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Praise for Christy Reece:


‘Sizzling romance and fraught suspense fill the pages as the novel races toward its intensely riveting conclusion’ Publishers Weekly, Starred Review


‘Romantic suspense has a major new star!’ Romantic Times


‘A passionate and vivacious thrill-ride! . . . I feel like I’ve been on an epic journey after finishing it . . . Exquisite’ Joyfully Reviewed


‘A very compelling romantic suspense. The romance is sensuous, and the story moves along at an excellent pace with a lot of drama and violence. The characters are distinctly drawn, and the pages are filled with intrigue and emotional intensity’ Romance Reviews Today


‘Steamy sex scenes, intense fighting scenes, the sensation of struggling to survive, edge-of-your-seat feelings, and finding your true self make this mind-blowing book a must read story!’ Coffee Time Romance & More


‘A heart-racing tale from start to finish . . . I loved every minute of it!’ The Romance Reader’s Connection


‘[A] brilliantly plotted book. The love story, as always, is hot and emotive and balanced well with the exciting and well-crafted mystery. Her main characters are vulnerable yet strong, and even the villains are written with skillful and delicate brush strokes haunting your mind long after the book is done’ Fresh Fiction







Working for Last Chance Rescue, Cole Mathison has been to hell and back. But being responsible for the death of an innocent man is a hell like no other. Longing for redemption, Cole finds himself embroiled in the mysterious disappearance of Keeley Fairchild’s young children. Rescuing the children is his mission – but falling in love with the widow of the man he inadvertently killed was never in the plans.


When Keeley’s life is threatened, Cole’s demons must take a backseat to the most important mission of his life. He might never know the heaven of Keeley’s arms, but he’ll never survive the hell of failing to save her.






In memory of my sweet mother-in-law,
who was the complete opposite
of Elizabeth Fairchild in every way









prologue


Fairview, South Carolina


He sat on a hillside and surveyed the estate below. Icy gusts of wind blasted around him, swirling up frozen dust particles from the dry earth. Undeterred by the elements, Cole Mathison maintained his focus on his target below—a modern-day fortress. The massive brick wall surrounding the Southern-style mansion would stop all but the most determined. Hidden sensors covered the vast estate, designed to alert the owner to the presence of any intruder within seconds.


Keeley Fairchild and her daughters were well protected.


She had been given detailed instructions on how to protect her family and had taken that advice to heart. Other than its lack of armed guards, the estate’s security could rival some embassies’. This was a woman intent on ensuring her children’s safety.


Cole lowered his high-powered binoculars and released a harsh breath. Why the hell was he even here? There was no indication that she was in trouble or under any kind of threat. It had been more than a year since her husband’s abduction and death. From all accounts, there’d never been a threat to anyone else in the family. So why couldn’t he just forget about her and let this obsession go?


He stood and stretched his long legs, wincing at the stiffness. Three days of doing nothing but watching the nonexistent comings and goings at the estate was wearing. For a man used to a daily routine of physical activity, sitting on his ass for any amount of time exhausted him faster than a ten-mile uphill run.


None of the family had left the grounds since he’d been here. Two visitors, both young women, had come by for brief visits. That had been the only outside activity. Other than the occasional shadow that flitted by a window, he never saw Keeley Fairchild or her children.


She was fine; the kids were fine. So why didn’t he leave?


There was no reason to believe that she or her daughters were in the slightest bit of danger. Despite that knowledge, he came here every few weeks just to reassure himself. Damn stupid obsession had to end sometime. The need to protect this family was a bizarre and useless pastime. They didn’t need his help. Hell, they didn’t even know he existed. And with any luck, he could keep it that way.


His phone vibrated in his pocket. Grabbing it, he held the phone to his ear as he perused the perimeter once more. “Yeah?”


“We found him.” Noah McCall’s hard voice held a tinge of triumph.


Cole’s entire body stiffened at the news. “Where?”


“Still in his home base.”


The bastard had never left Mexico. Good, that’d make it easier for everyone.


“Figured he’d get out of the country,” Cole said.


“He may have tried . . . just couldn’t.”


“He suspect anything?”


“No. Staying below radar, but he’s set up shop. Got himself a little lab in the basement of an abandoned building.”


Sounded like the freak. A fanatical need to experiment had ruined lives, caused untold death and destruction. But now the man’s sick fascination to screw with people’s minds was playing right into their hands.


“You coming?” McCall asked.


Cole took another sweeping glance at the scenic and peaceful valley below. His instincts were off, had been since his capture. There was no hint of threat, no evidence of danger. Keeley Fairchild had gotten on with her life; he needed to get on with his.


Jerking his backpack up, he swung it over his shoulder and started down the hill. “Be there tomorrow.”







one


A female shriek, loaded with drunken laughter, ripped through the air. Oh yeah. The Saturday night crowd at Bug-n-Booze was alive and kicking. The aroma of roasted peanut shells covering the floor blended with the lusty smells of women who only wanted two things—to get drunk and to get laid.


Wesley Tuttle’s mouth slid up in an easy smile . . . his favorite kind of woman.


“Are you listening to me?”


With deliberate slowness, Wes turned back to his companion. She’d asked to meet him hundreds of miles from Fairview; least she could do was let him enjoy himself for a little while. This was his first time here and Wes already knew it wouldn’t be his last.


He eyed the woman sitting at the table with him. With her upper-crust, snooty attitude and expensive clothes, she looked as out of place here as a possum would at a pie-throwing contest. It was all for show; everything about her was fake. He knew more than most anybody about this particular rich bitch. Those clothes might make her look high class, but when she had a little liquor inside her or needed a favor, she could make a Saturday night slut look like a nun.


He gave her the smile he reserved especially for her, knowing it’d piss her off. “I want the woman, too.”


Shock reflected on her face for barely a second, then a skinny, manicured hand waved dismissively. “Don’t be ridiculous. If you make this more complicated, it will never work. You’ll get more than enough for the kids.”


He stared hard. This point was non-negotiable. If she wanted him to do the job, she’d come around.


Her eyes skittered away from his face. Good. She might be his employer for this particular gig, but she was scared of him. Just the way he liked it.


She chewed at her lower lip, smearing red lipstick over her teeth. “What do you want her for? Ransom?”


A grin tugged on his mouth. “You know money ain’t the reason I want her.”


Jealousy dripping from every word, she said, “What is it with you men? Her ass is the size of a double-wide and those boobs are freakishly large.”


It was all he could do not to laugh in her face. “If double-wide trailers were shaped like her ass, I wouldn’t mind living in one the rest of my life.”


The woman continued her rant. Wes ignored her, as he did most of the time. When she said something he wanted to hear, he’d tune in again.


She was pissed he wasn’t still trying to get into her panties. He’d been there and done that more times than he liked to count. Every time he made the return trip, he always swore he’d never go back again, but when he was horny, sometimes he needed the itch scratched without preliminaries. Given the proper incentive, this bitch was always willing.


“Are you listening to me?”


“I will when you say something worth hearing.”


Eyes flashed with a haughty fury; she reared back as only her kind could.


Wes snorted, not one bit impressed with her highbrow attitude. “Listen, we may be in business together, but I ain’t taking no shit off you. You tell me where I can nab the brats and the woman. I’ll take care of the rest. That sure as hell don’t mean we gotta be bosom buddies.” Wes swallowed another snort. Like she had any kind of bosom he could buddy up to. Hell, she barely had anything up top at all. Another reason she was so jealous of the woman. The difference between them was like an ocean to a mud puddle.


The anger in her eyes seemed to dim for the moment. Talking business was one way to keep that jealousy under control. “They’ll be hard to get to; she barely lets them out of her sight. And it’ll have to be done somewhere out of the house. It’d take a tank to get inside that estate.”


Wes shrugged. “So? Find a way to get them out in the open. I can get rid of anybody who sees me.”


“No, I don’t want anyone killed. That would attract too much attention.”


He cackled. Hell, she was dumber than he thought. “You don’t think kidnapping two little girls with that last name in this state ain’t going to cause an uproar? Especially after what happened to their daddy? FBI’s gonna be on it like flies on chicken shit.”


A small bit of fear flashed in her face and then she shrugged. “You do what I tell you to do and no one will ever find them . . . it doesn’t matter who’s looking for them.”


Man, she sure hated the woman. Wes wasn’t one to question other people’s motives. Most times he didn’t care. If he got money for it, there wasn’t a lot he wouldn’t do. He’d always prided himself on having no limits. Took balls of steel and major smarts to do what he’d done most of his life and not get caught. He eyed the woman again. Hell, might as well make the offer. It’d be some extra dough and no skin off his nose. “If you hate her that much, I can off her once I’m finished with her.”


Her eyes widened with what looked like genuine shock. “I don’t want her dead, you idiot. I don’t want anyone killed.” She leaned forward. “Understood?”


Fine with him. He sure as hell wasn’t going to do extra stuff he wouldn’t get paid for. “Fine. I’ll wear a mask or something. Don’t know why you’re so against killing all of a sudden. You sure didn’t seem to have a problem with it when you got rid of her husband.”


Her face went still for an instant and then her mouth tilted in a smirk. “Now, what makes you think I had anything to do with that?”


“’Cause I saw you right after they got married. Never seen you so pissed before. Besides, it sounds like something you’d do.”


She pressed a hand against her heart in fake outrage. “I can’t believe you think I’d be so vindictive.” The slight humor he’d seen in her eyes disappeared and the ice-bitch look returned. “Despite all the evidence that pointed to her, she was barely even considered a suspect.”


“Well, least you got the money for it.”


She waved a negligent hand. “Money is inconsequential.”


Spoken like a woman who had it to spare. To Wes, money would never be inconsequential. “What’d you have him kidnapped for then?”


A skinny, haughty brow lifted. “I never said I did.”


Wes swallowed a guffaw. Wasn’t no use denying it. He knew what the bitch was capable of. “Bet the outcome really honked you off, too. She got the money, the mansion, and got rid of a cheating husband to boot. I’d say you got screwed.”


“The only reason they believed her is because of her looks. Idiot men take one look at her and start thinking with their dicks. It’s disgusting.”


Unable to resist needling her, Wesley quipped, “Thought you said she wasn’t good-looking.”


Her mouth tightened at the reminder, but she stayed focused on business. “One hundred thousand to snatch both of them, plus the money you get from each buyer.” She slid a piece of paper toward him. “Here are the names, phone numbers, and addresses.” A blood-red nail tapped on the paper. “The dark-haired one goes to these people in Florida; the blonde to this couple in Pennsylvania. As soon as you make the delivery, they’ll give you the money. It’s all yours.”


Like he needed her telling him how to conduct business. Whatever she said didn’t mean squat. He’d do it his way. He already had a buyer set up for the blond one and would be getting a whole hell of a lot more than the fifteen thousand the people in Pennsylvania were willing to cough up. The dark-haired one might have to go to the Florida people, though. The blond one would be easier to pass off as his till he could drop her off; the dark-haired one looked too different to belong to him.


She continued with her instructions. “You’ll need to get out of town immediately after you take them.”


He knew how to take care of his business. Just ’cause she’d started the process didn’t mean she was going to run the show.


Once he got rid of the kids, he’d keep the woman for as long as he wanted, then drop her somewhere when he was through. Using her brats as leverage would ensure she’d do everything he told her to do. Wes squirmed in his chair as he thought about all the things that plump pink mouth would do to him.


Putting those needs on the back burner, he leaned forward, eager to get things into motion. The sooner he got the plans in place, the sooner he’d be getting what he’d been wanting for years. “Here’s what you’re going to do.”


Her face lit up and became more animated than he’d ever seen it.


Man, if she really hated Keeley Fairchild that much, why the hell didn’t she want her dead?


Two weeks later
Fairview, South Carolina


A gurgling giggle caused Keeley to smile. Even without looking, she knew the giggle belonged to Hailey. It had a tinkling, musical quality to it. Her sister Hannah’s giggle was softer and sounded more like a wind chime.


“Mommy, look at me!”


She turned and grabbed Hailey’s waist just in time to pull her down from the monkey bars she was trying to climb. The little knot on her head from last week’s adventure was barely gone. “Hailey, I told you not to go up there.”


She sat her daughter down on the ground and tried for a hard look. When her angel just gave her an innocent, adorable grin, Keeley figured she’d failed the stern-mother-glare test. With her light blue eyes and fair complexion, Hailey looked so much like her father that Keeley felt that familiar painful twist to her heart.


Going to her knees, Keeley brushed a blond curl from her daughter’s forehead and gave her button nose a gentle tap. “No climbing . . . promise Mommy.”


Another gap-toothed grin was her response. Keeley held back a sigh. How on earth had she managed to create a daredevil daughter? Hailey wasn’t happy unless she was doing something she knew her mother would definitely not want.


“Mommy, can I have some juice?”


She pressed a kiss to Hailey’s forehead and twisted around to Hannah, Hailey’s sister. Though the girls were twins, they were as unalike as if they came from different parents. Hannah was a miniature version of Keeley—light olive skin, ebony hair, and black eyes. Her personality was easygoing and pleasant. She could be entertained with a book for hours; her sister might hold out for five minutes.


Sometimes it amazed her how these two precious little girls had come from something so disastrous as her marriage to Stephen. Not that she’d known how bad it was until just before he died. But the gifts of her daughters more than made up for the other things. No doubt about it, they were heaven-sent.


Keeley pulled a small juice box from the thermal picnic bag and inserted the straw into the box. Turning back to her daughter, she pressed a small kiss to Hannah’s silky head and then handed her the juice. “Here you go, sweet pea.”


Smiling her thanks, Hannah headed toward her sister, her tiny hands wrapped tight around the juice box as she sipped. Little Miss Careful never wanted to spill a drop.


Keeley turned to grab another juice from her bag, knowing once Hailey saw her sister with juice, she’d want some, too. She was putting the straw in when she heard the first scream.


“Mommy!”


Keeley whirled around. In an instant, she dropped the juice and ran. A large man in a black ski mask had both her babies in his arms and was running down the sidewalk toward the parking lot.


Her heart pounded as her feet flew toward the monster. “What are you doing? Stop!”


Focused only on her children, Keeley barely noticed when another masked man ran up beside her. He threw his arm around her waist, picked her up, and started carrying her. Her only instinct to get to her girls, Keeley kicked and beat at him until he dropped her to the ground.


Terror exploding inside her, Keeley was back on her feet in an instant and running. Her babies were screaming for her; the man carrying them never looked back.


A hard arm grabbed her from behind. “Come on, bitch.” The voice sounded breathless and angry.


Barely pausing, Keeley slugged the man in the face and kept on running. She screamed, “Don’t you take my babies!”


“Bitch!” The second masked man was beside her again. He made another grab for her. Wasting precious seconds, Keeley turned around and put everything she had into the punch; her fist slammed into his head. She turned and started running again.


Their faces red and puckered with fear, her babies screamed, shouting for her. With a gasping sob, Keeley stretched her hand out and managed to claw at the man’s sleeve.


He shot a quick glance back and wrenched his arm away.


Oh God, don’t let him get away. “No!” Keeley screamed.


He reached the parking lot and ran toward the open side door of a white van. Keeley took a leap and sprang toward him, her arms outstretched. Once again she felt the brush of his jacket on her fingertips. He pulled away sharply and Keeley felt herself falling. Pain slammed into her as she smacked face-first onto the concrete pavement. On the edge of consciousness, the last sound Keeley heard was the cry of her daughters screaming “Mama!”


Wes glanced in his rearview mirror at the two sleeping kids. Seeing them with their arms wrapped around each other for comfort and warmth kind of tugged at his heart. They’d been so upset he’d given them orange juice laced with Valium to calm them down. They’d fallen asleep almost immediately. Had he given them too much? Maybe he should check and make sure they were still breathing.


Damned if he needed anything else to go wrong with this job. He had two kids, hopefully alive, but no woman. The bitch had double-crossed him; the grab hadn’t gone down like he’d instructed. The email he got on his BlackBerry just seconds ago indicated that as far as she was concerned, the job was finished: “Your money’s at the P.O. box. Get out of town and don’t come back.”


Like hell.


Wes turned down the gravel path to his cabin. The first thing he needed to do was get off the road. He’d paid Fletch the money he owed him for his help, though not as much as Wes had promised. Hell, even if the setup wasn’t right, the bastard should’ve been able to grab Keeley.


Since Wesley was the larger of the two men, he’d decided to be the one to nab the kids. Squirmy kids, even young ones like these, could be a pain in the ass to carry. He’d thought Fletch could handle the woman, though. That’d been his only job. In Wes’s estimation, if a man couldn’t take down a woman, he wasn’t much of a man. Stupid prick.


Wes parked in front of his cabin and turned the ignition off. Twisting around, he eyed the unconscious kids, and then reached out a hand and touched the pulses at their necks. Yeah, both still beating. At least that was one thing that hadn’t got messed up.


Weird that they were twins when they didn’t even look related. One had blond hair; the other one had black hair . . . the color of her mother’s. The dark-haired one would be going to some people in Georgia. He’d found somebody who was willing to pay five thousand more than what the Florida people had promised. Fifteen thousand had a nicer ring to it than ten.


The blond one was going to bring him almost double what the dark-haired one had. With the hundred thousand he’d gotten for the grab, he was going to be sitting pretty for a long time.


First, he had a call to make.


Wes pressed a key on his cellphone. She answered on the first ring in that haughty voice he hated. “I told you not to call me.”


“You’re going to pay. Nobody double-crosses me and gets away with it.”


She laughed. The bitch had the nerve to laugh at him!


“I did pay you. With that kind of money, you can find plenty of women to do anything you want. And I got what I wanted. We’re even.”


His teeth ground so hard his jaw ached. “We ain’t even and you know it. I’ll be back. You’re going to get me what you promised or else.”


He ended the call before she could say anything else. Wouldn’t matter what she said. He wanted what he wanted. And he had wanted Keeley Fairchild for years.


In high school, she’d been focused on other things, never dated. Not that he’d ever asked. She wouldn’t have anything to do with him or any of the other boys who’d panted after her. She was always too serious, had her head in a book, or was busy practicing for track. But her body . . . Wes hardened at the mental image. Keeley’s hot-damn body was the kind boys dreamed of and men salivated for.


After high school, he’d tried a few times to get her to go out with him, but she’d always turned him down. She’d always been nice about it, though, and he figured she was just shy. Then what’d she do but up and marry that rich bastard Stephen Fairchild. Whatever good feelings he’d had about Keeley had been lost. Most everybody knew Fairchild couldn’t keep his pants zipped. Wes figured Keeley had gotten what she deserved.


Things were different now. Fairchild’s ass was ashes, and Wes had been dreaming and salivating way too long. When he got back to town, the waiting would be over.


First things first . . . get rid of her brats. Other than getting a nice chunk of money, the only satisfaction this job gave him was the knowledge that the bitch would be pissed he hadn’t dropped the kids where she’d told him to go.


Wes snorted. Like he was going to take orders from a woman.


Once he took care of his transactions, he’d lay low and enjoy his rewards for a while. Let the bitch get comfortable, think he’d forgotten about her. He’d be back and show her that nobody double-crosses Wesley Tuttle and gets away with it. She’d either pony up the other part of the bargain and get him the woman or he’d be announcing to the world just who was responsible for Keeley Fairchild’s misery. Wouldn’t the good citizens of Fairview be surprised?




two


Six weeks later
Last Chance Rescue headquarters
Paris, France


Fury vibrated in every step as Cole shoved open the door to his boss’s office. Noah McCall was sprawled in his chair, that cool, implacable expression firmly in place.


“Damn you, McCall. Why wasn’t I told?”


Other than the tic in McCall’s right jaw, the man didn’t move. Cole forced several deep breaths to quiet the roar of fury inside him. Teeth clenched, he spoke softly. “I want this case.”


Reining in the rage wasn’t easy; anger felt more natural than breathing. Being pumped full of supercharged steroids, along with a bunch of other shit, for almost a year will do that to a man. It’d taken months of detox and meditation before he felt his control returning. Now it took only a few seconds to calm the roaring beast inside him. Besides, if there was one man who didn’t give a damn about having someone pissed at him, it was McCall.


His boss didn’t bother to pretend he didn’t know which case. He raised his head slowly and waited a palpable second before saying, “Eden and Jordan are on it. I don’t need you.”


“I don’t care who you’ve got on it. I want in.”


McCall shook his head. “You haven’t finished up the job in Mexico.”


“We got the doctor . . . he’s the one we wanted the most. I left Dylan in charge. The few that are left have been targeted . . . he’s got plenty of backup to take them down. If they still need help after I rescue the kids, I’ll go back.”


Unmoved, McCall shook his head. “I’ll keep you informed. Give you access to all the information we have, but I’m not going to—”


“This is a courtesy call, Noah. Whether you put me on the case or not, I’m working it.”


McCall leaned back into his chair, his black eyes assessing. “FBI’s been all over it. It’s over a month old and the trail’s gone ice-cold. Keeley Fairchild called me right after it happened. We’ve been on the case from the beginning.”


Cole ground his teeth to keep from snarling. Getting more pissed with McCall for not telling him wouldn’t accomplish a damn thing. His boss would have assigned the people he believed were the best operatives to get the kids back.


Personal issues could screw up an op. Cole was more than aware that he wasn’t the best person for the job. Staying objective would be critical. Didn’t matter. Objectivity for this family had gone out the window a long time ago. If it was the last thing he did, he was going to get those kids back to their mother.


If fury should be directed at anyone, Cole was more than aware that it should be directed at himself. It was his failing that something had happened to the Fairchild children. He’d chosen revenge over protection. While he’d been rounding up the assholes who’d tortured him, he’d failed at his one major responsibility—keeping Keeley Fairchild and her children safe. The knowledge of that failure burned through him like acid. He wouldn’t screw up again.


“I have to be on this case, McCall.”


“Eden’s developed a special bond with Keeley Fairchild. Jordan’s got a good relationship going with the investigators. You go in and that might disrupt the balance. Let them handle this. Either one could single-handedly bring in those kids. If the children are still alive, there’s no doubt they’ll get them back. I’ll keep you updated on all the progress.”


He couldn’t argue the point. Eden and Jordan Montgomery were the best of LCR. No question. But that wouldn’t stop him. “Doesn’t matter. I want this case.”


McCall stared long and hard, then asked quietly, “Have you thought about the cost to yourself?”


Cole snorted. That was the least of his worries. “I don’t have anything left to lose.”


McCall’s eyes flashed. “Don’t say that. You have a lot of people who care—”


Cole waved an impatient hand. “You know what I mean. Eden and Jordan are more than capable, but they have a lot to lose if something goes wrong. I don’t.”


Noah McCall’s hard-eyed stare had intimidated many—Cole wasn’t one of them. He knew the man too well. Noah’s first responsibility would always be to the victims, but that would never negate his concern for his operatives.


“You think sacrificing yourself is going to get these kids back?”


“I’ve been on plenty of rescue missions and didn’t get killed. I don’t plan on dying on this one.”


“You didn’t plan on getting captured and tortured either.”


“I screwed up. It won’t happen again.”


“We all screwed up, Cole. Not just you.”


Cole held back his automatic denial. Everyone felt so damned guilty for what he’d gone through, but it’d been his stupid-assed decision to go into that warehouse without backup. There was no one else to blame, but if it got him on the case, he’d use what he had to.


“There’s no one more motivated than I am to get those children back to their mother.”


The flicker in his boss’s eyes told Cole he’d scored a point. Seeing that, Cole stiffened his spine, shut down his conscience, and went for the kill. “You owe me, Noah.”


In spite of his determination to feel nothing, a slash of pain ripped through his head at the guilt in his boss’s eyes. He’d lied. McCall didn’t owe him a damn thing. He’d saved Cole’s life years ago by giving him an opportunity and purpose few could. Noah McCall was the most decent man Cole knew, but if pushing this particular button got him on the case, he’d push the hell out of it. He had no choice.


McCall gave a curt nod. “Fine. I’ll give you all the intel. You can work it from here or Florida. Another set of eyes can only help. I can—”


“No. I’m going to South Carolina.”


“Dammit, there’s no reason to meet the woman.”


“I’m not in the habit of running from my demons.”


“Are you going to tell her who you are?”


“There’s no reason to bring her more pain. I’ll be another LCR operative working to find her children. What’s done is done.”


“Here’s all the intel we have.” McCall slid a thick folder across his desk. A telling gesture. He’d known Cole was coming and had been prepared. “Police report, interviews, investigators’ notes. FBI has been extraordinarily cooperative. They’ve allowed Jordan to sit in on all of the interviews. And Eden’s been Keeley’s shadow. I think having Eden there has helped the woman about as much as anything. From the sound of it, she has few friends in Fairview.”


Cole took the folder and dropped into a chair in front of the desk. He’d take the file apart tonight when he was alone. Right now, he wanted more than what the papers in his hand would reveal . . . he wanted a gut feeling. Noah’s take on the situation would give him important insight. The man had overseen more rescues than all his operatives combined.


“I know her parents are gone. Doesn’t she have any other family?”


“No family other than the children . . . and her in-laws.” Noah’s tone indicated antipathy.


“In-laws not like her?”


“From what we can tell, the sister-in-law’s a good friend. Mother-in-law sounds like one of those witches Samara reads to Micah about.”


“Wicked stepmother type?”


McCall’s mouth lifted. “Yeah. Without the poisoned apple.”


“What’s her problem?”


“Not sure other than Keeley wasn’t good enough for her son. Elizabeth Fairchild has made no secret of how she feels. Did her best to have Keeley blamed when Stephen Fairchild was abducted. Local law’s a bunch of idiots, and since she apparently has them in her pocket, they tried to charge Keeley without any real evidence. FBI stepped in and stopped them before it went that far.”


Guilt skewered through Cole. Bad enough that her husband had been killed, but to be accused of that crime only added to her pain. Through no fault of her own, the woman had suffered tremendously already. Even more incentive for him to find her children.


“What about the kids . . . there’s been no ransom demand?”


“No.”


His gut twisted. “Hell, it’s been too long.”


McCall’s grim expression was an acknowledgment of what they both knew. The lack of communication for that length of time meant dire consequences. If the kids were even alive, they’d probably been sold. And there were all too many places for that kind of transaction to take place. Those children could be anywhere.


Cole forced his mind away from the harsh reality to get more facts. “How’d it go down?”


“Keeley Fairchild watched a man take the children. Fought like hell to prevent it.”


“Watched?”


“Yeah, she was within a few feet of catching up with him and fell flat on her face. Another man tried to grab her . . . she got away from him, but suffered a broken wrist and a concussion.”


Cole stiffened. “They tried to grab her along with the kids?”


“Yeah. That’s why Eden’s sticking so close to her. She may be in danger as well. And it’s one of the reasons no one’s surprised there’s not been a ransom.”


“One of the reasons?”


Propping his arms on his desk, McCall leaned forward as he explained. “The kidnappings seemed odd enough . . . what with two kids taken and what happened to her husband. About a week after they were nabbed, the emails started.”


“What kind of emails?”


“Not your normal wacko stuff . . . though those kinds of creeps do seem to come out of the woodwork when things like this happen. These comments are targeted and constant, with only one apparent purpose—to hurt Keeley.”


Cole held up the folder. “Copies in here?”


Noah nodded. “FBI is keeping the emails under their hat for now, along with the information that she was almost taken, too. As far as the media knows, it’s a kidnapping, not a personal vendetta. Press doesn’t need more fodder.”


“Media circus?”


“It was for a while. They’ve backed off since there’s been no developments.”


“So what’s your take?”


“The woman’s definitely got an enemy. Whether the emails are being sent by the kidnappers is less clear. They make no mention of the kids . . . where they could be, why they were taken, no admission of guilt. Just very pointed and cruel remarks toward her.”


“So it could still just be some sick creep who gets off on hurting those who are already hurting.”


“Possibly. Thanks to her mother-in-law, Keeley isn’t the most popular person in town. Could be one of them.”


“The whole town dislikes her?”


Even though it was intentional, Cole cursed his lack of knowledge of Keeley Fairchild. His goal had been to make sure she stayed safe. Finding out personal information about her was a line he hadn’t wanted to cross.


“Elizabeth Fairchild owns many of the businesses in Fairview and most of the land in the county. She’s got the money and the influence to control the vast majority of the town’s employment. Apparently they stay in her good graces by ostracizing Keeley.”


Cole clenched his jaw. Getting involved in small-town dramatics would be pointless. Still, hearing how Keeley Fairchild had been treated in her own town didn’t sit well with him.


“Any reference to the husband’s abduction in the emails?”


“No, nothing about him. Just remarks about what a terrible mother she must be to lose her kids. The writer knows exactly where to stick the knife to do the most damage.”


“How many FBI are on the case?”


“Seven when they started. It’s dropped to one. Honor Stone . . . you’ve worked with her before. You remember?”


A vague mental picture of a pretty, freckle-faced woman with a no-nonsense attitude and compassionate green eyes flashed in his mind.


When Cole nodded, Noah continued, “She’s worked well with Eden and Jordan but I wouldn’t be surprised if she’s reassigned soon.” He lifted a shoulder. “They’ll still work it, of course.”


Noah didn’t need to add the obvious. The FBI would continue to work it, but there were hundreds of other missing-persons cases they were working, too. Fortunately, Cole had two things the FBI didn’t have. Time and total focus. He would never give up until those kids were found.


“Where’d it happen? Her place is like a fortress. Hell, the wall that surrounds her property would stop ninety-nine percent of the population.”


“The park. She took the kids for a picnic. An older couple close by called the cops, but their description was as vague as Keeley’s. Masked men, white van, no tags or identifying features.”


“FBI have any suspects?”


“No strong ones. That’s what makes it so damned frustrating.”


“Two abductions in two years in the same family,” Cole muttered. “No way the two aren’t related. Somebody hates Keeley Fairchild enough to take her husband and then her children.”


McCall blew out a sigh. “Question is, who?”


“What’s your gut say?”


“No one was ever fingered for hiring the husband’s abduction.” McCall’s gaze narrowed on Cole. “You still think it was someone Fairchild knew?”


“Yeah. Rosemount’s records never said for sure, but there was something in his insane ramblings that made me believe someone who knew the family hired him.”


“Then it stands to reason it’s the same person. Someone who either sees Keeley as a cash cow or . . .”


“Or has an intense hatred for her.”


“Or both,” Noah said.


“If money was the primary motivator, they could’ve got a hell of a lot by demanding a ransom.”


Noah’s eyes went bleak. “Yeah. But if there’s an additional reason, like hurting Keeley, selling the kids off would make some money and accomplish the other, too.”


“And the local law . . . they any help on this case?”


McCall snorted his disgust. “Despite eyewitness accounts, they waited till Keeley regained consciousness before they put out any kind of alert on the kids. Keeley ended up calling the FBI herself. They got there within hours of her call and took over. Did a round of interviews. Got squat. Either no one knows anything . . .”


“Or they’re not talking.” Cole finished his boss’s sentence, then asked, “Jordan and Eden come up with anything yet?”


“Pretty much what we think. Someone has it out for her. Taking her kids is the best way to hurt her.”


Yeah, he knew all about that. To truly tear someone to pieces, you go for the heart. “If taking her kids doesn’t satisfy them, Keeley could be next,” Cole said.


McCall nodded. “If it’s a personal vendetta, whoever it is won’t be satisfied until she’s destroyed.”


Having heard enough to give him a good start, Cole stood. “I’ll head out tonight.”


“I’ll let them know you’re coming.”


Unable to leave alone the words he’d used earlier, Cole turned at the door. “For what it’s worth, you don’t owe me anything, Noah. What happened wasn’t your fault.”


McCall’s mouth tightened into a grim line as if he were fighting back words. Finally he nodded and said, “Be safe.”


When the door closed behind Cole, Noah released a ragged breath. No way in hell could he not feel responsible for what Cole had experienced. There wasn’t a person at LCR who didn’t feel some sort of guilt. Noah felt the grief and guilt deeper than anyone. He was responsible for every individual at LCR. He’d recruited, trained, encouraged, and, when necessary, disciplined every operative. Noah took his responsibilities seriously. He’d let Cole down.


Instead of investigating the possibility that Cole had been kidnapped and not killed in the warehouse explosion, Noah had concentrated on getting the man responsible for Cole’s death. While they’d been searching for a murderer, Cole had been drugged and tortured for months. Used as a killing machine without any concept of what he was doing, he had endured mindless, anguished agony. The scars on his body were only a glimpse of the damage done inside him.


When he’d hired Cole, he’d been impressed with the man’s strength of character. Having survived this past year with his sanity intact told Noah he had underestimated that strength.


Having Cole work this particular op wasn’t something he could feel comfortable about. He owed it to Cole to let him have the job, but he’d seen that look in other operatives’ eyes before. Cole had lost everything and felt he had nothing left to lose. Getting those kids back would be his only aim and focus.


While all LCR operatives understood that the victim always came first and self-sacrifice might well be necessary to get the job done, most of his people had more than an ounce of self-preservation. Cole didn’t have that.


Noah picked up a frame from his desk and felt a strong tug to a heart he hadn’t even known existed until he’d met Samara. The photo was of his beautiful wife holding their infant son, Micah. He never knew he could feel such love. And if he lost them . . . his life would be destroyed.


A few years back, Cole had lost his wife and daughter in an act of senseless violence. Noah had heard about the case and did his own investigating. He had learned what he needed to know, and had given Cole a few months to grieve. Then Noah had called him. After only one meeting with Cole, he’d offered him a job.


It had been one of the best decisions Noah had ever made. LCR had given the man the purpose he needed. Cole’s terrible ordeal and his own innate strength had made him an excellent operative. Compassion tempered with steely determination. And then Cole had been captured; the torture he’d suffered had almost destroyed him. Now all he felt he had left was the payment of this one debt.


If Keeley Fairchild’s children could be found, Noah had no doubt that his operative would rescue them. Problem was, would Cole survive it?




three


Dampness cloaked her, saturating Keeley’s skin with a welcome layer of moisture. Legs pumping with furious energy and urgency, she raced through the woods. On a deep breath, she inhaled the fragrant scents of pine and cedar. Already budding, dogwood and redbud trees would soon unfurl their blooms, scattering pink and white petals along the trail. Another month or so after that, magnolia trees would fill the air with a subtle lemony fragrance and blend with the sweet scent of honeysuckle. She drew in another breath; she could almost smell them.


To her left, the bright glow of the sun peeking just over the horizon told her it was time to go in. Despite the fact that she’d been running for over an hour, she felt a pang of regret. Sometimes she wanted to run forever.


This was her favorite time of day. The gentle music of nature, along with an invigorating run, always filled her with tranquillity. As a single mom of two rambunctious little girls, her day was filled to the brim. She loved every second of being a mother, but this hour alone, before they woke, was just for her.


Today was Sunday and she’d planned for it by running an extra mile.


Sunday was Hannah’s day to choose breakfast, which meant pancakes, with strawberries and whipped cream. If asked what she wanted, at breakfast or anytime, “Pancakes” was always Hannah’s answer.


Saturday was Hailey’s breakfast choice. Yesterday’s had been cereal and toast with grape jelly. Her answer for most meals was an eclectic variety.


Her girls might be twins, but they were polar opposites in almost everything.


A sudden need to see their angelic faces had her increasing her pace. Her lungs working at full capacity, Keeley raced toward the white Southern-style mansion in the distance. It was almost time for them to wake up. She loved being in the room when they opened their eyes.


An unexplained urgency suddenly gripping her, Keeley unlocked the door, keyed in the security code, and raced up the winding staircase. Her breath soughing from overtaxed lungs, she ran down the wide landing toward the children’s wing. Within feet of their door, she stopped. The sight of her gasping and wide-eyed with anxiety wasn’t something she wanted in their minds.


She bent over and pulled in deep breaths till her rapid breathing slowed to almost normal. Then, putting on her happy face, Keeley walked into the bedroom. She stopped. Their unmade beds were empty. Shaking her head in confusion, Keeley backed out of the room. Were they already up?


Wait. Her friend Jenna . . . did she stay over last night? Of course, how could she have forgotten? They were probably all in the playroom. Keeley ran to the playroom and pushed open the door. Filled with every imaginable toy a child could want, the room was empty of what Keeley wanted most . . . her children.


She hurried back downstairs. Maybe they’d been impatient and had already demanded breakfast. Jenna was a softie when it came to giving in to them . . . that must be what had happened. Her heart pounding with an unknown dread, she pushed opened the kitchen door. Empty.


Telling herself there was nothing to worry about, Keeley called out, “Okay, little chicks. Time for breakfast. Come on out.”


Silence.


Her heart picking up a deep, ominous rhythm, Keeley ran through the house. Every door she opened, every closet she peered into, every piece of furniture she looked under, she just knew she’d see two pairs of glinting eyes, proud of themselves for fooling their mama.


On the third floor, where no one ever went, panic set in. Where were her babies? Was that a giggle? She smiled. They were playing a trick on her. Silly gooses.


Keeley raced downstairs, back to their bedroom, and found nothing. Her mind screamed: Where are my babies!


A cry of agony woke Keeley. She shot out of bed; sobs tore and rippled through her body as she ran through her door and into the children’s bedroom.


A nightmare . . . only a nightmare. Please, God, oh please God, oh please . . . they had to be there.


Keeley pushed the door open and faced a living nightmare. One she’d been living for over a month. Her children were gone.


Dropping to her knees in the middle of the room, she bent over and wrapped her arms around her body. Tears flooded her eyes, blurring the empty beds in front of her. Keening cries of pain filled the empty room as she rocked her body, reaching for a comfort she’d never find. My babies . . . Oh God, my babies.


It took several seconds to realize a slender arm had wrapped around her shoulders and soft, soothing sounds were being whispered in her ear. Breath shuddered through her as she struggled for control. This had turned into almost a daily ritual to wake, believing it had all been a nightmare. Then when she realized the reality, she dissolved into a basket case. The woman beside her had become a rock for her to cling to.


She looked up into the soft gray eyes of LCR operative Eden Montgomery. “I’m sorry.” Keeley winced at the hoarseness of her voice. “I keep doing this, don’t I?”


“There’s no reason to apologize. Nightmares have a tendency to strike when we’re the most vulnerable.”


Keeley closed her eyes to block out the sight of the empty beds. “If only this was a sleeping nightmare.”


“Sometimes the worst nightmares are the ones that exist without the benefit of sleep.”


The words were softly spoken but Keeley got the impression that this beautiful woman knew more than her share about waking nightmares. But when she looked at Eden, behind the concern she always showed, there was peace. As if whatever nightmare Eden had endured, she had overcome and found what she was looking for. It was a peace Keeley once thought she had but didn’t know if she’d ever feel again.


Eden helped her to her feet. “Why don’t you go shower and then come down for breakfast.”


Keeley’s stomach took a somersault. Considering she’d always had to be careful of every morsel that touched her mouth, not having an appetite was unprecedented. Gut-wrenching grief tended to be the only way she’d ever lost weight. She didn’t recommend it as a permanent diet plan. “You and Jordan go ahead and eat. I’m not—”


“I know you’re not hungry, but you’ve got to keep up your strength. What are Hailey and Hannah going to think when they come back and find their mom too weak to hug them?”


Unless she was dead, that would never happen, but she nodded and headed back to her bedroom. Eden was right. It would serve no purpose to starve herself. She had to be strong to get her babies back.


Eden blew out a long sigh as she watched Keeley leave the room. This was the fourth time this week she’d found the young mother in her children’s bedroom. What sleep Keeley had been able to catch always ended with the nightmare that had her up and then screaming the moment she realized her children had been taken.


Shaking her head at the sheer heartlessness of the situation, Eden left the room and headed downstairs. The fragrance of freshly brewed coffee drew her to the kitchen. She stopped at the door and took in the sight of Jordan preparing breakfast. They’d been married over two years now, but her heart still pounded like a teenager’s when she caught sight of her gorgeous husband. And that would never change.


“Good morning, my love.” Jordan’s masculinity and sexy smile were not one bit diminished by the small, frilly apron he’d wrapped around his waist.


Rarely able to be in the same room without touching him, Eden crossed the room and reached for her husband, suddenly needing the comfort of his strong embrace. As his arms wrapped around her, she breathed in the deliciously familiar scent of warm, sexy male.


Jordan pulled away slightly to look down at her. “You okay?”


“Yes, just needed an extra hug this morning.”


Jordan pressed a kiss to her forehead and held her close again. “Keeley wake up the same way this morning?”


Eden nodded against his chest. “And I know for a fact she didn’t go to bed until after three. I got up several times and found her in the girls’ room.”


“Cases like this are never easy, but you’re taking this harder than most. Why?”


She pulled away to pick up the coffee Jordan had poured for her and took an appreciative sip. “I guess because what she’s already gone through . . . losing her husband. And now her kids are gone.”


“And because we’re about to become parents?”


Eden smiled softly. He knew her so well. “Even though I’ve only seen pictures of him, I already love him.”


“So do I,” Jordan said.


She and Jordan couldn’t have children of their own. A few months ago, they’d made the decision to begin adoption proceedings. Fate had intervened. McKenna, another LCR operative, was in Bangkok on an op and found a little boy, no older than three, who’d been abandoned on the streets. She had called Eden immediately and sent a photo over her cellphone. It had been love at first sight for both Eden and Jordan.


Though Eden wasn’t long on patience and didn’t have any real issues with bending the law to get things done, she and Jordan were jumping through hoops and doing all the proper things to get this child. No way in hell would anyone ever question whether he belonged to them. Paulo had become their son the second they saw him. Unfortunately, going the legal route also took an enormous amount of time. But they would succeed; she had no doubt about that.


The wait, though, had been agonizing. Eden had welcomed this assignment, knowing that staying busy would make the time go faster. It had, but it had also produced a surprising vulnerability she hadn’t expected. She already loved her son without ever having met him and would be devastated if something happened to him. How much more anguish was Keeley Fairchild feeling?


Not only had she lost her husband last year, both of her babies had been stolen from her.


“Noah called,” Jordan said.


“Anything new?”


“Yes.”


By the look in his eyes, Eden knew he had conflicting feelings about the call. “What’s up?”


“Cole’s coming.”


Eden shrugged. “We knew he would once he learned about it. Noah say how he’s doing?”


Jordan’s mouth lifted in a slight smile. “Pissed.”


“Yeah. I figured. Other than that, how’s he doing?”


“For a man who a year ago didn’t know who the hell he was, Noah said he was doing remarkably well . . . physically. The rest . . .” He shrugged. “You know better than anyone how that is.”


“Day-to-day kind of thing.” She pulled a stool away from the bar and sat down, enjoying watching her husband make his famous pancakes. “Are we off the case?”


Jordan flipped a pancake with the expertise of a short-order cook. “Not yet. I told Noah I’d get back to him after we talked. What do you think?”


“I think we should wait. Despite Cole’s understandable desire to handle this case, Keeley not only requires our protection, she needs a support system. Cole won’t be able to give her that.”


“You’re right,” Jordan said. “He’ll want to stay as removed as possible.”


Eden bit her lip, feeling an unusual reluctance to bring the subject up, even though it had to be addressed. “I’m assuming we’re supposed to tell Keeley that Cole is just another operative on the case and nothing more?”


“Right. Anything else Keeley learns will be up to him.”


“When’s he getting here?”


“Tomorrow.” Jordan shot her a glance. “How do you feel about backing off and letting Cole take over the op?”


“If anyone has a right to run it, he does. Don’t you agree?”


Jordan nodded. “Absolutely. There’s no one who could be more motivated to get those kids back to their mother.”


She stood and headed to the door. “I’ll call Honor and give her a heads-up. She’ll want to be prepared.”


Jordan turned, a slight furrow of his brow indicating his confusion. “Why? She’s been more than cooperative with us. Having another LCR operative shouldn’t make that much difference for her.”


Eden grimaced. “This one will. Only a few people know about it, but she and Cole had a small fling not long after he started with LCR. It never developed into anything. I think Honor might have wanted something more, but Cole never pursued it. She was as upset as any of us when we thought Cole died. She’ll want to be prepared.”


Jordan flipped another pancake. “Better warn her then. Last thing we need is that kind of complication.”


Eden stepped out onto the back porch and pulled out her cellphone. She only hoped this wasn’t going to cause problems for Honor. The woman was a professional, but working with a man you had feelings for who didn’t feel the same way could destroy your concentration. She knew that all too well.


Hopefully, Honor was strong enough to handle this.


Keeley frowned at the washed-out, fragile-looking woman staring back at her in the mirror. The ghostlike reflection made her want to turn around and go back to bed. Unfortunately, that would only result in more nightmares. Awake or asleep, they were there, haunting her with thousands of questions for which she had no answers.


With a ragged breath, she opened the shower door and turned on the spray, allowing the tears to mingle with the water. If only her mother were here. She’d been gone almost eight years and Keeley missed her every day. Since Hailey and Hannah had been taken, the void created by her death seemed darker and deeper than ever.


Keeley’s childhood hadn’t been the easiest, but thanks to her mother, she’d learned early that the true measure of a person was found in the heart, not their bank account. Kathleen Daniels had a way of making everything make sense. Even during the hardest and darkest times, when they’d lived at the poverty level, her mother’s natural optimism could soothe Keeley’s deepest hurts. Whenever some kid at school had been particularly cruel, her mother’s wise words would alleviate the pain and somehow Keeley would end up feeling sorry for the kid.


After rinsing the soap from her hair and body, Keeley turned the shower off and grabbed a towel. Just thinking about her mother gave her a sense of peace.


Resolved to follow her mother’s example and be strong for her children, she quickly dried off and slipped into a pair of jeans and a button-up cotton blouse. Though the clothes hung on her body, Keeley didn’t care. Apparently whoever had taken her children wanted to see her suffer. Maybe if they saw they had achieved their goal, they’d bring her babies back. Flawed, irrational reasoning, but it gave her some kind of hope and God knew she needed it.


Keeley braided her wet hair, then, barely glancing at the results, steeled her backbone and headed downstairs. Today was Monday, which meant she had a full day ahead of her in the office. Sending a blast of emails all over the world twice a week was her Monday and Thursday ritual. Each day of the week was devoted to a special task or event . . . all having one thing in common—getting her children back.


Tomorrow would be devoted to sending flyers with the girls’ photographs to hospitals, daycare centers, and grocery stores throughout the country.


Wednesday morning Honor Stone, the special FBI agent in charge of the case, would come for their weekly meeting. In the afternoon, Keeley devoted her time to updating all the social networking sites she’d joined right after the girls had been taken.


Friday was devoted to answering correspondence and updating the website she’d set up a few days after their abduction. Saturday and Sunday were filled with strategizing what she would do the next week.


Next Monday it would begin all over again. And would continue until her girls were back home. This she vowed.


No one had said they were giving up, but she couldn’t help but wonder if that day would come soon.


The FBI had been helpful and professional. It’d been hard to accept, but Keeley understood their need to reduce the number of agents assigned to the case. Thankfully, the agent they’d left in charge was the most compassionate of the lot. Unlike some of the others, who’d only looked upon her children’s disappearance as a job, Honor’s empathy and humanity came through.


The press had been another matter. She resented and hated their voracious, never-ending questions. At first they’d been like vultures, with only one thing on their minds—a dramatic or lurid story to tell. She allowed them entrance because she needed their assistance. Getting as much publicity into the world about her babies could only help.


As much as she had resented their personal, often painful questioning, what hurt even more was when they began to dwindle away, leaving only a handful of local reporters. She told herself it was because more sensational stories were happening and not because they believed the case was over.


She would not give up and refused to allow anyone else to give up either. Her daughters were coming back to her. Period.


Her mind out of victim mode and into mission mode, Keeley pushed open the door to the kitchen. She stopped at the entrance, not wanting to disrupt the tender moment Eden and her husband, Jordan, were sharing. Whispering words she couldn’t make out, Jordan pressed a soft kiss to Eden’s lips and held her close in his arms.


She observed these tender moments almost on a daily basis, and every time she did, a lump developed in her throat. What a beautiful and loving relationship they seemed to have. That kind of close bond in a marriage was foreign to her. Her mother had never married. And Keeley’s marriage to Stephen had never developed into the kind of loving intimacy Jordan and Eden seemed to share.
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