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By Christy Reece


Last Chance Rescue Series
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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
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Last Chance Rescue.
Sexy suspense. Thrilling adventure.


Adrenaline junkie Jared Livingston finds the perfect blend of exhilaration and danger in his new job at Last Chance Rescue. Raised to depend only on himself, his failed marriage reinforced his belief that he is better alone. Still, when his ex-wife’s daughter disappears, Jared steps in to put his skills to good use.


The case brings Jared face-to-face with Mia Ryker, the only agent ever fired from LCR for playing too far outside the box. As a team, they’re as compatible – and explosive – as fuel and fire.


Their search takes them to places neither have been before – to the edge of danger and to the edge of their hearts.






To the Last Chance Rescue readers:
Thank you!
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prologue


Twenty-seven years ago
Bailey, Kansas


“Say you’re sorry and I’ll let you go.”


Lips crimped together, he glared at the woman and adamantly shook his head.


Her fingers dug into his skinny shoulders as she lifted him off the ground and then shook him until his teeth rattled. “Boy, you’re going to learn some manners if I have to beat them into you.”


Despite his determination not to make a sound, a small whimper escaped him.


“Tell her you’re sorry, Jared. Just say it.” Melody leaned closer and whispered, “You don’t have to mean it. Just say the words.”


He could lie and say it. He’d told some whoppers before. Just spit it out and get it over with and she’ll let you go.


The woman started shaking him again. “I’m only going to tell you one more time. If you don’t apologize, you’re going to be even sorrier than you already are.”


He heard a sob and looked over at Melody. Tears were rolling down her face, and she was shaking as hard as he was being shaken. “He’s sorry, ma’am,” she cried. “Really he is.”


Jared looked up at the angry woman holding him. Fear almost forced the words out . . . but they stuck in his throat, trembled on his mouth. Why wouldn’t they come out?


“Okay you little bastard, you asked for it.” She dropped him to the ground and reached for Melody. Picking the little girl up, she started toward the small shed.


Jared leaped to his feet. “No! Leave her alone!”


Melody screamed, “He’s sorry! Please, just say it!”


“I’m sorry!” The words finally burst from Jared’s mouth. “I’m sorry. Let her go, please. I won’t ever do it again. I promise.”


“You’re damn right you won’t.”


Sobbing, Melody clung to the woman, her head almost upside down as she was carried sideways against the woman’s big body.


His heart filled with terror, Jared ran after them and reached out to grab Melody’s hand. But the woman moved too fast, and his legs were trembling and too weak. He lost his balance and fell face-first to the ground, Melody’s screams echoing in his ears. He’d finally found the words to say he was sorry, and it had done no good. Now Melody was going to be punished for something he’d done.


Getting to his feet, he forced his thin legs to eat up the distance to the small building where punishment was given. He had to save Melody; he had to stop the punishment. With his breath coming out in panicked gasps, he shoved the door open. Melody lay at the woman’s feet, blood on her face, her eyes closed.


The woman stood above her. Her eyes were wild as she screamed, “Your fault, you little bastard!” She stepped over Melody and reached for him.


Horrified, Jared backed away, then turned. His heart thudding with a new terror at what he had caused, he took off again, running as hard and as fast as he could. He never should have taken the apple without asking. He should have been able to say he was sorry sooner. Melody was dead because of him . . . just like his mama and daddy.


Sobs clogged his throat, choking him. He ran and ran. He wanted to sprout wings; he wanted to fly far, far away, to someplace where he could be anything or anyone else.


Hands bit into his shoulders and lifted him off the ground. Kicking and screaming, he clawed at her, fighting as hard as he could. But just like all the other times, it did no good.





one



Present day
Agar, France



“Livingston, where the hell are you?”


As Noah McCall’s terse words rang in his earbud, Jared’s mouth twisted with a wry grimace. His boss was pissed—not an unusual event. Couldn’t do a damn thing about that . . . especially right now. Standing on a six-inch ledge twelve stories above the ground and only a few feet from a maniac with a gun impeded his ability to answer.


Plastered against the white brick wall, his concentration fierce, Jared focused on his destination: the half-open window ten feet to his right. His muscles strained as he extended his arms above him; his long fingers gripped the small overhang as his feet inched along the ledge of the building.


They had been on the other side of the apartment door for over two hours, trying to talk a nutcase into freeing a ten-year-old girl he’d snatched off the street. So far, all they’d gotten were threats to shoot the child if anyone tried to come in. Jared had gotten tired of waiting.


McCall had been in the midst of conversing with the man when Jared had walked away. The Last Chance Rescue leader was a good hostage negotiator, but hearing the child crying had turned Jared’s stomach. He’d figured he had two choices: walk away and let the negotiations continue or do something to speed up the process.


“Livingston,” McCall snarled softly, “if you fall, I swear I’ll figure out a way to bring you back to life so I can kill you myself.”


Apparently someone had alerted his boss that Jared had found an alternate entrance.


He was an avid climber, and at least once a year he went somewhere—lately Mont Blanc—and fed his need. Compared to that, hanging out on a ledge in downtown Agar wasn’t that much of a challenge. Still, even just this high up, the air was fresher and the only creature around was a bored-looking pigeon that had barely acknowledged him.


A heavy gust of wind slammed him hard against the wall. His fingers tightened on the ledge. It was a good reminder that while a twelve-story building wasn’t much of a challenge, it could still get dicey.


He inched closer to the window. Since they’d managed to slide a mirror beneath the door, he had a good idea of what was going on inside. The creep faced the door; his back to the window, he held a gun to the girl’s head. It seemed to Jared that the best option for a live rescue was to come in behind him.


At the edge of the window, Jared stopped. Barely easing his head over, he got his first real glimpse of what was going on inside. The man, known to them only as Bernard, stood about four feet from the window. A young girl sat on a stool in front of the man, her thin body shuddering in obvious terror, and with good reason—the gun was still pressed to her head.


Jared quickly took in the rest of the room. Sofa and chair to the left, small kitchen with a bar to the right. No one else in sight. Looked like the guy was on his own for this.


The window was open about half a foot, with no screen, thankfully. Shooting the bastard was a temptation, but one Jared couldn’t risk. Bernard’s finger was on the trigger. One involuntary jerk and the child was dead.


A sudden flutter of wings was Jared’s only warning as a pigeon dove toward him. As he instinctively ducked, his left foot slipped and he slid to one knee. His right hand latched onto the windowsill, saving him from plunging to the ground. A cooing sounded above him; Jared glared at the two birds sitting on the ledge. Not one whit intimidated, they continued their pecking and ignored him.


With a firmer grip on the windowsill, Jared pushed himself back to his feet and drew his gun from its holster. In that instant, Bernard whirled around. Wild, bloodshot eyes went wide as he stared at Jared. He swung his gun around, moving it away from the girl’s head. Jared had a split second to make the decision. Without hesitation, he took the shot. A small hole appeared in Bernard’s forehead and the man fell to the floor.


A flurry of people burst through the door. Jared slid the window open wider and slipped inside. Medics rushed to the girl; McCall stalked in after them. His boss’s eyes went straight to Jared, and the expression on his face promised a future dressing down.


Jared mentally shrugged. He and McCall had a weekly “What the hell were you thinking?” meeting. He had gotten used to them. Sure, he had a deep respect for his boss and the work LCR performed, but Jared had told the man up front that following rules wasn’t his strong point. McCall didn’t always like Jared’s methods, but he got the job done.


He moved across the room toward the lone Agar policeman, who also happened to be the police chief. A small town like Agar had only a skeleton force. LCR often helped out when small towns needed assistance. Though it had been a clean kill, that didn’t mean there wouldn’t be questions. In Jared’s previous life, he’d been able to walk away with no one even knowing about his existence, much less asking questions. Odd how he didn’t miss those old ways.


Always aware of his surroundings, he knew McCall was bringing in the mother to console the sobbing child, who’d raced to the corner of the room the instant after the bullet hit Bernard. In the middle of the room, LCR operative Aidan Thorne stood over the dead man as a medic examined him.


The jaded, tired eyes of the police chief told Jared more than any words ever could. This was a man who’d been around the block a few times and had seen it all more than once. He’d probably moved to Agar from a larger city, expecting low crime and an opportunity to enjoy some peace and quiet. Problem was, evil had no respect for boundaries. It had a tendency to show up in the damnedest places these days.


In case those tired, knowing eyes had missed the obvious, Jared gave him the information: “It was a clean kill.”


The older man nodded grimly, then proceeded to pepper him with questions, letting Jared know that even though he looked like he’d rather be anywhere else than here, he planned to do his job.


As Jared answered each carefully worded question with his own careful answers, his phone vibrated in his pocket. To most people, that wouldn’t be a big deal. Phones rang twenty-four/seven all over the world for all kinds of reasons. His phone didn’t. He could count on one hand the number of friends he had, and on the other, he could count who else might need to get in touch with him. Either way, he wasn’t going to ignore them.


Holding up his hand to stop the questions, Jared pulled his phone out and answered, “Yeah?”


“Jared?” A sobbing gasp and then: “Please . . . I need your help.”


He was rarely surprised, but his ex-wife’s frantic voice asking for his help came as close as anything had in years. With the phone pressed to his ear, he turned and walked away for privacy. “What’s wrong?”


“It’s Mandy. Oh God, Jared, my baby is missing.”


The fact that both McCall and Aidan had stopped what they were doing and were staring intently at him told him they were aware of the importance of the call. A second later, McCall went over to the police chief. Knowing his boss would handle any further questions, Jared headed out the door. In the hallway, he stopped at the entrance to the stairwell and said, “Tell me what happened.”


“I went to her room this morning and she wasn’t there.”


“You called the police?”


“Yes, they’re on the way. Carter’s outside waiting for them.” She paused and then added, “Please, Jared, I’m begging—”


“I’ll be there as soon as I can.” He closed the phone on her plea. Damned if he wanted to hear her beg.


He turned to find McCall behind him. “I’m headed back to Paris. Lara’s daughter has gone missing.”


His boss’s too sharp eyes assessed him briefly, and then he said, “Let me know if you want us involved.”


Jared gave a stiff nod of thanks and strode to the elevator. The elevator, old and most likely unreliable, took its own sweet time getting to the ground floor. As soon as the doors opened, Jared took off at a run to the motorcycle he’d parked a couple of blocks away.


As he ran through midday pedestrian traffic, he thought about his boss’s lack of questions—something he couldn’t help but appreciate. Most people wouldn’t have the same control. They would have wanted to know why Jared cared about helping a woman who’d gone out of her way to let everyone know she despised the man she’d once been married to.


Most people didn’t know the truth, and since it was no one’s business, he kept his mouth shut. Lara had a reason to hate him, and while the feelings he’d once had for her were wisps of vaporous memories from another life, he owed her his help in any way he could provide it.


He spotted his Ducati half a block away. As usual, the cycle had attracted some admirers. Focused on getting out of town quickly, he moved through the small crowd and, without a word, jumped on the bike. Turning the switch, he revved the engine and was gone.


Paris, France


Two hours later, Jared stood at the entrance to the Dennisons’ living room. Unnoticed by the occupants, he took in the scene. Lara, Jared’s ex-wife, sat in a chair close to the fireplace. Her ash-blond hair was pulled away from her pale face, and her slender frame seemed to have shrunk since the last time he’d seen her. The medium-sized man with slightly thinning hair perched on the edge of an ottoman in front of her was her husband, Carter Dennison. They were speaking in low, soothing tones to each other, and the affection in their expressions was telling. This was a couple grieving and finding solace in each other.


The few who knew the truth behind Jared’s failed marriage felt that Lara was at least partially responsible for their divorce. Jared disagreed. Watching Carter and Lara together at such a stressful moment reinforced that opinion. For one thing, he and Lara wouldn’t have had children together. They had talked about it before they’d gotten married. Lara was focused on her career and couldn’t take the time off; Jared hadn’t seen the need to bring another child into the world when there were so many already here who needed good homes. Adoption had been in the future . . . until that future blew up in their faces.


And second, if their child had been abducted, he’d be out looking for her. Offering comfort and support wasn’t part of his skill set. He was a doer, not a giver. Ask him to take out an evil dictator—Jared was the go-to guy. Want a kitten rescued from a tree, he was more than happy to oblige. Rescue a child from a crazed lunatic? Sure, he’d be there in a flash. Open his arms and offer love and comfort? Look to someone else, because Jared would be somewhere else.


Lara raised her head and noticed him. The relief on her face was a surprise. Last time he’d talked to her—the day their divorce was final—she’d called him a monster and told him to get the hell out of her life.


He had no hard feelings toward her. They’d had a few decent years, and when she’d found out the truth, he’d gotten out. She’d finally gotten a glimpse of the real Jared, hadn’t liked what she’d seen, and had wanted him gone. Wasn’t like he hadn’t been down that road before.


“Jared, thank God you’re here.”


Before he could speak, she jumped from her chair and threw herself into his arms. When they’d been married, such spontaneous outbursts of emotion had rarely happened. In fact, the only time he’d ever seen Lara lose her composure was when she’d learned the truth and had demanded that he leave. Her calm, no-nonsense demeanor had been one of the biggest reasons he’d thought they could make a go of it. She’d seemed a lot like him. Hell, maybe that had been the problem.


He extricated himself from his ex-wife’s arms and held out his hand to Carter Dennison. After the couple had married, they’d moved to Paris so they could work at the same hospital. Lara was an ER doctor; Carter was a thoracic surgeon. Jared had seen the man only once. He had been standing in a deli, waiting for takeout, when Lara and Carter had walked in the door. It had been a brief and awkward moment. Now, having a better understanding of his ex-wife, Jared thought she and Dennison made a good pair.


“Thank you for coming, Livingston,” Dennison said. “Lara insists that you have the kind of skills that can bring our baby girl back home to us.”


Jared shot a quick glance at Lara. He had never told her the full truth of his experience. When it had become clear that the little information he had provided disgusted and shocked her, he’d seen no reason to go into more detail. If she couldn’t handle the little things, she sure as hell didn’t need to know more.


Apparently thinking she needed to explain, Lara said, “He knows you work for a rescue organization.”


Her reticence to talk about her ex-husband to her present one didn’t surprise him. Lara hadn’t been one to talk that much. Another reason he’d thought they’d get along well.


Jared nodded and jerked his head toward the couch. “Sit down and let’s get started.”


The couple seated themselves on the sofa, holding hands. Jared took a seat across from them and said, “When’s the last time you saw Mandy?”


“Last night I put her down around seven for the night. Then she woke me at three for a bottle. I fed her and put her back to bed. This morning, around six, I went to wake her . . .” She inhaled a trembling breath and finished, “And she wasn’t there.”


“Any sign of forced entry?”


Carter shook his head. “The police checked every door and window. They took our fingerprints, and other than one set that belongs to our housekeeper, there were no others. No broken windows or doors.”


As he took the parents through a series of questions, Jared kept a close eye on Dennison. Though he knew Lara well enough to be certain she would never endanger her own child, he didn’t know enough about Dennison to say the same thing. The man’s worried and grief-ravaged expression seemed sincere, but Jared knew better than anyone how easy it was to play a role.


“The police have any leads?”


Lara shook her head. “They’re sending someone to ask more questions this afternoon.” She straightened her shoulders, an expression of determination hardening her soft, attractive features. “I haven’t told them about you, and I don’t plan to.” She leaned forward. “I want my baby girl found. No matter what you have to do, I want her back.”


The message was clear: Do whatever it takes.


Now, that was one thing Jared knew how to do.



Ryker’s Rescue
Chicago, Illinois



“I know I shouldn’t have done it, but I didn’t have any money to feed her . . . They said they’d take good care of her.”


Arms propped up on her desk, Mia Ryker leaned closer and tried to see the truth behind Sandi Winston’s lies. The girl was pencil thin. Dark shadows beneath her eyes told of poor sleeping habits, her pallid complexion was an indication of bad health, and her black hair, limp and lifeless, proof of improper nutrition. She was scratching her arms almost frantically, which could be anything from severe dry skin or fleas to a side effect of her condition.


Mia had seen enough addicts to know the symptoms. Sandi said she’d given her daughter away because she couldn’t feed her. More likely, it was in exchange for her drug of choice . . . whatever that was.


“When did this happen?” Mia asked.


“Two weeks ago.”


“And you told the police everything?”


The flicker of her eyelids and slight dilation of her pupils gave Mia a warning before Sandi lied: “Yes . . . everything.”


Mia would come back to that later. “And did these men say where they were going to take her?”


Sandi lifted a bony shoulder in a tired shrug. “They just said they would take her to a safe, warm place where she’d be fed and loved.”


Keeping her expression as bland and nonjudgmental as she could, Mia asked, “How much did they pay you?”


Sandi’s bloodshot eyes went wide with denial. “I didn’t . . . They didn’t . . .”


“I need to know as much as I can if I’m going to find your daughter.”


Sandi chewed on her dry lips, apparently trying to decide whether Mia could be trusted. Allowing the young woman time to consider, Mia reviewed her next steps. She had contacts—unofficial avenues—that the authorities wouldn’t and couldn’t pursue.


If the men were new, she might have more trouble tracking them down. But if they were some of the regular slime that dealt in human trafficking around the city, she should be able to locate them.


The two-week time delay was her biggest concern. The child could be halfway around the world by now.


“When did you tell the police?”


“A couple of days after it happened. I got to thinking maybe they weren’t legit . . . you know?”


Yes, she did know. Most likely, Sandi had woken from her drug-induced haze and realized what she had done. Screaming at the young woman who thought so little of the precious gift of a child was a temptation, but one Mia couldn’t take. Finding the little girl trumped lecturing the mother.


That didn’t include not putting Sandi on a major guilt trip, though. “Your daughter is depending on you. When a mother brings a child into this world, she gives her a promise that she’s going to take care of her.”


“But I did. I—”


Mia raised her hand to stop another lie. “If you really want to help her, you’ve got to tell me the truth.”


Hoping the silence would eat into Sandi’s guilt, Mia kept her mouth closed and waited. She pushed aside the need to jump up from her desk, grab the girl by the shoulders, and shake her until she told the truth. At one time, that’s exactly what would have happened. Experience had given Mia wisdom and, more important, patience. Pissing people off or scaring the hell out of them only worked sometimes, under certain circumstances. Patience would give her much better results.


Mia was almost to the point of reverting to her old ways when Sandi finally spoke: “Two thousand dollars.”


Alarms went off inside Mia’s head. From a human-trafficking standpoint, two thousand wasn’t a huge amount of cash for a healthy child. But if these were local lowlifes and they saw how desperate Sandi was, they should have known she would have taken much less. To give her that much made Mia think it was as much about buying Sandi’s silence as it was about purchasing her child.


She picked up her pen and began to jot notes. “Describe them for me and how you met them.”


“A friend hooked me up.”


“And this friend’s name would be . . .?”


“Arnold, Ernie . . . something like that.”


Mia ground her teeth together, the vague answers from Sandi putting her on edge. “Sandi, look at me.”


Startled and too old eyes widened as Mia’s stern voice shook the girl from her lethargic state.


“You either give me all the information you have—answer all of my questions—or get up and leave with the knowledge that you’ll probably never see your daughter again. Which is it?”


Sandi released a shaky breath and said, “It was my friend Freddy . . . I just didn’t want to get him into trouble. He hooks me up with the good stuff sometimes. When I told him I didn’t have any money, he told me about these men who might be willing to help me out.”


“Describe them.”


“There were two of them. They never told me their names.”


“What did they look like?”


“One was real short and kind of fat. The other one had a foreign accent, was tall and thin, and walked with a limp. They were both kind of old.”


“Old? How old?”


“I don’t know . . . maybe forties or something like that.”


Though life experience had aged her considerably, Sandi was most likely still a teen. Forties probably was old to her.


“What about hair color?”


Sandi slowly began to describe the men, her descriptions surprisingly vivid and detailed as she warmed to her task. Flipping to a clean piece of paper, Mia sketched the men. When Sandi stopped, Mia quickly finished her hasty drawing and then turned the paper for the girl to see. “Did they look anything like this?”


The gasp Sandi released told Mia she’d nailed the drawings. Not for the first time, she was grateful for the art classes her elite education had provided.


As Sandi suggested a few changes in the drawings, Mia absently made them while her mind zoomed toward what she needed to do. These men weren’t any she’d seen or heard of before. Since setting up her rescue business, she’d become acquainted with the local slime that traded in people as if they were marketable merchandise instead of human beings. In some cases, she’d helped the police put the creeps away; others continued to evade detection. But she knew most of them by sight or reputation. These men were new.


What had they done with Sandi’s one-year-old daughter? Was the child even still in Chicago, or had she been taken to another state already? Or another country?


“If I get your daughter back, Sandi, you’re going to have to clean yourself up and be the mother your child deserves. You going to be able to do that?”


The emphatic nod seemed genuine, but Sandi’s physical appearance indicated that she was a longtime addict. Making promises and not following through was as habitual to her as the drug itself. Little did the girl know that Mia would make sure that either she cleaned herself up or the child would be taken away from her. She’d do all she could to help, but no way in hell was she going to put a kid back into her mother’s arms if she was going to be endangered or sold again.


Mia opened a drawer in her desk, withdrew a disposable phone, and handed it to the younger woman. “I need to be able to get in touch with you. My number is already on speed dial. I’ll call you if I have other questions, and if you think of something else, you can get in touch with me at any time.”


The girl stood. “That’s it? Is there anything else I can do?”


“Yes. Clean up and get yourself some food. There’s a restaurant on Eighteenth Street called Maxie’s. Tell them Mia sent you. They’ll feed you as many times as you need. Do you have a place to stay?”


“I’m staying with a friend.”


“Is your friend using?”


“No. She’s been trying to get me clean. She’s the one who told me to come see you.”


Eager to get started on the investigation, Mia stood and walked the girl to the door. “I’ll call you as soon as I know something. And remember, if you think of anything, call me. Okay?”


Sandi nodded, her eyes filling with tears. “Do you think they’re feeding and taking care of her?”


As much as she wanted to snarl at the girl that her motherly concern was too little, too late, she wouldn’t. Having Sandi’s cooperation was imperative. Mia had learned long ago to keep judgment out of her tone and manner. Putting people on the defensive rarely helped a case.


However, neither would she lie. “I don’t know what their plans are for your daughter, but I promise I’ll do all I can to bring her home.”


The instant Sandi cleared the door, Mia turned back to her desk. Even with a detailed description of the men, she had her work cut out for her.


She picked up her phone and began to make calls to the network of people she relied on daily for help. The little girl had been gone for two weeks. Finding her after such a long time was going to take everything she had, but she refused to believe it wasn’t possible.


Having overcome impossible odds before, Mia was determined that this would be just one more challenge she would conquer.





two



Two weeks later
Last Chance Rescue headquarters
Paris



Slouched in his office chair, Noah McCall studied a grim-faced Jared Livingston beneath half-closed lids. He’d seen a lot of determined people over the years, but never had he seen one more focused. Others, even the most skilled LCR operatives, sometimes allowed emotions and insecurities to alter their thoughts and lead them off task. Not Livingston. Noah knew that the man wasn’t a machine, but only because robots didn’t curse with such frequency or creativity. That was about the only difference between the two he’d seen so far. And the longer it took to find his ex-wife’s child, the darker and grimmer the man became.


His gaze left the brooding operative and moved to the man seated beside Livingston. Lucas Kane had, at one time, been Jared’s best friend. They’d served together in a shadowy and secretive government agency known as International Deep Cover (IDC). Though Kane was British and Livingston American, IDC was a global agency. Borders and territories were blurred and the agents worked together to prevent terrorism worldwide. Noah had only heard rumors about such an agency before he’d met Lucas Kane. And he’d been impressed with Kane’s qualifications. When Lucas had given high praise for his friend Jared Livingston, Noah had hired the man. And as far as skills were concerned, he’d seen none equal to Livingston’s.


It struck Noah as strange that Kane and Livingston had been such good friends. Their backgrounds couldn’t have been more different. Kane was from one of the wealthiest families in the world, and according to the little Livingston had been willing to share about his past, the man came from nothing—quite literally.


Dissension had developed between the two after Livingston’s divorce. And from Noah’s viewpoint, it was all Livingston’s doing. Jared Livingston had closed himself off from everyone. Hell of it was, he hadn’t had that many people in his life to begin with. But that was a worry for another day.


“Okay,” Noah said, “let’s retrace our steps and see where we are.”


Livingston nodded. “I’ve investigated the hell out of Carter Dennison, the housekeeper, the babysitter, all their friends, and co-workers at the hospital. Even their patients. There’s nothing there that would indicate a need for revenge or, hell, even money. No ransom demand.” His jaw tightened. “Looks like a stranger did it.”


“Damn bold for someone to walk into a private home and walk out with a baby,” Noah said.


Livingston nodded and opened his mouth to respond, but before he could speak, Kane said, “And I’ve done a thorough check of Lara Dennison. So far, she doesn’t appear to be involved.”


Only by the slightest furrowing of Livingston’s brow did he indicate that Kane’s investigation into his ex-wife bothered him. Lucas wasn’t a fan of Lara Dennison and had made no bones about his antipathy. Noah suspected that loyalty to his friend was one of the biggest reasons for the dislike.


“Okay,” Noah said. “We know who it’s not. What else have you got?”


Kane shrugged. “The usual group of human traffickers we’re aware of and have been after for years, but the ones on our radar don’t fit this case. Their prime victims are usually older children, young women, or people they’ve sold as domestic slaves. Not only do these traffickers not go after infants, going into a home to grab a victim would be totally off for them.”


“So we either got a new game in town or this is an isolated case,” Livingston said.


“We got a new game in town,” Noah answered grimly. “Got a report of three other cases.”


“I haven’t heard of them.”


“They’re not local. San Francisco, Copenhagen, and Chicago.”


“Recently?”


“Within the past three months.”


“Why do you think they’re related?”


“Age of the victims and the way the investigations have gone. The method of abduction varies, but every lead is a dead end. Those things and the fact that it’s too damn mysterious and hush-hush makes me think they’re related. I’ve got Angela researching all unsolved infant and toddler abductions within the past five years.”


“We got anyone going to check out these cases?” Kane asked.


“We will soon. The one is Chicago is especially interesting.”


“How so?” Livingston asked.


“The abduction is different from the Dennisons’ child, but the age of the victim is similar. This morning, I got a call from an old acquaintance. She runs a small rescue business there and has been working the case. She’s got a couple of ideas I think are worth checking out.” His eyes zeroed in on Livingston. “I’d like you to go to Chicago and meet with her.”


“What’s her name?”


“Mia Ryker. She’s expecting you at her office late tomorrow afternoon.”


“What information do you think she’s going to have for us?”


“If our case is related to hers, I think she’s going to have some leads and a possible suspect.”


Livingston stood and headed to the door. “Send her address to my phone. I’ll call you after I meet with her.”


Noah watched the grim-faced man leave. So far his “I don’t give a damn if I live or die” attitude had worked out for LCR. He’d been an asset and had saved lives. Hiring adrenaline junkies wasn’t usual for Noah. In fact, he’d fired more than his share. Livingston, however, didn’t seem to have a death wish as much as he didn’t appear to care what happened to him. This case might well bring everything to a head.


How would he and Mia get on? They had a hell of a lot in common, with a few significant differences. Would those differences help or hurt this case? Time would tell.



The next day
Chicago, Illinois



Jared stood outside the small, innocuous-looking building that housed Ryker’s Rescue. Red brick and at least half a century old, it looked more like a not-so-successful real estate office than a rescue business. Oddly, the façade’s plainness reminded him of LCR headquarters.


McCall had sent nothing to him but the address and appointment time. That’d been no problem for Jared. He’d used last night and the long flight to gather his own intel. At least he had thought there would be no problem. He’d searched the hell out of her and had gathered only a minuscule amount of information. Mia Ryker had opened her rescue business three years ago, and she was twenty-nine years old. The one photograph he’d managed to find was a grainy black-and-white image from a newspaper report of a case she’d worked on with the police. She was standing with several people, and he could tell nothing about her other than that she was small-boned and below average height. With so little background on her to be found, it was damn odd that McCall felt she was worthy of a face-to-face meeting. The Internet searches he’d done had turned up nothing on her business, other than the date she’d opened the doors. Just how successful could she be?


Jared turned the doorknob and was about to push the door open when it swung wide and someone rammed into him. Jared grabbed the person’s upper arms and held tight. He’d lived too long to assume this wasn’t a threat.


“Unless you want your front teeth replaced with dentures, you might want to let me go.”


The words didn’t concern him—he’d heard a hell of a lot more serious threats—what surprised him was the humor in her voice. Dropping his hands, he stepped back to look down at the woman. Delicate was his first thought, which puzzled him because though her arms had felt feminine beneath his hands, he’d also felt firm muscles.


“I’m looking for Mia Ryker. Know her?”


“Not one for apologies, huh?”


“Do I have reason to apologize?”


The woman backed up this time, smiling with amusement. Jared felt a kick in his chest that traveled down to his gut and then lower. Hell, when was the last time a smile had bought him that kind of a reaction? The answer would be never. And despite himself, he found his mouth moving up in something like a responding smile. What the hell?


“The polite person would say, ‘Excuse me.’”


Still fighting the strange urge to smile, Jared shook his head. “I guess it’s established that I’m not polite.”


“Well, I tend to be overly polite, so I guess that makes us a good team.” She held out her hand. “I’m Mia Ryker. You must be Jared Livingston. Come on in and have a seat. Want some coffee? How was your flight?” She grimaced. “I hate flying international, don’t you? I have tea, if you’d rather. There’s some Earl Grey around here somewhere. Or some soda, maybe? Pepsi or Diet Coke okay?”


Jared followed her down a dark, narrow hallway. She opened the door into a large, sunny office, exploding with colors. In seconds, he scanned the area. Plants, healthy and thriving, overflowed a large credenza. A bright, jewel-toned sofa with colorful pillows was against one wall. Seemingly hundreds of photographs covered the walls, and various area rugs were scattered over the gleaming hardwood floor. Eclectic and vibrant—there was nothing relaxing about the decor. He knew less than zero about these things, but he liked it.


As he took all of this in, he listened to Mia chatter nonstop about drink options. So far, she’d offered him six selections and had yet to pause long enough for him to answer. Since she didn’t seem to notice that he hadn’t yet spoken, he waited to see what she would do next. Besides, he liked the sound of her rich, husky voice.


He also liked how she moved—everything she did was quick and graceful. He’d never seen anyone with more energy. She opened a small refrigerator, took out several containers, then shot a smile over her shoulder. As if he had given her a definitive answer, she said, “Okay. Hot chocolate it is.”


And for the first time in what seemed like a lifetime, Jared wanted to laugh.


Mia knew she was acting like an idiot but couldn’t seem to stop herself. Noah had said Jared might be a bit austere; he should have left out the “bit” part. The man looked like he was made of indestructible granite. Maybe that wouldn’t have bothered her so much if he hadn’t touched her. Usually when a man put his hands on her and she hadn’t invited the touch, she’d jerk away from him. And, on occasion, she’d punch him. Not so with this man. How could one touch from a stranger cause all sorts of volcanoes to go off inside her body? Maybe she was coming down with something.


Chattering nervously was a youthful habit she’d worked for years to overcome. And dammit, she thought she’d mastered the bad habit, at least for the most part. But this man with the dark, brooding scowl totally made her lose her composure. She, who had dined with presidents, prime ministers, and kings, was acting like a ditzy, brainless dweeb.


Her fluttering around like a bumblebee in heat probably didn’t exactly scream “competence” to the man. She stirred chocolate powder into hot milk with a vigorous motion, more than aware that he was standing in the middle of the room staring at her.


Mia, put your libido or whatever the hell your problem is on hold, turn around, and say something halfway intelligent to the man.


With the chocolate made, Mia turned around and said, “The marshmallows are a couple of years old, but they melted just fine.” Brilliant, Ryker, just brilliant.


His eyes narrowed. “You’re the Mia Ryker who owns this rescue company?”


She could see why he’d have some difficulty believing that. Not only had she acted like an utter fool in the five minutes he’d known her, she’d forgotten to get her clothes from the dry cleaners and the only thing she’d had to wear this morning were jeans and a Chicago Cubs sweatshirt. She was just glad the man wasn’t a potential client. He probably would’ve already left by now.


Handing him the steaming cup, she made herself go to her desk and sit down in a calm, mature manner. Hopefully, they could start over—on a friendly but also professional basis.


“I am Mia Ryker. And yes, I do rescue victims.”


He continued to stare at her for several more seconds. The longer he stared, the less nervous she felt and the more irritated she became. All right, yes, his first impression of her hadn’t been stellar, but did he have to act as though she were an alien?


She nodded toward the chair in front of her desk. “Sit down. Noah wanted me to discuss my case and give you some information he thinks might help yours.”


Finally, thankfully, he sat in the chair in front of the desk. He took a swallow of the chocolate, and for the first time, she saw his expression change.


“This is actually pretty good.”


Ridiculously pleased, she nodded. “Thanks. I make my own.”


“So what is this information McCall said you had?”


Mia took a breath and reminded herself of three things. She was good at her job. Just because the man was gorgeous didn’t mean he wasn’t a slug and a weasel. Most important, there were children to be rescued. If that wasn’t enough to bring a somber mood to the meeting, she didn’t know what could.


“A couple of weeks ago, a young woman came to me, asking for my help. She’s a drug addict and sold her daughter for some quick cash. I’ve been searching for the little girl ever since. I’ve been in touch with all of my usual contacts. But it just doesn’t feel like the usual kind of human-trafficking lowlife.”


“Why’s that?” Jared Livingston asked.


“For one thing, they gave the mother too much money—two thousand dollars. They could’ve given her less. She was a desperate junkie; probably would’ve sold a body part for a fix.”


“The amount does seem suspicious, but your case still doesn’t sound similar to the one we’re working.”


“I agree. However, I got a call from an informant a couple of days ago. There’s been another infant abduction.”


Jared shook his head, frowning. “I haven’t seen anything come through.”


“That’s because they’re keeping it as low-profile as possible.”


“Why?”


“The family is wealthy and locally famous. They don’t want to start a media frenzy.”


“How’d it go down?”


“The mother went in to check on the child early in the morning. Found an empty crib.”


Interest gleamed in his eyes. “How old?”


“Six months.”


“When did it happen?”


“Three days ago.”


“No ransom demand?”


“No, they’ve not heard from anyone. And I got a call right before you got here. There was a leak, and the story’s about to break wide open. The press will be all over this.”


“Hell, that’ll either freak them out and get them to dump the kid or they’ll take her farther away.”


Mia nodded. “I called Noah to see if he had anything similar to my case or if he had heard of any new organizations going after infants. That’s when he told me about the case you’re working on.”


“Still don’t see the connection to your case.”


“I didn’t either, until I talked to my informant. One of the men my client described sounds very similar to one of the suspects the police are searching for in this new abduction. The couple, the Hempsteads, had a party at their home the night before their child was taken. This man—the suspect—was one of the extras hired to help in the kitchen. Next day, the child was gone.” Mia let that sink in for a moment, then added, “With an identical abduction to yours.”


The interest in Jared’s silver eyes sharpened intensely. “Any idea who this man is?”


“I’m meeting my informant tonight. He says he’s got something for me.”


“What time?”


“Midnight.”


“I’ll go with you.”


The thought of lethal-looking Jared Livingston showing up to speak with Spunky had Mia shaking her head vehemently. The instant he spotted the LCR operative, he’d run. Might even disappear for good. She couldn’t risk that.


“I can get it a lot faster without you. I’ll call you as soon as I—”


“I’ll stay out of sight.”


His tone told her he was coming whether she liked it or not. Mia’s independent spirit reared up, wanting to argue. However, she knew LCR training. If he wanted to follow her, chances were she’d never know he was there. Might as well let him come with her instead of having him skulk behind her in the shadows.


“Fine. But if Spunky sees you and runs, you owe me an informant.”


“Deal.” He stood and glanced at his watch. “I’ll go check into my hotel room and grab some dinner.”


Mia stood too, and even though the sane, rational part of her was telling her to keep her mouth shut, she ignored it and said, “Have dinner with me. We can pick each other’s brains about our cases.”


His look of “I’d rather eat sawdust than say yes” didn’t exactly make a girl feel all warm and gooey inside. However, he surprised her and said, “Fine. Where do you want to go?”


Hoping she’d figure out exactly where these new masochistic tendencies were coming from later, she said, “Follow me.”
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Jared tailed Mia Ryker’s black Ford Explorer. The woman continued to surprise him. Chattering away like a monkey on speed and then turning into a cool, knowledgeable professional in the blink of an eye. And the dinner invitation had shocked the hell out of him. Other than Lucas and McKenna, and a couple of other LCR people, when was the last time anyone had invited him to dinner?


Chicago traffic was heavy this time of day, but she zipped in and out of jams as well as any race-car driver. And apparently she expected him to keep up with her. He kind of liked that.


Half an hour later, the Chicago skyline no longer visible, she pulled into a curved paved drive in front of a two-story rock and brick house with a giant porch. Homey, middle-class, and comfortable. And it sure as hell wasn’t a restaurant.


Jared pulled his rented SUV in behind her. Apparently, bringing home a stranger for dinner wasn’t a big deal for her. Was she married? He hadn’t seen a ring, but that didn’t mean anything. Lara had objected to wearing even a simple band, saying it got in the way when she was working. Jared had been stupid and bought the rings as a set. He’d ended up shoving them in a drawer.


Aware that Mia stood waiting for him on the brick pathway leading to the house, Jared headed toward her. The smile she gave him told him there was no hidden agenda, but he also saw a bit of defiance. Her next words proved that.


“I figured if I told you we were going to my house, you’d give me all sorts of excuses about why you couldn’t come.” As she turned away, she added, “I’m a good cook.”


Though the last thing he would have expected to be doing today was eating a meal at Mia Ryker’s house, he didn’t comment as he followed her up the steps.


She unlocked the door but, before she pushed it open, looked over her shoulder at him. “Get ready to be attacked.”


Jared tensed. What the hell?


The door opened and a menagerie of fur sprang toward them. Dogs of all sizes and shapes barked, yelped, and jumped gleefully. With a joyous laugh, Mia dropped her purse, went to her knees, and let them “attack.”


Jared didn’t like to be thrown off balance, but once again this woman had managed to do just that. Being able to read people and predict their behavior was important, not only for his job but also for his life. He’d known Mia Ryker for barely two hours and she had already caught him unaware more than any person in recent memory.


Mia rose to her feet, and only then did the dogs suddenly notice that a stranger was in their domain. Tails wagging, eyes gleaming, they surrounded their owner but made no effort to approach him. Their demeanor indicated that even though he was a stranger, they didn’t see him as a threat. If she’d gotten them for watchdogs, they sucked at their jobs.


He noticed that Mia lowered her right hand. Apparently this was a sign from her, because the largest one, an Old English sheepdog, who seemed to be the leader, ambled over to him for the first sniff. Jared held out his hand for inspection. The dog evidently approved and somehow signaled that information to the others; one by one, in a much more polite fashion than they’d greeted Mia, they came up to him—all five—and did their own sniffing.


“You’re not allergic, are you?” Mia asked.


“I don’t think so.” It’d been years since he’d been around an animal. He’d had a lover, years ago, who’d had a dog and a cat. He didn’t remember sneezing around them. But since that relationship, like so many others, had lasted only a few weeks, his exposure to her pets had been minimal.


And as much as he’d longed for one as a kid, having a pet had been impossible. Foster homes and orphanages didn’t exactly provide for those kinds of comforts.


“Come on in and have a seat. Won’t take me but a few minutes to whip up something.”


Still feeling off-kilter, Jared found himself sitting on the sofa, along with two of Mia’s dogs: a small white longhaired creature and a small brown scruffy-looking one with only one eye. Something touched his leg, and he looked down to see a large tiger-striped cat about to wind itself around him.


“That’s Tiger-Lily. Don’t worry, her bark is worse than her bite.”


Before he could think of anything appropriate to say, she winked at him and disappeared from the room.


Mia hurriedly put the meal together, figuring she had only a small amount of time before the bemused expression on Jared’s face turned back into a dark thundercloud. She knew she had thrown him for a loop. Didn’t take a mind reader to see he wasn’t used to the whole domestic scene. Besides, she was acquainted with more than her share of grim-faced, testosterone-driven men. Not only did she work with some of the toughest men in the business, she knew many LCR operatives. And before he’d married Samara, Noah McCall had worn an almost identical dark expression.


She turned on the broiler and then pulled the marinated pork chops from the fridge, along with extra marinade and the veggies she’d cut up before leaving for work this morning. She prepared the chops quickly and placed them under the broiler. Having guests for dinner was a weekly event for Mia. A couple of extra chops was no big deal.


Before putting on the veggies, she pulled out a specially designed kitchen drawer. The instant she did, five four-legged creatures came skidding into the kitchen; Tiger-Lily walked sedately in behind them. The sound of the drawer opening was their cue that their dinner was on the way.


With the efficiency she was known for, she prepared five bowls of dog food and one small bowl of cat food. Then, juggling them in her hands with the happy yelps of hungry animals following her, she placed the bowls on the floor of their room and closed the door. She smiled at the quietness, which wouldn’t last long.


Back in the kitchen, Mia checked the chops and quickly stir-fried the veggies with the marinade. Just as her fur friends indicated by a unanimous yelp that they were finished, the meal was done.


She opened the door to let the now-satisfied creatures out, then opened the back door to their playground—a fully fenced-in backyard. Mia laughed softly as they practically ran over one another in their eagerness to get outside. As usual, Tiger-Lily retreated to her soft pillow on the window seat and curled up for her post-dinner nap. Everyone would be occupied for some time, giving Mia and Jared a chance to have a quiet meal and talk.


The sudden thought that it was way too quiet made her wonder. Had he left without telling her? Mia went to the living room and stopped abruptly at the entrance. Jared was still here but was no longer on the sofa. He was carefully inspecting the photographs on the wall. Each one told a story.
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