought him out until only Kane was left. Kane scraped together enough on his own, with little loans from Stone and Olivia, and then Kane Allen Townsend was the proud owner of a private security hostage and ransom firm.

      Three years after that, he’d turned the newly named KAT, his initials but also standing for Kidnapping, Abduction, and Transaction, aka ransom, into a giant in the industry. He cut out the middle man—insurance companies—and began self-insuring at-risk people for kidnapping, abduction, and ransom.

      If one of his clients was kidnapped, he would negotiate their release. If they weren’t released or if they were in life-threatening danger, Kane would go in and rescue them. He never failed to deliver on a promise or a contract. He had the respect of both governments and criminals. Governments didn’t want to, or couldn’t be seen negotiating with criminals, so they gave Kane wide latitude to do whatever he needed to do to get their citizens back.

      His company had prospered and expanded. He had a whole team working for him. He slept at night. He didn’t drink heavily anymore. He was proud of his job and had a wall full of photos of the people he’d saved. And now he was relocating. He was moving his headquarters to Charleston, South Carolina. All the current offices across the United States and the world would stay open. But after Olivia got married, then Stone, and just recently, Hunter, it was time to move to South Carolina full-time. Plus, the quirky little town of Shadows Landing, right outside of Charleston, was the peace to counterbalance the storm of his job. The town was founded by pirates. The reverend taught women’s weapons classes in the church. There were battles over barbecue. And he’d made actual friends there. Sure, he was “one of the Townsends” again now that most of the family had moved there, but he had actual friends of his own who didn’t just lump him in with the rest of his family. Plus, he’d missed his siblings. It was good to be back together again. Although, now in separate houses instead of a shared bedroom full of bunk beds.

      “Send all this to the Charleston office. I’m working on finding a space next month. I’ll send you the final details once I get them. Until then, I’m working from home,” he told the new manager of the New York office.

      Kane looked around his old office and felt a sense of peace and accomplishment. It was time to go home.
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      Charleston, South Carolina . . .

      

      Waverly Davenport stuffed her SUV so full that she and her sister, Lark, both had to push hard on the liftgate to get it to latch. Inside was jampacked with suitcases, boxes, a mini fridge, a television, and everything a freshman girl needed for her dorm room.

      The liftgate finally clicked shut and Waverly turned to her sister and laughed. “I can’t believe it all fits,” Waverly said, brushing her hands on her jean shorts. Charleston in August was hotter than Hades and the humidity was a free steam room for all the citizens, whether they wanted to sweat or not. “I thought for sure, based on the size of my vehicle and the size of the boxes, there was no way. But with the slight decrease in volume when the clothes were compressed, we made it.”

      “I can’t believe the summer is over already. I really loved spending time with you, sis.” Lark had been emotional this past week as they packed up.

      “You’re going to be able to spend so much more time with me now that we’re in the same city. Plus, I’m assuming you’ll be coming to my house to get real food and free laundry at least every two weeks.”

      “I was thinking every week,” Lark told her as they got into the SUV.

      “You’ve talked to your roommate, right? Is she moving in today?” Waverly asked as she drove toward the historic campus on the outskirts of downtown Charleston.

      “I have. She’s from Connecticut. I think that’s why they put me with her. Even though I’m from here, I went to boarding school there. I guess that gives us something in common.”

      “You’ll be her guide to the Southern ways. It might be a culture shock to her, as it was to you to live in the north.” Waverly still felt guilty about that. Lark had sworn up and down that she’d loved her school. And it was one of the best schools in the country, but it didn’t ease the guilt Waverly felt for sending a mourning teenager off to Connecticut.

      “It’ll be so much fun! I mean, I bet she’s never had shrimp and grits before.”

      They laughed about all the ways it could be a culture shock as they pulled up to the freshman girls’ dorm at the Moultrie State University, about thirty minutes from Charleston. Lark hopped out and checked into her dorm while Waverly checked her work email. Before long, they were both hauling ungodly amounts of baggage up to the third floor of Lark’s new dorm.

      It took most of the day, but the dorm room was unpacked and decorated. The roommates had become fast friends, and Waverly was left standing by her car as Lark waved good-bye to her. Waverly waited for Lark to get safely back into her building before she turned around and ran smack into one of the college boys who had helped during move-in day.

      “Oh! I’m so sorry.” Goodness. The boy was probably a senior with ripped muscles and a maturity Lark lacked. Not that Waverly would rob the cradle, even though she was only ten years older than Lark.

      He smiled at her as she shoved her sweat-soaked hair from her face. Waverly knew he was just being polite. She was more nerd than bombshell. “No, I’m sorry. Are you going to the party tonight?”

      “Me?” Waverly laughed. “I don’t go here. My sister does. But have fun tonight. Did you know that close to thirty percent of college-aged kids binge drink? So, drink responsibly.”

      The smile slid from his face as Waverly started in on the chemical breakdown of alcohol within a body and the factors that influence how much you can drink. She totally lost him at the point when consent could no longer be given.  “Yes, ma’am,” he said, discomforted.

      “But have a great time!” Waverly called out as he scuttled off. She didn’t worry about it. She had a lab to get back to.

      

      Waverly was a science nerd, much to her mother’s horror. She was far more interested in chemistry and physics than she was in dresses and dates. It made her slightly awkward, but she’d long ago given up caring what people thought. It was freeing after feeling caged by trying to be popular in high school. She’d found her people in college and hadn’t looked back.

      And now it was about to pay off. She was one little problem away from completing a project she’d started working on while getting her doctorate.  She’d worked nonstop and completed her doctorate two years earlier. When she wasn’t at school, she was at her job at Charleston Research and Development Institute.

      Waverly had started working there as a high school intern during the summer. Then she was part-time in an entry-level job during college and worked up to a full-time position while in graduate school. Just three weeks ago, she’d been appointed chief science officer of her department.

      Here she could let her geek flag fly. She was in her element discussing scientific ideas and happy to lead them, organize them, and assist with them. Her team was working with drone attachments. She’d developed a new ground penetrating system that could attach to a drone and scan the area, looking for anomalies in the topography while simultaneously scanning for tunnels beneath the surface.

      Ground penetrating radar had been around for decades, but it had to be moved over the ground to get a reading. She’d developed a new drone attachment that gave equally good visuals from the air. She could cover an area in hours that would take days to scan the old way. Plus, she could fly her drones over enemy territory. The hunt for Saddam Hussain would have been over in hours instead of six months.

      Waverly pulled into her parking spot and grabbed her bag. The building looked like a medical office park, but it actually housed top-secret research, projects, and information. Research that would change the world. Which was why she had to go through two armed checkpoints to enter the parking lot before going through another checkpoint in the lobby of her building.

      From there, she secured her phone in a lockbox and went through an advanced screening machine to show she wasn’t hiding anything on her body. After clearing that, she scanned her face and was finally admitted to her lab.

      Ah, home.

      Waverly loved the clean smell of the industrial lab. It looked more like an engineering lab, with pieces of wire, motherboards, and drone parts on the tables, where they built the physical models of what they came up with theoretically.

      “Hey Waverly,” Elwood said as he pushed up his glasses. “How was move-in day?” Elwood was her engineering genius of a fabricator. He brought to life what she thought up in her head. He was a couple of years older than she was and if possible, even more awkward. Which was probably why they got along so well. He was cute in that way. He was about the same height as Waverly’s five foot seven inches, and they were both the same shade of I never leave the lab to see the sun. Whereas Waverly had wavy brunette hair that was almost constantly in a messy bun, Elwood was always freshly shaved and his light brown hair was always parted on the side and neatly trimmed.

      “Way more emotional than I thought,” Waverly admitted. “She’s right down the road, but it feels as if it’s a new era, the end of her being my little sister and becoming just my sister.”

      “She’s really grown up,” Elwood said with a kind smile. “You’ve done a good job with her, Waverly. She’s a good kid. Sorry . . . young lady.”

      “Waverly,” her boss, Garvey, called out from his office on the far side of the lab. “I need a word.”

      “Kelvin has been . . . dramatic again,” Elwood whispered.

      Dammit. Couldn’t they just calculate physics instead of workplace drama? No one, except Kelvin, created high-school-like drama. Everyone else in the lab was happy to be around people who understood and supported their work. Then there was Kelvin. The grad assistant. He thought the sun was created to shine on him.

      “Thanks for the warning. Let’s do a lab night out soon.”

      Waverly walked down the aisle between lab tables. Their offices were in a row behind the lab. Her boss had the large corner office. Waverly was two offices down. She’d just been promoted and she was quickly learning with the promotion came aspects of a lab she never had to deal with—employee relations. She barely had time to set her bag down before she had to deal with employee issues.

      “Good afternoon, Garvey. What can I do for you?” Waverly asked as pleasantly as possible. Her mother would approve of her manners there.

      “Sit.” Crap. This meant it was going to take a while. Garvey was a good boss. She liked him enough to keep working there even though she had offers from the government and other larger research institutes. “First, how was move-in day?”

      Garvey was very much a parental figure. His kids had recently graduated from college, so he understood. Plus, his wife, Maria, had basically adopted Waverly and Lark. She regularly made them homemade food and invited them over. “I just told Elwood. It was so much more emotional than I thought.”

      Garvey nodded with understanding. “I know. I hate I have to bring this up today, but Kelvin has filed a complaint with me.”

      Waverly wanted to roll her eyes. Kelvin was only six years younger than she was, but it felt as if he were generations removed from her. “Let me guess. Over his Rainmaker project?”

      Garvey nodded. “He claims you won’t let him proceed to testing.”

      “No, I won’t.” Waverly might feel awkward dealing with everyday people, but not here in the lab and not with her co-workers. Here, it was all about numbers, facts, and physics. Those were subjects she could talk about forever. “His numbers are wrong. The math isn’t there to prove his theory. I’ve told him that. I’ve shown him the mistakes in his calculations, but he won’t listen. Want me to show you?”

      Thirty minutes later, Garvey was shaking his head. “You’re right. Not only that, it’s obvious. See, this is why I promoted you.”

      “It’s basic multivariable calculus.”

      “It’s still a good catch. I’ll explain it to him again,” Garvey told her. “Now, how close are you with your project?”

      “One kink, but as you know, that could be solved in five minutes or five years.” Waverly tried not to sigh out loud. She’d been working on this project for years. She was so close to the end.

      “It’s going to be huge when you get it right, and I know you will. Let me know if you need anything. Maria wanted to know if you wanted to join us for our Labor Day party.”

      “That would be great. Is she making her plantains?”

      “You know it.”

      “Then you can’t keep me away.” Waverly stood up and thanked him. Now, it was time to get to work.
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        * * *

      

      It didn’t take five years. It also didn’t take five minutes. It took five weeks.

      Waverly looked up at the drone Elwood had flying in the field and screamed as clear ground-penetrating imaging came through from the drone to her laptop.

      Elwood laughed as Waverly cried happy tears.

      “You did it!” Elwood yelled as he glanced over at her.

      “I don’t believe it. It works,” she whispered to herself as the data streamed in.

      “I can’t wait for you to show Garvey,” Elwood told her. “You’re going to be so rich, you’re going to retire. Please don’t let them promote Kelvin to your position when you leave.”

      Waverly shook her head. Kelvin was so entitled for someone who did so little work comparatively to what he believed he should be getting. “I’m not leaving. I still have to get the patent, manufacture the drone attachment, and sell it.”

      “You won’t have any trouble selling it. The government will pay you enough to buy your own private island. I’m really happy for you, Waverly. You deserve it.” Elwood put his arm around her and gave her a side hug, but Waverly couldn’t stop looking at the data streaming in.

      It worked. She’d done it.

      “How are you going to celebrate?” Elwood asked her as he landed the drone.

      Waverly took a deep breath and smiled as she thought about the social media posts she’d saved. “There’s this resort in the Caribbean with over-the-water bungalows. I haven’t been on vacation since spring break of my senior year in college. I want to go and do all the things I’ve missed out on.”

      “Sun and surf. Great idea.”

      “And books. I have a stack of books Lark has passed on for me to read. And those cute fruity drinks that come in coconuts. And no, Kelvin,” she said as they both laughed.

      It was a strange feeling walking back into work, knowing she’d created something that would alter her life forever. Kelvin rolled his eyes at her. The others looked on as if trying to figure out if she finished her project. Garvey grinned when he saw her. He could tell by her look that she’d done it.

      “You did it.” It wasn’t a question. Garvey led a round of applause that filled her section of the lab. “Good thing it worked. I just got off the phone with the government. They want it and they’re going to pay a lot for it.”

      Waverly’s heart stopped. “They want it? How do they even know about it?”

      “I had a feeling you figured it out. So, I called them.” Garvey grinned. “Good job, Waverly. This will be the company’s largest product launch.”

      “I think she deserves a vacation,” Elwood said after Garvey finished shaking Waverly’s hand.

      Waverly was in a total daze. She’d done it. Her project had taken seven years, but she’d done it. It was . . . over? What would she do now?

      “Don’t overthink it, Waverly,” Garvey warned her. “I order you to take a two-week vacation starting now. Elwood will fill in for you while you’re gone. Rest, celebrate, and when you come back, we can start the patent process and get to work on a new project.”

      “But . . .” Now faced with actual time off, she didn’t know what to do. She wanted to look over the data. She wanted to analyze every bit of it.

      “No buts. You’re on forced celebratory vacation.” Garvey smiled at her so she knew he wasn’t mad, and for the first time in almost a decade, Waverly walked from the building with no work in her bag or on her mind.
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      Waverly had her eyes closed as the warm breeze ruffled the umbrella stuck in the sand beside her. The sound of waves lapping on the powder-white sand had lulled her to sleep. The book she’d been reading laid on her lap, untouched for the last half hour.

      Her sister’s ringtone stirred Waverly from her nap. She reached into her beach bag and pulled it out. “Hey, Lark. Are you done with classes?”

      “I’m done for the day and thought I would check in on my big sis. How is the vacation going?” Lark asked.

      “Dreamy. I don’t know if I’ve ever been this relaxed.” Waverly picked up the empty glass and caught the eye of one of the resort’s waitstaff. She shook the glass and the waiter took off to get her another frozen drink.

      “Tell me everything you’ve done so I can live vicariously through you.”

      “Ha. That’s a first. Normally, I’m living through your spring break and summer trips.”

      “And not taking your own.” Lark paused. “I know you paid for them so I could have the experiences, and that left you unable to take your own trips. I don’t think I ever thanked you as I should have. You always sacrificed for me. I was too blind to realize it when I was younger.”

      “Oh, Lark, I was happy to give you those trips. Seeing you happy makes me happy.”

      “Well, no more. Now we both can take vacations. Tell me all about yours. Have you met a guy? Had hot sex on the beach?”

      “Lark!” Waverly gasped. Her little sister had never talked about sex before but maybe it was because Waverly was more like a mother than a sister, but now they’d found that sisterly love again. “No man, except Jose.”

      “Love those J men: Jose, Johnnie, Jack, Jim, and Jameson.”

      Waverly giggled and shook her head. “You’re nineteen. You’re too young to know the Js.”

      “I’m in college, duh. I see those men every weekend. And before you slip into mother mode, I’m always careful. Now, tell me what else you’ve been up to.”

      Waverly accepted the drink from the waiter and tipped him before turning back to Lark. “I went paddleboarding yesterday. It was a lot of fun. I’m even starting to get a tan and I’m halfway through the book you lent me. Tonight, I’m going on a sunset cruise. The resort has its own private boat to take guests out. We will have champagne and lobster and watch the sunset.”

      “How romantic. Maybe the captain is sexy and single and makes you scream Arrrgh!”

      Waverly almost spat out her drink. “You’re killing me, Lark! But maybe it’s more like Ahoy!”

      Lark giggled right along with Waverly. “Whatever, as long as you’re yelling something pleasurable. Call me tomorrow with all the details. Love you, sis.”

      “I love you too.” Waverly hung up as she heard a group of girls calling to her sister. Lark was happy in college. She was the complete opposite of Waverly. She was outgoing and could make friends with anyone. Waverly had a little more trouble with that. It was slightly awkward for her to be on vacation by herself at a romantic resort, but she was channeling her sister and putting herself out there. Even if “out there” only consisted of drinks at the bar after dinner. Honestly, she was proud of herself. And she was late! She needed to get ready for her sunset cruise.

      

      “Just you tonight?” the sexy deckhand asked as he helped Waverly onto the boat. She’d heard that a lot. But that’s what she got for going to a romantic resort on her own. “Just me.”

      “Then let me show you to the best view, Miss . . .”

      “Davenport.”

      He smiled at her, snagged a glass of champagne, and led her to the other end of the boat. “This is my favorite place to see the sunset,” he said, handing her the glass of champagne. “Plus, you have your own chair to view it from. Let me know if you need anything.”

      Waverly glanced around at the couples already canoodling. “There’s a very high probability that I’ll need more champagne.”

      “I’ll get right on that.”

      Waverly thought about what Lark had told her, but he seemed too young. Anyone younger than her made her think of taking care of him like she’d done for her sister. No, she needed someone a little older. Someone confident in who he was and what he was. Not what he did but what kind of man he was. She knew she was a nerd. She owned it. She was confident in herself and her abilities to be said nerd. She liked numbers. She liked logic. She liked when the math added up and the results were visible.

      The math didn’t add up with this young man. He was young. He was flirting with all the single women and some not-so-single ones. He might have confidence in who he was, but he didn’t know what he was yet.

      The boat pushed away from the dock and Waverly stopped thinking about the deckhand. She only thought of him when he reappeared twenty minutes later with a fresh glass of champagne. “We will have dinner after the sun sets. Let me know if you need anything before then.”

      Waverly nodded but then went back to the sunset. How the sun changed colors and grew richer, deeper, and softer as it sunk towards the horizon. How rays of sunshine became more distinct. How they reflected off the water. There was science and math to all of it, but tonight, Waverly just enjoyed the show.

      

      Dinner was delicious as they anchored far enough from shore to be able to see the whole island lit up with lights. The champagne and the lobster were the perfect toppings to the perfect night.

      The sound of speedboat engines disrupted the night though.

      “What the hell?” the cute deckhand muttered a second before he was hit with a beanbag shot. The deckhand stumbled back, hit the table, and crashed to the ground.

      Waverly screamed when the sound of gunfire erupted. It sounded as if they emptied an entire AR-15 into the side of the boat. The top of the boat was absolute chaos as several people tried to escape, but escape to where? They were on a boat out in the ocean. Sure, they could try to swim to shore, but it was night, the current was strong, and the waves were only a couple of feet. While that wasn’t big for a boat, it was nearly impossible for the average person to swim. Add in that it was close to a mile from a shore that was more rock than sand. It all equaled her having a better chance of staying on the boat and hoping this was just a robbery.

      A group of men in black, with masks covering their faces and guns in hand, jumped onto the boat. They were yelling and the passengers were screaming. One of the men fired his gun up into the air.

      “Silence!” he yelled. The screams turned to whimpers. “Everyone stand up and get in line.”

      Waverly stood and tried to hide herself behind the other guests as they lined up. Her heart was pounding, her breathing was shallow and quick, and all she wanted was to see her sister again. She’d do anything she had to in order to get back to Lark.

      “This is what is going to happen. You are going to get off the boat and into our speedboats. Eight people per boat. Before getting off, you will put all your wallets, purses, watches, rings, other jewelry, and your shoes into the bags we will be holding. You will unlock your phones and hand them over. Try to pull anything, and we’ll shoot you. Your body may eventually float up on shore. Well, if the sharks don’t get it first.” The leader smirked. His white teeth flashed in the moonlight.

      Waverly could tell he was Latino from his accent, but that’s all. He was a little taller than she was but much more muscled. She could also tell, even as he seemed somewhat relaxed, he wasn’t messing around.

      “Why are you doing this?” the captain asked. “Just take our valuables and leave us here.”

      The leader cocked his head at the captain and made a tsk-tsking sound. “Captain. Don’t devalue yourself like that. Your life is just as valuable as the gold ring you’re wearing. Probably more so based on the resort you work for.”

      Hostages.

      Waverly almost fell down when her knees buckled. They were going to be taken and ransomed. But to who? The resort?

      “Let’s see how much each of your families really value you. Now, get in.”

      Lark! She didn’t have any money to pay these men. She was a college student and she didn’t have access to Waverly’s bank accounts. Would she know to go to Garvey and ask for a loan?

      Waverly’s body was numb as she moved through the process of going through the line. She cried as she took off her mother’s ring and placed it in the bag. She cried harder when she handed over her phone and knew Lark’s life would never be the same after tonight. Neither would hers. What if Lark couldn’t pay? What would happen to Waverly?

      

      The boats sped away. Waverly’s body ached as it bounced over the waves. To keep her thoughts from spiraling, she counted. She watched the stars and counted. Math would tell her where she was or at least how far from land she was.

      Three thousand, four hundred and twenty-seven seconds later, the boat ran ashore. There were no lights on the island. There was a dock, but it was so battered that parts of it were broken and submerged in the water. The beach was narrow, and within minutes they were walking single file through thick vegetation.

      People were crying. There were some curses and cries of pain as their bare feet stepped on sharp things in the dark. The island was clearly undeveloped. There was no town or hope of rescue here. Instead, after twenty minutes of slow walking, they came to a clearing. Inside the clearing were several battered buildings.

      The cement walls were mostly intact, but the thatched roofs were partially caved in or completely missing. Windows were shattered and had been boarded up recently. The wood coverings were new and not weathered. It looked as if it was supposed to be a small boutique hotel on a private island but had most likely been hit by a hurricane.

      People were shoved into the buildings, doors were locked, and they were left screaming alone in the darkness inside.

      Panic began to claw at her throat. Everyone around her had someone to lean on, but not her. She was alone and had to keep it together. She had to save herself. Waverly just didn’t know how.

      “Where’s your man?” one of the masked men asked, grabbing her arm hard enough to leave a bruise.

      “I don’t have one,” Waverly said, upset that her voice wasn’t stronger. She barely got the words out.

      “I can change that, guapa.” Waverly cringed as his hand reached around and squeezed her ass.

      “No la toques. Ponla en mi casa,” the leader snapped.

      The man removed his hand from her ass and Waverly could finally breath, but she knew enough Spanish to know where she was going. She was being put in the leader’s house.

      “No, please,” she begged as the man dragged her off.

      The leader ignored her as he issued orders to his men. Waverly was shoved into the least damaged building. Maybe she could get out? But then she was shoved into the bathroom. The door was closed, and she heard the sound of a chair being wedged under the handle.

      Waverly was relieved she was alone, but there was going to be no escape. The window was broken, but it was also six feet up, ran the length of the bathroom, and was way too narrow to get through.

      “I need a weapon,” she muttered to herself.

      Waverly looked around the room and felt the tears and panic begin to win out. There was shelving but no cabinet doors. There was a sink but no piping. There was a tub but no curtain rod she would wield. Her last hope, the toilet, had no lid nor a tank. There wasn’t even a mirror she could break and use the glass. She was defenseless.
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