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ONE

‘Keep away from Emily. If you ever try to see her, legal action will be taken against you.’ 

Luke Knight crushed the unwelcome letter in one hard, curled fist, and flung it into the bin. His jaw ached with tension as he booted up the computer. If she wants a fight, then that’s what she’ll damn well get. 

Two fingers jabbed at the keyboard as he booked a flight home. Then he sat back and scowled at the screen, waiting impatiently for it to do its thing. Snatching up the printer copy as soon as it popped up, he allowed himself a grim smile of satisfaction. 

Let the battle begin.

***
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LUKE LEFT THE PLANE and walked quickly into the terminal. He collected his luggage and cleared Customs before making his way outside, into a cool, southerly breeze, to get a cab. As the driver pulled up outside the apartment complex, in Oriental Bay, Luke opened the door and took a deep breath of the salt-laden air. It was good to be home again, he thought, back to the fresh air of Wellington, capital city of New Zealand. He paid the driver and, as the car sped away, took out a photo from his wallet. Studying the sweet, innocent face, he refreshed every detail in his mind.

“I’ll be with you soon, princess,” he murmured. Retrieving the remote control from the pocket of his dark grey jacket, he opened the large, heavy gates which allowed access to the complex. Entering the foyer, he strode to his apartment and unlocked the door. Pausing only briefly to set down his bags, Luke withdrew his car keys and made his way to the basement garage. He got into the black SUV and drove straight to the familiar address where he’d not set foot for the past four years.

Four long years of forced separation. 

He parked under the giant, old pohutukawa tree at the kerb and made his way to the painted green front door. No-one answered his knock. Was the key still hidden in the old place? Bending to tilt the edge of the stone sculpture of a lizard, he grinned to himself. It was. He scooped the key up and opened the door.

“Anyone home?” He paused for a second, listening for any occupants, taking in the surroundings. The walls had been painted a different colour but apart from that it seemed exactly as he’d remembered. Taking a deep breath of the slightly musty air, he strode into the lounge, his gaze immediately drawn to the framed photograph on top of the television set.

He strode over, picked it up and let out a breath of relief at the proof she still lived here. He studied the picture carefully, filing away in his mind the details of the young woman beside her, certain he’d be able to recognize that auburn hair, pale skin and coolly confident smile. Replacing the frame, he glanced around the room. Bitter-sweet memories of the past surrounded him as he gazed at the dilapidated brown sofa draped with a multi-coloured crocheted blanket, stained coffee table, the faded red armchair, a computer desk.  

A desk? He didn’t remember that being there. He wandered over to look at the stacks of papers and books scattered across the top. His glance flicked over the book titles and he frowned. After examining the papers more closely, he inwardly rejoiced, that right here before his eyes, was the evidence to prove his drastic action was justified. No more playing the role of Mister Nice Guy. He curled one fist in frustration. She’d fired the first shot, but the woman would soon understand he was more than willing to fight for his rights. 

And glancing up at the planner on the wall, he found the day’s date with diary appointments neatly recorded, telling him just where to find her. 

Yes! He punched the air in mock celebration and bolted from the house.  
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Two
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“Happy birthday, dear Emily, happy birthday to you.” 

As the singing finished, all the adults and preschoolers clapped. Emily sat on a miniature chair beside Jane, the preschool teacher. Her party hat slipped down over one eye as she grasped the play dough cake more firmly on her lap.  Jane lit the candles. “One, two, three, four, five!”  High-pitched voices shouted out the numbers in excitement. Emily puckered her cheeks and blew out the candles with a huge, noisy puff, making the other kids laugh.

Watching along with a group of parents, Katie smiled at Emily’s enjoyment. The wee girl hadn’t had much fun in her life since the tragic death of her mother, six months earlier.  

“How are you coping? It can’t be easy being a foster mum.” 

Katie turned to Sarah, Skye’s mother. “It’s fine. Mostly. As long as I keep her busy, she’s contented enough. The nights are the worst. She still has bad dreams.”

Sarah nodded, giving Katie an appraising look. Katie turned away, suddenly self-conscious about the dark shadows under her eyes.  

“Skye’s really looking forward to the birthday party tomorrow. I can stay and help if you like.”

Katie smiled her thanks. Everyone had been so kind since that fateful day. It would be forever etched in her memory – the 24th of February, the day the police told her that Lisa, her flatmate, had been killed in a car accident on the Hutt motorway, while on her way to pick up Emily from preschool. Lisa had been a solo mum, so in the absence of any relatives able or willing for her child to go to, it had been decided, by the welfare authorities, to allow Katie to care for her.  

She held her breath as Emily carefully concentrated on carrying a bowl of iced animal shaped biscuits to offer to all the children. The child had dressed herself, that morning, in a yellow skivvy, candy pink pants and red gumboots. There had been the usual protests as Katie struggled to brush the tangles out of the black locks of hair which now curled adorably around Emily’s face. A rush of fondness swept through her, followed quickly by a pang of regret. It should be Lisa standing here, she’d have been so proud of her little daughter. 

Then one of the boys, impatient for his treat, lunged at the bowl and tried to pull it out of Emily’s hands. Emily protested loudly as some of the contents spilled out and landed on the floor. Katie was about to come to her rescue when a tall guy, thirty-ish, with closely shaved dark hair, stepped forward. Quickly gathering up the biscuits he’d popped them back into the bowl before Katie was even halfway there. Crisis solved. 

He must be one of the children’s dads although she’d not seen him before; nothing unusual about that though, as it was mostly the mums who did the pick-ups and drop-offs of their kids. 

Emily had once asked about her daddy but Katie couldn’t tell her much. Lisa hadn’t even registered his name on Emily’s birth certificate, which explained why he hadn’t been traced as next-of-kin. In Katie’s opinion he had a right to know he had a daughter, but Lisa was so disdainful of the idea it had caused a heated argument between them. Katie had not mentioned it again.  

She scanned the ever-restless group of preschoolers squirming on the mat, wondering whose dad he was. For a couple of minutes, she amused herself trying to match him up. One brown-haired boy looked a likely candidate. Her gaze flicked back to the man. He really was very appealing in the looks department, with his strong jaw and nicely shaped mouth. Shame he’s already attached, but then the good ones always were, in her experience. 

She was about to look away when he glanced up and caught her eye. Vaguely unnerved by this, she lifted a hand to tuck a stray strand of her hair behind one ear. Their eyes locked for a brief, intense second before he turned away. 

“Ka kite ano, say goodbye to Emily everyone,” Jane said. “She starts school next term.”

The teacher’s last words were almost drowned out with a chorus of excited, “G’byes.” 

Katie joined the chaos as adults herded their offspring to the cloakroom lockers to collect belongings. Luckily, Emily’s bright clothes made her easy to spot. Some of the other mothers paused to confirm their child would be attending Emily’s party.

When she checked on Emily, expecting the little girl to be standing beside her, she was very surprised to see she wasn’t there. It was unlike Emily to wander off. Her sense of security had still not fully returned and she lacked the confidence to stray far. But perhaps she’s getting more independent and is waiting outside, reasoned Katie. Gathering up Emily’s bag and clearing the locker of a pile of art creations and paintings, she made her way over to the door leading to the exit. 

The playground seemed empty and the last of the adults and children were filing out through the far gate. Katie strode to check around the side of the building and was just about to go back inside when Jane came running out.

“Do you know that guy?” she asked.

“Which guy?” Katie fought down rising alarm.

“He said he was with you. Look, there they are.”  

Following the direction of the teacher’s pointing finger, Katie darted forward and called, “Hey!” 

It was the good-looking stranger who’d rescued the biscuits. Her pulse skittered about in panic as he turned and waited for her to catch up. What did he think he was doing holding onto Emily’s hand as if he knew her? 

As she drew close, he said, “Is this the lady you live with, Emily?”

The child nodded. Then the guy stooped, and in one swift movement, lifted the little girl into his arms. 

“You’d better come with us,” he muttered in response to Katie’s open-mouthed outrage. Cutting off her protest he strode through the gate and turned left. Katie, heart racing, reached the footpath to see him put Emily into the front seat of a black vehicle. With an extra burst of energy, she ran to it and, just as he was about to step into the driver’s seat, she wrenched open the back door and launched herself inside. 

“It’s okay... Em, no-one’s... going to... hurt you,” she panted.

Emily poked her head around the edge of the seat, a sticky, brown smeared smile on her lips. Chocolate!  

A horrible thought edged into Katie’s mind – he was a paedophile and had used the chocolate as a lure!  

Emily’s large, blue eyes focused, untroubled, onto Katie. “He’s my uncle.”

Katie’s heart twisted at such sweet innocence. Turning to the guy as he stepped into the car, she yelled, “Where are we going? Who are you?”

Ignoring her, he calmly inserted the key into the ignition and gunned the accelerator.

“Stop! For God’s sake, what do you think you are playing at?”  She grabbed at his shoulder but could do no more to hinder him from her position on the back seat. She tried to get her thoughts in order. Think, think! There must be a way to get out of this.

The car slowed a little and the guy scowled at Katie through the rear vision mirror. “Just calm down,” he ordered. “You’ll frighten Emily.” 

Katie was incensed. “Calm down! How dare you say that?” Her voice trembled with shock. 

She took a deep breath. “Please pull over, right now, and tell me who you are and just why you tried to kidnap her!”

The guy immediately sped up again. “I did not try anything of the sort. And I can’t stop here,” he pointed out. “We’re on the motorway.”

Katie glanced out the window and, for the first time, saw they were heading towards the city, in quite the opposite direction from home. 

“But where are you taking us?”  Her voice rose into a desperate shriek. “What’s this all about?”

Emily whimpered and fumbled with her seat belt.

“Shhh,” soothed Katie, as she leaned forward to pat Emily’s arm in reassurance. “It’s okay, sweet pea.”

“I want to go home.” Emily let out a long wail.

“Now see what you’ve done,” hissed Katie to their captor. “How can you be her uncle? She doesn’t know you. I don’t know you.” Thumping the back of the seat, she spat out, “Lisa hated her family!”

Heart thumping hard against her ribs, she saw, in the mirror, his dark brows draw together and his lips compress into a grim line.

Then, without warning, he pulled over to a layby and brought the car to a skidding halt. He didn’t say a word as he leapt out, opened Emily’s door and unbuckled her.

Katie immediately lunged at the door handle, intent on escaping and attracting a passing motorist’s attention. But even before she’d put one foot out, he’d managed to slide the girl in alongside her. He glanced up with a ‘don’t do anything stupid’ expression before closing the door with a firm click. Then he swiftly got back into the driver’s seat. 

As the car began to move again, Katie put her arms around Emily to cuddle her close. It wasn’t long before the child’s sobs quietened and her eyelids drooped. 

“Okay. You deserve an explanation.” His deep voice broke into the silence.

“Damn right I do,” she muttered quietly, conscious of the sleeping child. Lifting her gaze to the mirror, she caught his glance, his eyes a fathomless deep blue, as dark as an evening sky.

“You’re Katie Ryan, right?” 

“You know my name?” Katie’s eyes widened.

Ignoring this, he said “I’m Luke. Luke Knight?”

His tone implied she should recognize the name but it meant nothing to Katie. Lisa had never mentioned him. She glanced back out the window at the Hutt River rippling its way down the valley. The huge, old willow trees had not yet started to leaf up, their long, curved branches hunched winter-bare over the water. There were some people walking along the far bank and a dog running along ahead of them. She thought about scrolling down the window and shouting to them for help, but they were too far away to hear.

Her stomach curled with anxiety.

“Well, Luke Knight,” she repeated, with acerbic emphasis. “How come you know my name?” 

Maybe he’d been spying on them for weeks. 

Maybe he’d been following them around for months.  

Maybe that’s how he knew where they would be today. 

“Lisa told me you were her flatmate.” 

Katie chilled. The hairs on the back of her neck rose. He was lying. There was no way Lisa would ever have contacted him. She wasn’t even on speaking terms with her mother!

“I can’t believe she’d do that. She never had anything to do with her relatives.” She glared at him and he stared back, the mirror reflecting his clean-shaven, olive skin. The nostrils of his long, straight nose flared as if he was trying to control his breathing. 

As they passed by the harbour, her attention was momentarily diverted by the sun drops sparkling on the water. The car turned in the direction of the waterfront drive and she fervently wished she’d swallowed her pride and taken up her mother’s offer to buy her a cell phone. It would have been so easy to call for help if she’d done so. She glanced back at him. Why didn’t he reply? Because he’s been caught out? Fear hollowed her stomach. What if he turns nasty? 

“What are we doing here?” She struggled to hide her anxiety, to keep her voice light.

“I’m taking you to my place. We can talk there.” The mirror reflected his sudden grin. 

Katie’s skin, to her consternation, flamed. What? Get a grip!  How can a guy, who acts like a maniac, have such a sexy smile? And what does he mean by talk? 

“If you are Emily’s Uncle, you could’ve arranged a proper meeting. There was no need for any of this snatch and grab stuff.”

He swung the SUV in through the gates, which opened before them at the touch of a button and drove smoothly forward into the large garage. He got out as the heavy door clanged shut behind them.  

Katie opened her door and he leaned in to take the sleeping Emily from her arms. She shrank back and held Emily closer.

The guy retreated, a distinct scowl of frustration on his face as he said, “Come in and I’ll explain everything.” Noticing Katie’s sceptical look, he added, “You’ve nothing to fear from me. I only have Emily’s best interests at heart.”

You’ve a strange way of showing it. As he again stooped to attempt to relieve Katie of her sleepy bundle, the child woke and reached her arms up to him. It was such a trusting gesture a lump formed in Katie’s throat. Even so, she refused to let go of her.

His eyes narrowed, but he didn’t push it. He merely motioned them to follow him up the stairs and into an apartment. Katie’s first impression was of the view through the large windows, of the aquamarine blue of the harbour. The large room was full of light and space and sun. It was magnificent..., expensive and... almost completely white. 

As her shoes sank into thick white carpet, she gazed around at the pristine walls, the two plump white leather sofas and the classy, white-stone sculptures in a furled ponga fern shape on the glass coffee table. In one corner was a rack containing bottles of wine, providing the only spot of bright colour in the room, apart from the bland silver-grey uniformity of the television and CD player. The room positively shrieked luxury and the quintessential trappings of the good life. Not quite what she’d imagined as a kidnapper’s den...

Katie laid the drowsy Emily gently down onto one soft sofa. Luke carefully draped a blanket over her before turning his attention back to Katie.

“I’m sorry I frightened you. It was only that... somehow... I couldn’t really envisage you agreeing to any type of meeting with one of the hated relatives.” His jaw hardened. “Trust me, I was driven into taking desperate measures.” 

Katie, drawn as if by a magnet towards the stunning view, strode to the window. She crossed her arms. How could she trust the guy after what he’d just put them through? She didn’t know enough about him and after today’s little performance she felt quite certain she didn’t want to get to know him. But here he was, so if she was ever to get to the bottom of this, she’d have to put her own feelings aside, if only for Em’s sake. 

Turning to face him, she offered cautiously, “All right. I’m listening.” 

He withdrew something from his wallet and started to walk toward her. “Take a look at this.” Just as he was about to hand it over, the sound of an approaching siren alerted their attention to the scene unfolding down on the street. A police car came to a halt. Two officers leapt out and came running toward the gate. They were soon knocking at the door below. 

Luke swore under his breath. “I’ll have to deal with them,” he said. “Wait here.” He turned and walked back down the stairs. 

Katie, instantly relieved at the intervention of the authorities, observed them from where she stood. She distinctly heard their questions about Luke’s part in an alleged abduction but not his mumbled replies. Was he spinning the officers a line, protesting his innocence? Filled with renewed outrage at this possibility, she ignored his request for her to stay where she was and hastened to join them.  

She only made it to the top stair before Luke, along with the cops, one female, one male, filed up towards her. Stepping aside to allow them to pass, she carefully eyed Luke but his cool demeanour gave nothing away.

The female officer introduced herself as Trish and asked her if she wanted to lay charges. Just as Katie had opened her mouth to say yes, too right I do, Trish spoke again.

“Mr Knight has admitted his actions were hasty and ill-advised and he accepts all blame for this situation.” She turned toward him. “Isn’t that right, sir?” 

Katie, completely taken aback, shot Luke a surprised glance. The expression on his face seemed contrite, even humble. Smarmy devil. 
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