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Our children are our future. There is 
no more precious resource on the planet.
This book is dedicated to all those 
who take the time to mentor a child. Your work 
is an investment in our future. I salute you!



Contents
Cast of Characters
Chapter One
Chapter Two
Chapter Three
Chapter Four
Chapter Five
Chapter Six
Chapter Seven
Chapter Eight
Chapter Nine
Chapter Ten
Chapter Eleven
Chapter Twelve
Chapter Thirteen
Chapter Fourteen
About the Author
Coming Next Month



CAST OF CHARACTERS
Todd Thompson—The Colby Agency’s new recruit. Todd is exactly the kind of raw talent the Colby Agency is looking for. Will his natural talent override his lack of experience? There’s only one way to find out.
Serena Black—She is young but dead serious about her work and finding her friend. But just when she is certain she knows who’s responsible for her friend’s abduction, a new clue gets tossed into the mix and points her in an entirely different direction. The only thing Serena can be sure of is her growing attraction to one sexy new recruit.
Dr. Charles Landon—A pioneer in his field, could he really murder his wife and unborn child? Everything he has worked for is about to see fruition, but how much is he willing to pay to reach that pinnacle?
Molly Landon—The only things she ever wanted were her husband’s love and to have the family she’d always dreamed of. Is it too late for that now?
Delia Neely—Was her affair with Charles Landon the reason his wife is missing?
Arthur Miles—He has every reason to be jealous of his colleague Charles Landon. How far would he go to see him fall?
Nolan Fairbanks—He knows plenty of secrets…The question is can Serena trust him?
A. J. Braddock—Colby Agency investigator. A.J. is supposed to keep Todd Thompson on the straight and narrow during his first assignment, but that may prove an impossible task—even for an ex-marine.



Chapter One
Victoria Colby-Camp sat at her desk and stared at the neat pile of manila folders Mildred had placed in the exact middle of her clean blotter pad.
It was the same each Monday morning. Mildred gathered the assignment and status reports from each investigator and brought the bundle to Victoria at nine sharp for her perusal. At ten, a standard staff meeting would take place in the conference room. New assignments would be dissected and doled out, old business would be discussed. The work week would continue from there.
The routine never varied.
Victoria sighed, the sound echoing softly in her empty office.
She had no right to feel this way. Life had been extremely good to her for months now. She certainly could not complain….
And yet, she felt…bored.
Her brow furrowed deeply in denial of her last thought. Perhaps bored was not the proper word. She and Lucas had celebrated their first wedding anniversary a few months ago with a long weekend in the Cayman Islands. Her son was happily married and anticipating the arrival of the first Colby grandchild.
What else could she ask for from her personal life?
The Colby Agency continued to thrive. The cases that walked through reception’s doors included the most intriguing and challenging from right here in Chicago as well as all across the nation—ones that no other agency seemed able to solve in addition to those of longtime, loyal clients.
Still, Victoria felt restless.
She pushed up from her chair and walked across the room to look out at the city she loved. A city pulsing with life, filled with magnificent and innovative architecture. A place rich with colorful and turbulent political history as well as vibrant cultural venues.
There was no other city in the country quite like it. No other place she’d rather be.
Dozens of memories filtered through her mind, warming her heart. It seemed so long ago now that she and James, her first husband and the father of her only son, had started this agency. She had known even then that the Colby Agency would be something very special. How could it be anything else? James Colby had orchestrated its creation.
But now, more than twenty years later, something was missing. She concentrated hard in an effort to pinpoint the motivation for the fleeting sensation.
This odd emptiness had started almost one month ago. At first she’d considered that, with her highly trained and efficient staff, maybe she was bored with her level of participation in the business of private investigations. Her right-hand personnel oversaw most of the day-to-day operations. Though she came to the office each and every day and reviewed all activities, she was not personally involved with the execution of assignments.
But her role had always been in oversight rather than execution. Why would she suddenly feel unsettled in that role now? Admittedly, change could be a good thing. With that in mind, and much to the dismay of her staff, she’d launched a complete overhaul of the agency’s decor. A smile tilted one corner of her mouth. Unquestionably the renovations were a nuisance, but she’d hoped that the transformations would fulfill this sense of lacking she suffered.
The distraction had not worked.
Victoria turned to view her elegantly decorated office. Though the new gold and red tones were quite exquisite, as were the rich jewel tones of the rest of the offices, the relief she’d hoped for had not come.
Nor had the carpet. Her gaze dropped to the beige carpeting on the floor. The contractor had apologized repeatedly for the error. The wrong color had been ordered and, of course, returned, leaving the floor rather bland amid the rest of the opulent decor.
Her attention moved back to her desk and the stack of files. She really should get on with her Monday morning review, but the usual anticipation proved glaringly absent.
There was always the chance that her lackadaisical attitude wasn’t work-related at all.
She’d toyed with the idea of a personal makeover. Nothing elaborate. A new hairstyle perhaps, and possibly a color. Victoria smoothed her hand over her firmly coiled French twist. Never one to bother with such trivialities, she’d worn her hair the same way for half a lifetime, never bothering with touching up the multiplying silver strands that gave away her true age.
Was it time for a personal change?
Lucas appeared more than happy with her hair just as it was. She traced the tiny lines accentuating her eyes and wondered why she’d never worried about those, either. Most women her age and of her social standing had undergone at least one facelift by now.
No, she decided, that wasn’t the problem.
As simple as it would be to pretend a new wardrobe and a visit to a salon would cure her restless feelings, she knew deep down that it wouldn’t help.
Her working life lacked the edge and excitement of the past. Though it was certainly true that the Colby Agency worked many, many intriguing and exciting cases, that wasn’t what she meant.
When she and James had first started the agency, everything had been new, including the investigators they hired. One or two had had previous experience in the field, but most learned from the master, James Colby himself. Time and experience had honed this agency to a gleaming, precious jewel among its competition.
No more rough edges, no more raw exhilaration.
Affection tugged at her lips when she thought of Trevor Sloan and his untamed surliness. He’d been a man with more rough edges than most, and yet the best damned investigator any agency could hope to retain. He’d been young and so had Victoria.
On the heels of that thought came an epiphany.
That was the missing ingredient that had her out of sorts.
Youth.
It wasn’t that she resented growing older. On the contrary—her life was everything she wanted it to be and more. This was strictly business.
And no one knew better about the business of private investigations than she.
Victoria stepped over to the phone on her desk and pressed the intercom button.
“Mildred, find the date and location of that job fair we talked about last week. I’m considering participating.” Anticipation surged in Victoria’s veins. She was on to something here. She could feel it all the way to the pads of her feet.
“I have it right here, Victoria,” Mildred said as she shuffled through her calendar. “Embassy Suites downtown, this weekend.”
Perfect. “Sign the agency up ASAP. I don’t want just a booth, I want a conference room. Get it in tomorrow’s edition of the Tribune.”
“It may be too late to sign up,” Mildred warned.
Victoria grinned. “Talk to Lyle Vandiver at the Chamber of Commerce. He’ll get us in. Pull out all the stops, Mildred. I want to make a big splash.”
“The usual employment requirements?” her secretary asked.
There was no need to mull over the question; Victoria knew what she wanted. “No. This is going to be different. No experience necessary. Drop the age requirement to twenty.”
“Pardon? Did you say twenty?”
“Twenty,” Victoria repeated. That was a far cry from the twenty-five guideline the agency generally used. It had been a very long time since she had considered an applicant too young to have any real job experience. And there was no time like the present to see what she’d been missing.
Still sounding befuddled, Mildred assured, “I’ll get right on it.”
Victoria sat at her desk and began to review the case files with a new sense of purpose.
That was what she’d been missing—just exactly what this agency needed—new blood. Young blood. Raw talent.
The unexpected.
 
AT 10:00 A.M. on the dot that morning Victoria moved to the conference room where all not on assignment waited.
Ian Michaels and Simon Ruhl sat on either side of her vacant chair at the head of the long polished mahogany table. Ian’s wife, Nicole, as well as Ric Martinez, Ryan Braxton, Pierce Maxwell, Ethan Delaney, Doug Cooper-Smith, Daniel Marks and A. J. Braddock, one of the agency’s newest investigators, were present. Patrick O’Brien, the other new member on Victoria’s staff, was currently on assignment, as were three other investigators.
As Victoria took her place at the table, Elaine Younger, the agency receptionist, poked her head through the door.
“Victoria, the gentlemen are here to install the carpet.”
A litany of groans and sighs went around the room. Elaine looked worried, as if she feared she’d somehow done the wrong thing by making the announcement no one in the room—other than Victoria—wanted to hear.
“Excellent,” Victoria said with a nod of approval in Elaine’s direction. “Let them know they can start in my office.”
Elaine nodded eagerly and quickly closed the door to carry out her orders.
“Victoria.”
Victoria turned to Simon and waited for him to proceed.
“Mildred mentioned that you had decided to join in this weekend’s job fair.”
He didn’t have to say the rest; Victoria read the question in his eyes. Why on earth had she lowered the usual standards for hopeful applicants?
“That’s correct.” She surveyed the table. Judging by the expression on each face, all present had heard the news. “I felt the need to venture into new territory.” She clasped her hands and placed them on the table in front of her. “I’d like to sample the raw talent out there,” she added bluntly. “Any questions?”
Victoria didn’t miss the smile that flirted with Ian’s lips. “You have someone in mind for heading up the event?”
Leave it to Ian to cut to the chase. “Actually,” Victoria said, “I do.” She turned her attention to the right. “I hoped Nicole would be free to handle the job fair.”
Nicole Reed-Michaels was former FBI. She had the incredible beauty of the women gracing the covers of fashion magazines. Sleek blond hair and breathtaking blue eyes. But anyone who let her appearance fool them was in for a big surprise. Nicole was not only highly intelligent, she was downright lethal. No one got in her way.
“I’d be happy to, Victoria,” Nicole volunteered without hesitation. She shifted those assessing blue eyes to her husband. “You won’t mind watching the kids, will you, Ian?”
A moment of loaded silence passed as every man in the room struggled to restrain a grin or a chuckle. Victoria didn’t bother holding back. Her lips spread wide with amusement. She loved the power Nicole had over the enigmatic Ian.
“Of course not,” he said to his wife before turning back to Victoria. “Shall we move on?”
The status of each ongoing case was reported and new ones assigned. Victoria observed the well-educated, refined members of her outstanding staff. Only the best. The Colby Agency employed the most outstanding in their respective fields…the cream of the crop from many walks of life, including the military as well as other government agencies and law enforcement. Victoria had always prided herself on ferreting out those who had excelled in their former careers. Men and women who were highly trained and well experienced.
But that was about to change.
She needed an infusion of the unknown…of raw, edgy talent.
Excitement. That was what the Colby Agency needed.
Pure T-type adrenaline. Young blood, ready to do anything to prove him or herself.
Just like in the old days.



Chapter Two
It wasn’t every day a guy got the goods on a cheating, backstabbing employee. Especially one who was in line for the job said guy wanted.
Todd Thompson grinned.
He’d gotten the evidence.
Pictures didn’t lie.
He tapped the nine-by-twelve envelope on the passenger seat of his car. Oh, yeah, today was going to be a very good day. Less than one year out of college and he would make senior associate at the agency.
He’d gotten a callback on his résumé even before graduating. Todd had never believed in waiting until the last minute. He’d liked being prepared, knowing what his future held. So he’d sent out résumés six weeks before graduation. The Wellsly Agency of private investigations had contacted him immediately.
It wasn’t every day a student with a major in psychology and a minor in criminology knocked on their door. The way he saw it, his choice of studies gave him an edge as an investigator. That was exactly how he’d known that his colleague was up to no good. He had a knack for reading people.
Todd parked his beat-up Volvo in the only vacant slot in the parking lot of the building his agency called home. Six months on staff and he was up for promotion already. The only problem was, there was only one senior associate position available and both he and his colleague Janelle Dryer wanted it. Janelle had two months on him at the agency. She also had a killer pair of legs.
But she’d made one fatal mistake. She hadn’t covered her tracks well enough.
The agency had suspected for a while now that someone amid their ranks was leaking information to the attorneys of certain high-profile targets. At least two incidents had led to this conclusion, but no one had been able to nail the culprit.
Until now.
Todd had decided to do a little extra investigating himself. The fact that his nemesis was the leak just made victory all the more sweet. When he’d set out to do this he’d merely hoped the move would get him the attention he wanted, and, of course, the promotion. He’d never expected to knock the competition completely out of the running in the same blow. Janelle was guilty. No question in his mind. Why else would she be sleeping with one of the attorneys involved? No reason he could think of. At the very least, this infraction made her unreliable and put him at the top of the food chain.
He felt a prick of guilt, might even have felt some remorse if Dryer hadn’t backstabbed him three times already in the past six months. She’d taken every opportunity to make him look bad. Had accomplished her mission once. But this wasn’t about revenge—this was about survival of the fittest. The best man should get the job and all that jazz.
He was the best man.
He hustled through the front door and straight up to the bank of elevators a full thirty minutes before his workday actually began. His immediate supervisor, Chet Syler, was waiting. Todd had called him at home last night and informed him that he had evidence as to the identity of the leak. His supervisor had insisted that the information be kept between the two of them until whatever evidence Todd possessed could be confirmed. Todd didn’t have a problem with that. It was hard to dispute Dryer and the attorney rolling between the sheets when he had a whole roll of prints to back up his assertion.
He stabbed the button for the seventh floor and leaned against the back wall of the elevator. He held the envelope firmly in one hand. It wasn’t that he enjoyed ratting people out, but this was business. Dryer would have done the same to him. It didn’t take a degree in psychology to know that. And he had one.
On the seventh floor he said hello to the receptionist already at her post then strode confidently to Syler’s office. He didn’t particularly care that the receptionist didn’t bother returning his greeting. Maybe she was distracted. Whatever. He had bigger things on his mind. Such as his first promotion.
Feeling triumphant and utterly satisfied, Todd took one last deep breath before knocking on the door.
Oh, yeah, today was definitely going to be a stellar day.
Syler glanced up but didn’t bother standing as Todd entered his office. Funny thing was, his superior didn’t look the least bit happy. Without so much as a good morning, Syler reached for the envelope. Confusion elbowing out his victorious afterglow, Todd placed the envelope in his boss’s hand. He didn’t sit since he hadn’t been invited to. The whole situation suddenly felt off kilter somehow.
Syler shuffled through the glossy eight-by-tens, his expression never changing. Somehow Todd hadn’t expected this kind of reaction. Anger, disappointment, jealousy maybe, but not this total lack of emotion.
The older man shoved the pictures back into the envelope and turned his full attention on Todd. Todd had the uneasy feeling that he’d just walked into a trap.
“Did you know that Ms. Dryer had been married and divorced?” Syler asked, his voice flat as he delivered the seemingly irrelevant question. “Her maiden name is Syler.”
Todd blinked as the relevance hit him square between the eyes. “No, sir,” he admitted before swallowing hard to force down the massive lump of crow in his throat. “I didn’t know that.” But he knew exactly what it meant. “She’s your daughter?”
The blush of fury started at his superior’s crisp white collar. “That’s right.” He snatched up the incriminating envelope and shoved it into his middle desk drawer. “I’ve suspected for some time that one of the senior partners was the leak. I asked Ms. Dryer to find the truth.” His jaw flexed twice with rage. “She was to do whatever necessary to accomplish her mission. Today she will announce her findings in a closed briefing to the senior partners.”
The whole scenario suddenly made perfect sense to Todd. Syler was a partner, but not a senior partner. If he could prove one of the senior partners was the leak, he would be in line for a promotion, as would his lovely daughter. The information she had obtained would cinch both moves.
Oh, man. “I can assure you, sir,” Todd put in quickly, “no one will hear about her methods from me.”
“The problem is, Mr. Thompson—” Syler rose from his chair as he said this “—I don’t like you. My daughter doesn’t like you. Let’s just leave it at that. When you’ve cleared out your desk, you can pick up your severance pay from the receptionist.”
There was nothing else to say. Todd knew a brick wall when he hit one and he’d damned sure rammed headfirst into this one.
Todd cleared out his desk and picked up his severance pay as instructed. All under the careful watch of a security guard. As hard as he’d tried to be out before the staff started to arrive, he ran into Dryer in the lobby. She smirked and gave him a universal hand signal that stated her position quite clearly.
She’d won. The promotion was hers and he was out of a job.
He tossed the box of odds and ends into the backseat of his car and then dropped behind the wheel. At least it was Friday. He’d have time to look over the classifieds and update his résumé before hitting the streets on Monday.
The severance pay would cover the coming month’s rent.
He swore as he twisted the key in the ignition. Maybe he should have gone to grad school. His folks had said he’d regret not pursuing a higher degree. But no, he’d been too on fire to get out there and dive into the world of investigations. It had been his dream since he was a kid.
It should be simple. He was good. Just ask any of his professors. Hell, he’d even lived a double life for three whole months to write a thesis like no other. The plan had backfired a little, but he’d come out all right. His advisor had secretly told him he’d never read a thesis so compelling. So what if Todd had pretended to be someone he wasn’t to make it happen. No harm had been done, except to a few egos.
Oh, well. Chicago was a big city. There had to be an agency that would appreciate his particular skills.
He pulled over to the curb in front of the diner where he usually grabbed breakfast on Saturdays. Might as well eat and maybe scan today’s paper. Anything was better than going back to his studio apartment and walking the floors.
He couldn’t call his parents. They would only plead with him to come back home to Alabama. What was a small-town boy like him doing in a big city? That was his folks’ way of looking at the situation. He couldn’t explain to them that there was a great deal more to life than being the star football player on the high school team and going on to teach at the same school as his father had. No offense. Todd loved and admired his father. But that life just wasn’t for him.
He wanted—yearned for—excitement. The kind he wouldn’t find in Birmingham, Alabama. Chicago was the place to be. And even if Wellsly wasn’t the very top agency in this city, it had been a damn good starting place.
But he’d blown that opportunity by being overzealous.
Who the hell else would give him a shot without any real experience? Listing Wellsly as a previous employer might not be the best way to get his foot in the door someplace else, considering he’d just been fired.
“Morning, Todd.” Anna, the waitress who took his order every Saturday morning, greeted him from behind the counter. “You want the usual this morning?”
He dredged up a friendly smile. “You got it, pretty lady.” He winked and the older woman blushed. She reminded him of his mother. Gray hair tucked into a practical bun. Conservative uniform concealing every inch of her from the knees up and shiny pink lip gloss making her smile sparkle. A genuinely nice lady.
Todd slid onto a bar stool and listened to Anna chatter about late April’s sudden cool snap as she poured him a cup of coffee.
“Winter’s determined to hang on this year,” she said knowingly, then shivered visibly. “It’s almost May, it ought to be warmer than this.” She sat the carafe back onto the warming plate and snagged the nearest newspaper. “Here you go.” She studied him a moment, her expression suddenly serious. “Looks like you could do with something to occupy your mind this morning.”
Yep, just like his mother. A mind reader.
“Thanks.” Todd took the paper and turned the page without even surveying the front headlines. It wasn’t that he didn’t care about current events but he had his own problems today. Such as finding a job and pretending that his ego wasn’t stinging like hell.
His gaze snagged on a large advertisement for this weekend’s job fair. He scanned the staffing agencies and firms participating, his hopes faltering with each name he read. The dead-last one had him sitting up a little straighter.
The Colby Agency.
He steadied his runaway imagination and reminded himself that he’d looked at their requirements once before. Minimum age was twenty-five with at least two years of pertinent experience. And, as good as he was at pretending to be someone or something he wasn’t, lying wasn’t going to work with the premier investigative agency. A firm like the Colby Agency would surely do an extensive background search.
Just when he would have moved on, his eyes encountered three seemingly innocuous words that sent a broad smile stretching across his lips and a burst of adrenaline-driven anticipation through his veins.
No experience necessary.
“Well, I’ll be damned,” he muttered. Maybe he’d done something right lately, after all. Whatever had gained him the favor of the gods, he hoped it was enough to see him through the screening process.
“Here you go, son,” Anna announced as she set the plate laden with eggs, bacon and toast in front of him. “Clean your plate, you’ll feel like a new man.”
“Yes, ma’am.” Todd dug in. He would need every ounce of energy he could summon for today’s performance. And that was all any job interview was. The opportunity for a prospective employer to watch candidates perform to whatever music they played.
And no one was better at that dance than Todd. He had every intention of dazzling whoever was in charge. It was what he did best.
He could charm or talk his way out of practically anything, anywhere, anytime.
Well, except for this morning. But then he hadn’t known he was taking pictures of his boss’s daughter. Even he wasn’t that good.



Chapter Three
When the elevator stopped, Todd hesitated before stepping into the lobby of the Colby Agency.
This was definitely the floor on which security had instructed him to alight. But this wasn’t at all what he’d expected.
The furnishings, chairs and tables, including what was clearly the receptionist’s desk, sat in one corner while three men worked quickly to install new carpeting starting at the opposite wall.
“Mr. Thompson?”
Todd’s gaze turned to the woman who’d said his name. “That’s me.” The smile he saved for charming the ladies pushed automatically into place. “And you are?”
The pretty lady’s cheeks turned pink, but she managed a shaky smile of her own. “Elaine. The receptionist.” She glanced around the spacious lobby. “Sorry about the mess. They were supposed to have finished last week, except something went wrong and…” She shrugged. “May I get you a cup of coffee?”
After leaving the job fair, Todd had spent the entire weekend walking the floor of his one-room apartment. The call from Victoria Colby herself this morning had dragged him from the closest thing to sleep he’d gotten since. A quick shower and about a dozen cups of strong black coffee had followed that much anticipated call. He definitely did not need any more caffeine.
“No, thanks.” Somehow he managed to keep his smile in place. The receptionist’s blush deepened and for a moment she seemed completely flustered.
“This way, Mr. Thompson,” she said finally, with a gesture toward the corridor to the left of where her desk likely sat under normal circumstances.
“Call me Todd,” he insisted as he followed Elaine to what he presumed would be Victoria Colby’s office.
His guide took him to the far end of the long corridor and another, smaller lobby. This one had already been dressed in the new, no doubt expensive gold carpeting. He wasn’t that knowledgeable about decor, but even he was impressed with the lush ambience he’d encountered so far. But then, this was the Colby Agency, the very top of the tip top of the private investigations heap. He expected nothing less.
“Mildred, this is Mr. Todd Thompson,” Elaine announced to the older woman behind the desk. “Victoria is expecting him.”
Elaine flashed him a shy smile then headed back to her own domain. Todd watched her for a second longer than he should have, but she had a nice walk. In fact, she was very, very nice. He liked this place already.
“This way, Mr. Thompson.”
The stern tone tugged him back to attention. Though he felt confident the gesture was wasted, he gifted the lady—Mildred Parker, according to the name plate on her desk—with a flash of pearly whites that generally charmed most of her gender. As he suspected, she wasn’t buying it. Despite the firm expression, she had a pleasant face and looked to be well into her fifties. This, he decided, was a woman on whose good side he definitely needed to stay. She might not be the boss, but she was damned close.
“Mrs. Colby-Camp is ready to see you now.”
“Yes, ma’am.” Taking note of the addition tacked onto Victoria Colby’s name, Todd followed the all-business Mildred through a set of double doors and into a lavish office that made him think of royalty.
“Good morning, Mr. Thompson.”
Victoria Colby-Camp stood near a small conference table to the left of her impressive desk. She looked exactly as he had expected, extremely classy and completely unreadable.
“Thank you, Mildred,” she said, her tone soft, polite and yet commanding somehow.
Todd took the hand Victoria offered and shook it firmly. Behind him he heard the door close with Mildred’s exit.
“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Colby-Camp.” He wondered if she had any idea just how sincere those words were. He wasn’t entirely sure it was possible to relay with a mere sentence how much it meant for him to be here.
Victoria indicated the chair closest to him. “Let’s sit and talk, Mr. Thompson.”
“Todd,” he suggested as he waited for her to take her seat first. She acknowledged his suggestion with a nod and settled into the chair at the head of the oval table. He pulled out his own chair and got comfortable. At least as comfortable as he could with his whole future hanging in the balance. He wasn’t generally a guy who got nervous about much of anything but this was the most important moment of his life—he had to make this happen.
“Nicole and I reviewed the video of your interview and considered the results at length.”
Todd wasn’t surprised that the interview had been videoed. Agencies this high profile didn’t leave anything to chance. If he was hired it would likely be by committee.
“I assume your conclusion was favorable,” he offered. His confidence level rose significantly. He’d known he had impressed Nicole Reed-Michaels. Unlike this lady, Nicole had been somewhat easier to read. And gorgeous. Was everyone who worked here beautiful? Whatever Victoria’s age, she was still an attractive woman.
Life at the Colby Agency would certainly be easy on the eyes, at least if the rest of the female staff lived up to what he’d seen so far. Beautiful, intelligent. Very cool.
He’d been somewhat surprised that Nicole had conducted the interviews alone. He’d expected at least three interviewers and that a minimum of two would be male. But the Colby Agency appeared to know exactly what they’d been looking for. He’d watched with interest as Nicole had weeded out literally hundreds of applicants. Only twenty had moved on to the written exam. A mere twelve had survived that portion of the extensive interview. Less than half of those had remained once the intense one-on-one portion concluded. Nicole Reed-Michaels was a hell of a looker, but that hadn’t kept her from being as hard as nails. She was one tough lady.
But not nearly as tough as the one analyzing him just now.
“Favorable yet cautious,” Victoria allowed. “This is the Colby Agency, Todd. We don’t take chances with our reputation.”
He experienced a glimmer of worry, but he didn’t flinch. “Understandable.”
She assessed his response for three seconds. “Of the five recruits Nicole selected, only three received a call this morning,” Victoria informed him, her eyes still gauging his response.
Todd held his ground, didn’t let her see him sweat. “I’m flattered to be among those three.”
“Considering the number of applicants, you very well should be.” That dark gaze that gave away nothing remained pinned to his, waiting, watching for him to make his first mistake…for him to falter.
The next ten seconds ticked by with excruciating slowness. He gave himself a mental pat on the back when he managed not to squirm.
“You did extraordinarily well on the written exam,” she said eventually, tossing out that bone with scarcely any inflection in her tone.
“Thank you.” He’d known he’d aced the test. He was particularly good at giving the answers people wanted—which weren’t even always the correct ones. Because folks had certain expectations of success as well as failure and he’d met each one as if he’d designed the test himself. No one was better in that arena. Every professor whose class he’d taken at the University of Alabama had said the same: Todd had his own personal guardian angel when it came to test taking…either that or he was the luckiest bastard on the planet.
“My single hesitation, Todd,” Victoria went on, instantly snapping him back to the present and putting him on edge, “is with your somewhat overlarge ego.”
Uncertainty streaked through him. For the first time in his life he wasn’t sure how to respond. Though he felt confident Victoria wasn’t the first to think as much, she was definitely the first to say so.
“Not that there is no place in this line of work for a healthy ego,” she allowed. “To the contrary.” The knowing expression she kept aimed in his direction did nothing to alleviate his mounting uneasiness. “It takes courage and confidence to be the kind of investigator this agency seeks out.”
“I agree,” he said, seeing no reason to deny what she obviously understood about him. “You’ll find that I have no shortage of either. But I also know how and when to keep the latter in check.”
A smile gave him a moment’s reprieve. “I’m certain you know exactly how to conduct yourself in any given situation.” She leaned back into her chair, adopting a more relaxed posture. “Let me be frank, Todd.”
He didn’t relax, couldn’t have if his life had depended upon it. That fleeting reprieve he’d experienced had just vanished. This was the moment. Whatever she said next would determine where he went from here. Every minute of every hour of his adult life so far had been leading up to this.
“This agency is constantly inundated with applicants more than qualified,” she explained. “We choose carefully, and only the very best.”
And then he knew why he was here. He didn’t have to see it in those closely guarded eyes or to hear it in her voice. He understood exactly why a lady who could command this prestigious agency even bothered to talk to him, a guy who lacked any semblance of the qualifications of which she spoke.
“Mrs. Colby-Camp,” he said, that cocky attitude he was known for taking precedence and showing, probably a little more than it should. “I don’t have that experience you speak of with such reverence, but I do have a couple of assets you might find every bit as admirable.”
She inclined her head slightly to the right and waited for him to continue.
“Ambition. Determination. You give me this opportunity and I guarantee you won’t be disappointed.” He leaned forward, anticipation burning through him like flames licking a path through a dry field. “I will do whatever it takes to ensure you’re impressed.”
The intensity in those dark eyes cranked up a notch. “Make no mistake, Todd, I am already duly impressed, otherwise you would not be here.”
With considerable effort, he reclined into his chair, barely resisting the urge to jump up and do a little victory dance. “What happens next?”
That smile that had toyed with her lips moments ago reappeared full-force. “Now you have to impress the rest of my staff. Do that, and you’ve earned yourself a permanent position here.”
It was his turn to smile. Oh, yes, he was in. “Just tell me what you want me to do and consider it done.”
 
“YOU’RE CERTAIN about this, Victoria?”
She turned from the view outside her office window to face her second-in-command. “Yes, Ian, I’m absolutely certain.”
He nodded once. “How would you like to begin?”
Victoria considered his question for a moment. The three new recruits were currently in the conference room with a member of human resources. There were numerous forms to be filled out. Benefits to be discussed. All of which would buy Victoria time for this final phase of the plan.
“Let’s start with Mr. Thompson.” There hadn’t actually been any question in her mind. He was the one who stood out to her. The other two, both female, were excellent candidates, but neither possessed the level of in-your-face self-assurance young Mr. Thompson did.
“He’s a cocky one,” Ian offered.
Victoria had to smile. “Yes, he is.”
“You reviewed the background details in Simon’s report?”
“Yes.” Victoria knew of which detail in particular he spoke. Todd Thompson had decided that for his final thesis he would write about taking on a new identity and how easy it would be to fool people. In his opinion, most people wanted to believe what they were told, and he proved as much by living a double life for a short period and fooling all those around him. No actual harm had been done, but the small community where he’d played out his little hypothesis had been less than pleased to learn they’d been deceived by the young man they had presumed to be a traveling missionary from another country.
“He’ll require close supervision,” Ian countered as he considered the four case files in his hands.
“Without a doubt,” Victoria agreed. “I was thinking A.J. would be an excellent mentor.”
Ian nodded. “Perfect choice.”
Though A. J. Braddock was fairly new to the agency, his record spoke for itself. A former marine who’d turned Homeland Security agent, A.J. had worked through a number of domestic crises that required an innate ability to maintain calm in the worst possible situations. Not to mention that as a marine, he’d been one of the first assigned to Iraq when that deadly dictator had been brought down. A.J. would know just how to take the roughest edges off Mr. Thompson.
“The Serena Blake case is my top priority.” Victoria considered, remembering the young woman’s desperation. “I think Mr. Thompson’s unique skill would be an excellent match.”
“Might I recommend that we put these new recruits in the field one at a time?”
Ian’s concern was first and foremost for the agency and its clients. He was absolutely right to make such an assertion. Victoria had already decided as much.
“Agreed.” Victoria took a deep breath. “Shall we brief A.J. first?”
 
TODD WAITED as patiently as he could for the next step. The other two recruits, Gabrielle Hanson and Michelle Robb, had gone to lunch with Nicole Reed-Michaels.
He wasn’t worried that his being left behind was a bad sign. Nope. He figured he had been chosen for another meeting with the boss.
Or maybe they’d found out about his thesis. There was a good chance he might never live down “Charmed and Dangerous.” He’d shown quite literally that fooling others was a simple matter of determination versus skill. Anyone could do it and anyone could be conned. It was simply easier to believe what one was told. Most folks did just that. And none wanted to learn they’d been wrong. As cynical as some parts of American society had become, folks still preferred the uncomplicated. Believing was far simpler than overanalyzing.
Would Victoria change her mind about him in light of his college exploits?
She’d said she was impressed. Maybe she’d changed her mind since learning a few more details.
The door opened and the woman herself appeared as if he’d somehow summoned her with his troubled musings.
“Mr. Thompson.”
He stood. “Todd,” he reminded her.
“Todd,” she allowed, “this is A. J. Braddock.”
A big guy, definitely former military, Todd decided, considering his bearing and the high and tight haircut, followed Victoria into the conference room. The big guy closed the door behind him and thrust out his hand.
“Mr. Thompson,” he said as he grabbed Todd’s hand, “I’ve heard a lot about you this morning.”
The guy looked sincere and quite friendly. He had to be six-three if he was an inch, close to two hundred pounds. Even the nice suit jacket couldn’t disguise what were likely bulging biceps to go along with those extra-wide shoulders.
“Call me Todd.” He looked from Braddock to Victoria, determined not to be dismissed without an opportunity to prove his worth in the field. “Is this the part where you see if I can play nice with the other kiddies?”
Apparently his humor wasn’t appreciated.
“This,” Braddock said with an edge no doubt prompted by his total lack of a sense of humor, “is the part where we see if you can hold your own with the big boys.”
Todd grinned. “Touché.”
Victoria took a seat at the conference table. Braddock joined her. Todd did the same.
She opened a manila folder and viewed the contents for a moment before she began. “Serena Blake is a lab assistant at Milestone Laboratories.”
Todd wasn’t familiar with Milestone Laboratories so he sat quietly and listened.
A. J. Braddock took the ball. “Serena’s immediate supervisor is a research scientist named Charles Landon. He is also the heaviest investor at Milestone as well as the most renowned scientist on staff.”
Now there was a name Todd recognized. “His pregnant wife went missing a few weeks ago.” Every local channel, and some national, had carried the story for weeks. In the past two or three, the hype had appeared to dwindle, but as far as Todd knew, the woman hadn’t been found.
Victoria nodded. “She was seven months pregnant and simply disappeared. The police have excluded Dr. Landon as a suspect. They believe he is innocent of any wrongdoing and that, in fact, there may not be any foul play involved at all. According to my sources at Chicago P.D., the unanimous conclusion, considering certain details, is that Mrs. Landon left of her own volition. Since the police have no evidence to the contrary and there has been no ransom demand, the case is being treated more like a missing-person case rather than a kidnapping.”
“What kind of details?” Todd wanted to know.
With approval in her eyes, Victoria answered, “A large withdrawal made by Mrs. Landon the day before and a missing photo album from her childhood.”
Todd chalked one up in his favor. His new boss liked that he asked questions. He quickly reviewed what he’d watched about the case on the news and read about in the papers. He’d never heard the name Serena Blake. “So what does Miss Blake have to do with this?”
“She,” Victoria explained, “believes that foul play is definitely involved.”
“She has no evidence,” Braddock put in quickly.
“This is more her gut feelings. Apparently she and Mrs. Landon were friends.”
Todd thought about that for a second. “Does Mrs. Landon have any other friends who support this scenario?”
Victoria sighed. “This is part of the problem. Mrs. Landon had no real friends. She had acquaintances of her social standing with whom she attended parties and sat on various charity committees, but she didn’t have a single true friend that we know of. Even her relationship with Miss Blake had been kept secret from her husband. Miss Blake insists he can’t know about it now.”
“We haven’t confirmed this part as of yet,” Braddock added. “We only have her word.”
“There is always the possibility that Miss Blake is hoping to damage her boss’s career,” Victoria suggested. Before Todd could ask questions along those lines, she went on. “From what we’ve discovered since she came to us four days ago, there is some tension between her and Dr. Landon. Apparently he has passed her over for promotion once and he requires long hours without additional pay more often than not. I get the impression that he takes advantage of her any way he can. The consensus is that as far as his work goes, he’s quite ruthless.”
Todd shrugged. “Then why take the case?” Seemed like a no-brainer to him. The police didn’t think the guy had anything to hide. Why believe his assistant who, apparently, had reason to want to hurt him?
“First,” Victoria said with a bluntness that told Todd she didn’t like being second-guessed, “Miss Blake was willing to drain her savings to put up the required retainer fee.”
So she was willing to give her life’s savings to get this done. Todd didn’t see where that let her off the hook. Anyone with a little ambition would have done the same and would have considered it an investment in the future.
“Second,” Victoria continued, “if there is even a remote chance that this man had something to do with his pregnant wife’s disappearance, we have an obligation to take the case. As a private agency there are steps we can take that the police cannot.”
Todd knew the statistics; when wives went missing or were found dead, more often than not the husband was responsible. Landon certainly had the kind of money required to get rid of a wife he no longer wanted without sullying his hands. But did that make him guilty?
“Of course, we must tread carefully,” Braddock suggested. “We have to approach this in a way that gives us access without allowing damage to the doctor or his reputation, since he could very well be innocent.”
In other words, they had to pretend to be someone they weren’t. Now he got the picture. This was his specialty.
“Who do we need to be?” he asked with the same bluntness Victoria had used.
“I have a dear friend in nonfiction publishing,” she explained, “who is very interested in genetics, which is one of the main fields of research at Milestone. This friend will allow one of my investigators to open a line of dialogue with Dr. Landon in pursuit of a book about him and his research. Since my friend is genuinely interested, our investigation will set things in motion along that avenue while allowing us to get close enough to make our own conclusions about the good doctor.”
“And if all goes well,” Todd concluded, “Dr. Landon will get a book deal and we’ll have our answers. Miss Blake will simply have to come to terms with her friend’s disappearance.”
“This case is too high-profile to approach it any other way,” Braddock put in, apparently annoyed by Todd’s elementary assessment.
“A.J. is new at the agency as well as in Chicago, making him the logical choice,” Victoria interjected. “There’s little possibility that anyone, including Landon, would recognize him.”
“How do I fit into this scenario?” Todd liked doing things his own way, but he had a feeling that wasn’t going to happen this go-around.
“You’ll be introduced as A.J.’s research assistant,” Victoria told him. “This will be your trial run, Mr. Thompson,” she added, her tone direct and to the point. “If we like what we see on this assignment, you’ll stay on. If not…”
She didn’t have to clarify. “When do we start?” Todd didn’t see the need to waste any additional time. He intended to prove himself beyond a shadow of a doubt. Now was as good a time as any.
Victoria stood. She stopped him when Todd would have done the same. “I’ll leave you and A.J. to work out the finer points. An initial appointment with Landon has been arranged for nine tomorrow morning. I’ll expect you to let me know if you decide to withdraw, Mr. Thompson.”
With that ominous statement, she left the conference room. Why in the world would he withdraw?
“There are a few details we’ll need to iron out, Thompson,” Braddock said, calling Todd’s attention back to him.
“Shoot.”
The look in the other man’s eyes had Todd wishing he’d used some other terminology.
“During the course of this investigation, you will answer to me,” Braddock stated flatly. “You will do exactly what I say when I say. No exceptions. Period. There will be no second chances. Do we understand each other?”
Todd wondered briefly how much of his military time Mr. Braddock had spent as a drill sergeant. “Perfectly.”
Braddock pushed in Todd’s direction what on first glance gave the impression of a simple typed report. “This is your cover profile. Study it. Preparation is the key. I’ll pick you up at eight in the morning. If you’ve changed your mind, you will notify Victoria prior to that time and save us both the unnecessary trouble.”
Why the hell was everyone so concerned with whether or not he would change his mind?
“Don’t worry, Braddock,” Todd replied without reservation, dropping the “mister” as the older man had done when addressing him. “I won’t change my mind.”
The hint of a smile cracked the man’s no-nonsense exterior. “Maybe you’d better read the profile before you make that decision.”
The big guy pushed out of his seat. “Take the rest of the afternoon off, Thompson. Consider long and hard whether you’re cut out for this line of work. The Colby Agency employs only the best. Ask yourself one defining question. Can you, no matter the circumstances or personal sacrifice, be the best?”
Todd didn’t get up. He just watched the other man leave. Then he picked up the single page that outlined his cover for this assignment.
“Might as well see what all the fuss is about.”
Nothing Victoria or Braddock could have said would have properly prepared him for the blow to his ego.



Chapter Four
Her heart pounding, Serena Blake waited in the corridor until Dr. Landon had gone into the conference room. Even then she waited a few seconds more. If he caught her going through his office…
She closed her eyes, took a deep breath and blocked the fear. Finding the truth had to be paramount, but if she was fired—or worse—she certainly couldn’t help Molly then. Obviously the police weren’t going to get the job done.
Decision made, Serena moved toward her destination. She had maybe thirty minutes, but couldn’t afford to waste even one precious second. Although she was thankful the Colby Agency had taken her case and had, apparently, arrived, she couldn’t let down her guard. She had to do her part, as well. Molly was counting on her.
Victoria Colby-Camp had warned Serena to be very, very careful. To do only what she felt comfortable attempting and nothing more. Now that Investigator Braddock and his assistant were in place Serena could breathe easier. Still, she had access to places the Colby Agency wouldn’t be able to reach—not legally, anyway. For that very reason she needed to take exceptional precautions.
Two other Milestone Lab employees, both wearing the requisite white lab coats, exited one of the doors on the right up ahead and started in her direction. Serena managed a smile and a brisk “Good morning” as she passed her colleagues.
With her blood roaring in her ears, she scarcely heard their responses, vague good-mornings. Thankfully they didn’t slow down but kept walking. Probably headed for the nearest coffeepot.
Serena took a right onto an intersecting corridor and walked as quickly as she dared to Dr. Charles Landon’s private office. Her much smaller office was right next door. It would take less than five seconds to move from one to the other…all she needed to know was when he left the conference room. She could set the monitor on his desk to observe the goings-on in the conference room, but there was a chance he might notice. A tiny red light came on whenever the viewing cameras were activated.
Did she dare risk it?
Maybe not.
She glanced at her watch again. Dr. Landon had been in the conference room for seven minutes. Surely she could count on at least twenty if not the thirty she’d originally estimated the meeting would take.
No more hesitating.
Serena glanced in both directions. All clear. She pulled her badge from her lapel, swiped it for clearance then opened the door in one smooth, swift motion that startled even her.
No more second thoughts. She had to do this.
She eased inside, squeezed her eyes shut and cringed as the door closed behind her with a succinct click of the heavy-duty lock.
It was done.
She was in.
She opened her eyes and her breath promptly evacuated her lungs.
Intense blue eyes stared directly at her.
Male.
Tall.
Longish brown hair.
No white lab coat.
Who was this man? How did he get in here?
She started to scream but he was around the desk and had his hand over her mouth before the sound her brain commanded her to issue left her throat.
“Don’t do that,” he growled.
Deep, husky.
Panic clawed at her as if her frantically racing heart had suddenly sprouted talons and wanted to rip its way from her chest.
He grabbed her right wrist with one hand while the other stayed firmly planted over her mouth, ultimately keeping her pinned to the closed door. He pulled her hand up and studied the badge.
“Serena Blake?” The recognition that flared in his blue eyes did nothing to relieve her rising terror. “Don’t scream, okay?” he urged.
Her head moved up and down, though she wasn’t entirely sure if her brain had actually ordered the move or if it was mere survival instinct.
“I’m Todd Thompson from the Colby Agency,” he explained quickly, his voice whisper-soft but still rough as if he, too, was scared half out of his mind. As he told her this, his hand loosened somewhat but didn’t move completely away from her trembling lips.
Serena inhaled an unsteady breath. “I’d like to see some ID.” Good thinking. Though she couldn’t imagine how anyone could know she’d contacted the Colby Agency. He had to be telling the truth. But she had to be absolutely certain. Victoria had called her and told her that Mr. Braddock and a Mr. Thompson would be working on her case, but she hadn’t met either man. Victoria had wanted to set up a meeting last night except Serena hadn’t been able to get out of a prior commitment to work late without appearing suspicious. Dr. Landon didn’t like what he called slackers.
She hadn’t really worried about it. To her way of thinking it might be better if she met the men for the first time when Dr. Landon did. He was so good at reading her, she hadn’t wanted to take any chances. Who would have guessed that he’d have her running reports downstairs for him this morning? When she’d returned to the sixth floor at five after nine she had assumed that both representatives of the Colby Agency were in the meeting with Dr. Landon.
The man standing far too close for her comfort finally removed his hand from her mouth and reached for his wallet. He flashed his driver’s license, which backed up his assertion as to his identity.
“Why aren’t you in the conference room?” She was certain Dr. Landon would not have left anyone, much less a stranger, in his private office.
“Braddock doesn’t need me right now,” he said, but Serena wasn’t sure she believed him.
Her gaze narrowed. “How did you get in here?”
He shoved his wallet into his back pocket. “We’re wasting time.”
He was right about that, but his response didn’t answer her question.
She planted her hands on her hips, mainly to camouflage their shaking, and demanded, “I want to know how you got in here, Mr. Thompson. It’s my understanding that the Colby Agency is one of the most prestigious private investigations firms in the country. This doesn’t feel right.” Mostly she was just flustered and she hated feeling that way. That he could fluster her so easily annoyed her unreasonably.
He stared at her, his mouth set in a grim line. She tried not to notice the fact that he was really cute…but he was.
“All right,” he relented, but the tick in his stubbled jaw announced loudly that he didn’t like having to answer to her or anyone else.
They were wasting valuable time. She glanced at Dr. Landon’s desk. She wanted to look at his computer files, view anyone he’d contacted recently. The police claimed to have done all that, but she needed to be sure they hadn’t missed anything. And the truth was, they’d ruled out Landon almost immediately. He had an airtight alibi. He’d been here at work when his wife went missing.
“I thought I’d do a little off-the-record browsing while Braddock has Landon preoccupied,” Thompson admitted.
Well, at least they thought along the same lines.
“Do you know what you’re looking for?” she asked bluntly. Though she was certain he knew what he was doing, something about him went against the grain. He just wasn’t what she’d expected.
Irritation flickered in his eyes, turning the pale blue to a deeper sapphire. “Are we going to stand around here all morning or are we going to do this?”
“Move out of my way.” Serena wasn’t sure where the courage to make the demand had come from but she couldn’t very well get anything done with him looming over her like this.
To her surprise, he stepped aside and let her pass. She bit back a smile. Wow, that felt good.
She hurried around Landon’s desk and skimmed the top for his calendar. She quickly flipped through the pages since April seventh. Nothing unusual, not that she expected anything to be there. Landon was too smart for that. She dropped into his chair, entered his password—the one he didn’t know she had—and scanned his computer log. Thank God, Landon was one of those overconfident men who didn’t delete his electronic trail very often.
“Anything out of the ordinary?”
She shivered at the unexpected question, refused to look at the man crouched next to her. How could she have forgotten he was so close? “Not yet.”
She didn’t have to look at the clock to know the minutes were ticking by. She gritted her teeth to hold back a curse when she reached the date in Landon’s log two weeks prior to Molly’s disappearance.
“Nothing.”
“What about his files?” Thompson stood and moved toward the first of half a dozen file cabinets.
Serena swiftly scanned the rest of the log, desperation gnawing at her. “No. I’m responsible for those files,” she said to Thompson. “There’s nothing in there that I haven’t seen.” It was his computer that she’d hoped to find something on. He never, ever allowed her in his office when he wasn’t present. She’d been certain she would find a clue in this log. Hope deflated as she viewed the last entry. Maybe Landon was better at covering his tracks than she’d realized.
Thompson surveyed the office. “Any place else we can look?”
She shrugged. “His cell phone or maybe his Palm Pilot.”
Thompson turned to her, a wicked grin on his face. “I think I can arrange that.”
Despite her annoyance at his cockiness, she felt her lips shifting into a smile. “Are you really that good, Mr. Thompson?” He looked so young…maybe the same age as her.
“Call me Todd.”
A sharp rap on the door sent the oxygen out of Serena’s chest once more and Todd Thompson wheeling in the direction of the sound.
Their gazes collided with the second knock.
It couldn’t be Landon: he would simply walk in.
Todd pointed to her and then at the file cabinets.
Before she could fathom what he meant, he’d moved around behind her and was ushering her away from the desk. As she moved toward the file cabinets, he crouched behind the desk to conceal his presence.
Okay, she got it.
She swiped her badge along the channel of the cabinet’s electronic lock and dragged a file drawer open, then grabbed a handful of manila folders. With a deep, bolstering breath, she opened the door. “Yes?”
It was Nolan Fairbanks, the mail clerk and a distant cousin of Arthur Miles, the CEO of Milestone. Nolan, since he didn’t have anything beyond a high school education, was working his way up in the business. Dr. Miles couldn’t very well turn away blood, no matter how far removed.
“What’s up, Serena?” Nolan winked and walked far enough into the room to toss a handful of mail onto Landon’s desk.
Serena glanced at the desk and forced herself to appear calm. “Just doing the dirty work,” she said, incredibly without her voice wobbling.
“Hey.” Nolan moved in close, the smell of his new favorite cologne preceding him.
Every female on the staff knew what a flirt he was, occasionally to the point of being a nuisance. But he was only twenty, with the maturity level of a teenager, and basically, he was harmless. Right now, it behooved Serena to let him play out his little game.
“You busy for lunch? You owe me a rain check, you know.”
He was right. She did and she wasn’t busy for lunch. She thought about Todd Thompson under Landon’s desk but resisted the impulse to look that way. She tacked on a wide smile. “I’d love to have lunch with you, Nolan. Twelve okay?”
He nodded, his face beaming as if the hottest new actress on his favorite weekly sitcom had just said yes to his proposal. “The cafeteria?”
She managed an affirmative movement with her head. Going out for lunch was generally too much trouble with Milestone Labs so far out of the city.
Nolan winked one last time and backed out of the door as if he had to keep his eyes on her until the door closed for fear that he’d imagined the whole scene.
Serena shoved the folders back into the drawer and spun around at the same time that Thompson moved around the desk. She shook herself, banished the thought of how fluidly he moved. Where was her mind? She’d just been caught in her boss’s office. If Nolan mentioned it…
“We should get out of here,” Thompson suggested.
She glanced around, made sure all was as it had been. The calendar. The file drawer. “Push the chair in,” she said past the giant lump in her throat.
Thompson did as she told him then gestured to the door. “Do you want me to go first?”
That definitely wasn’t a good idea. She glanced at the clock—9:20. How could all that have happened in twelve minutes?
“I’ll go first. If it’s clear, I’ll keep going.”
“Gotcha.”
He moved up close behind her when she hesitated at the door. “Don’t be afraid,” he murmured.
She squeezed her eyes shut. He was standing so close she could swear she’d felt his lips against her hair when he spoke.
She wiped her palm against her lab coat, then reached for the knob. Now or never. She turned it and pulled the door open. Her jaw was set so hard her teeth felt ready to crack as she moved into the corridor. Forcing her gaze first right then left, she let go of the door and started walking toward the conference room.
Before she’d taken three steps, Todd Thompson moved up alongside her. Only then did she notice his visitor’s badge. Had he been wearing it before?
The cell phone in her pocket vibrated, making her jump. To her chagrin, Thompson noticed.
She dragged the phone from the pocket of her lab coat. Landon. She swore softly, guiltily. “Serena Blake.”
“Serena, would you come to the conference room?” Landon asked in that too pleasant voice he used whenever he had company that he wanted to impress.
“Yes, sir.”
“Oh, and, Serena, there’s a young man waiting in my office, Todd Thompson. Bring him, as well.”
Serena dropped the phone back into her pocket and turned to the man next to her. “He left you in his office?”
Todd shrugged. “I had to make a call.”
Now she was plain old PO’d. Landon blew a fuse if she went into his office without him present. And yet he left a total stranger there? “Then why hide when the mail clerk popped in?” she demanded.
He gave her a hopeful look. “Felt like the right thing to do. I knew it wouldn’t be Landon and anyone else was more likely to speak openly to you if my presence was unknown.” He smirked. “Was that your boyfriend?”
A new slash of irritation whipped through her. “That’s none of your business.” How could Landon trust a total stranger in his office when he didn’t trust his own assistant?
Realization struck. The files were locked. So was his computer unless you knew his password, which she did. His desk was always locked and she still didn’t have a key. Of course he wouldn’t mind leaving Thompson in there. Not to mention that the act of trust would look good on Landon’s part. He had an ulterior motive for everything he did.
The idea made her all the angrier. Bastard.
At the conference room door Thompson laid a hand on her arm, stalling her when she would have gone inside without pause.
She glared at him.
“We good?”
She feigned a smile. “We’re great, Mr. Thompson.”
She opened the door and stepped inside. Landon, pretending to be a gentleman, stood. The other man, Mr. Braddock she presumed, did, as well.
“Serena, this is A. J. Braddock from Sun Publishing.” He gestured to the man who had come to a stop near the table next to Serena. “And his research assistant, Todd Thompson.”
Serena extended her hand to Braddock. “Serena Blake.”
“It’s a pleasure, Miss Blake,” the broad-shouldered man assured her. “Dr. Landon told me how indispensable you are.”
Serena choked on a laugh. “Thank you.”
“Miss Blake.” Todd Thompson offered his hand next. “We didn’t make it official.”
Hard as she tried, Serena couldn’t help hesitating before taking his hand. “Mr. Thomp…Thompson,” she said, stumbling over his name.
“Serena,” Landon said, calling her attention back to him. “Sun Publishing is interested in my work in the field of stem cell research.”
Serena kept that artificial smile in place. “That’s amazing.” She turned to Braddock. “The work he has done is nothing short of incredible. All that’s stopping him from going the full distance is full private funding.” She pressed a hand to her chest, mostly in an attempt to slow the fluttering in her heart. “Then I’m sure you know that otherwise you wouldn’t be here.” Landon’s work was unparalleled. She had to give credit where credit was due.
Braddock smiled, a gesture that somehow calmed her. “Absolutely, Miss Blake. The study of genetics is the key to mankind’s future. Dr. Landon’s work has bestseller written all over it. He’s a pioneer.”
For the first time in weeks Serena knew she wasn’t in this alone. Something about Mr. Braddock made her feel safe and secure. Whether it was his massive size or the strength she saw in his eyes, she couldn’t say. But she instinctively knew that he had the situation under control. He was exactly what she had expected from the Colby Agency. Todd Thompson was not.
As Landon and Braddock moved back into a dialogue about Landon’s achievements, Serena stole a glance at Thompson. There was no doubt in her mind that this guy would do whatever he had to, to accomplish his mission, but she didn’t get the same safe, secure feeling from him that she got from Braddock. Oh, no. Thompson gave off a different vibe altogether.
She would have to watch her step with Todd Thompson. He was impulsive…. And far too cocky for his own good, much less hers.
“Serena?”
Her head snapped up. Landon had said something to her. “I’m sorry, sir.” She shook her head. “I guess my mind was on that report that’s overdue.”
“What did I tell you, Mr. Braddock? She’s a dedicated one.” Landon’s attention came back to rest on Serena and she didn’t miss the irritation in his expression. “So much so, I’m not sure what I’d do without her.”
Serena’s heart lurched at the look in his eyes. There was a warning there…one she didn’t quite understand.
“…are hard to find.”
She missed whatever Braddock had said.
“Serena,” Landon said, dragging her full regard back to him, “I’d like you to assist Mr. Thompson in any way he requires. He’ll be doing the legwork for Mr. Braddock.”
“Certainly, Dr. Landon.” Serena glanced in Thompson’s direction. Strangely, he didn’t look any happier about the situation than she did. She almost frowned. What was up with that? She was a paying client, he shouldn’t have a problem doing whatever he had to.
Another epiphany hit with entirely too much force. Maybe he didn’t like her. Before she could stop herself, she’d smoothed her hand over her somewhat less than fashionable hairdo. She felt certain she wasn’t exactly the type guys like Thompson went for. Her clothes were too conservative. Her whole personality was too conservative. Truth was, Nolan was the only man who had flirted with her in so long she couldn’t even remember the last one who had.
Not that she’d ever really cared. She’d been too focused on her studies in high school. She’d managed her masters in genetic research by the time she was twenty-one—an incredible feat by any standards. She’d worked for Milestone Laboratories for the past year. They’d recruited her right out of university. One of her favorite professors had put a bug in Landon’s ear. Of course she’d been the one who put the bug in her professor’s ear. She’d needed a way into Milestone Labs. She’d had more than her future career on her mind. Since she’d completed her studies at the end of the winter semester, she’d gone right to work in the new year.
She’d gotten this job because she was highly qualified, not because of how she looked or how she dressed. Or even who she knew.
Okay, enough.
When they’d all taken a seat around the conference table, Dr. Landon explained his daily routine and Mr. Braddock made suggestions of when they could meet and the format for discussion.
Todd Thompson said nothing. He just sat there, careful not to look at Serena.
She didn’t care. Not really. All that mattered to her was finding Molly safe.
Serena said another little silent prayer for Molly. She’d been missing for six weeks now. The baby could come at any time. Serena refused to believe she was dead. She had to be all right. They’d only just found each other. Fate couldn’t be that cruel.
She thought back to her early life in one foster home after another. Not the first happy memory. When she’d reached sixteen she’d liberated herself, but the authorities had found her. But this time she’d ended up with a caring family. She’d finished high school and gone on to college with the support of that fine family. The years she’d spent with the Blakes had almost made up for the other sixteen years of her life. So much so, she’d taken their name when the elderly couple had offered to officially adopt her.
For a little while Serena had gotten a taste of what a real family was like. Her adoptive parents were both gone now; they’d died within six months of each other during her last year at university. It was as if one couldn’t survive without the other. She wondered if she would ever know that kind of love. Probably not. She doubted it even existed anymore.
The Blakes had left everything they owned to her, ensuring that she wouldn’t have to worry about the future, financially anyway.
Shortly after her adopted mother’s death, Serena had found out what little there was to be known about her own biological family.
At first she hadn’t cared. She’d been grieving her parents’ deaths. She couldn’t have cared less about who had donated the egg and the sperm. The Blakes had been her family. But then she’d stumbled across one pertinent detail. She had a sister.
A sister who’d been far more fortunate in those early years than Serena. Her first foster parents had been like the Blakes and had immediately adopted Molly.
Molly Ledbetter had grown up in Chicago with wealthy parents who had wanted nothing more than for their only child to be happy. Like the Blakes, the Ledbetters had been older, apparently having waited most of their adult lives for their own reproductive organs to make their goal of offspring happen. Though the Ledbetters were still alive, both were in nursing homes. Mr. Ledbetter suffered with advanced Alzheimer’s with only rare lucid moments, while Mrs. Ledbetter had suffered a debilitating stroke that had left her unable to communicate in any way.
Basically, both Molly and Serena were alone.
Except for each other. Serena had set out to get to know her sister.
Eight months ago, after achieving a personal relationship with Molly and confirming that the woman was definitely her sister, Serena had told her. Molly had been thrilled, except for some reason, she hadn’t wanted her husband to know.
It hadn’t made sense to Serena, but she’d gone along with her newly found sister. Now she had no choice but to keep her secret to herself until she found Molly.
Serena couldn’t say for sure what made her feel this way, but she was certain, absolutely certain, that Charles Landon had something to do with his wife’s disappearance. Maybe it was all the extramarital affairs. Long before Serena had told Molly they were sisters, Molly had confided in her that Charles Landon had had many, many affairs. She’d never confronted him for fear of losing her marriage. She’d wanted her child to grow up in a safe, financially secure environment with both biological parents.
Serena had a feeling that despite Molly’s good luck in landing a wonderful adoptive family the first go-around, somehow some part of her remembered the years before age four and those memories had planted fear deep in her heart. She couldn’t risk losing the only family connection she had. Even if her husband was a bona fide bastard.
Serena understood that. Though she’d been only two when her biological parents had deserted her, and had no specific memories of them, she experienced an overpowering need to belong, to be a part of something. That need had driven her to find Molly, had prompted her to prod her professor into tossing out her name to Dr. Charles Landon himself.
Now, here she was all alone again. Only this time she was old enough, smart enough and strong enough to fight back. She wasn’t a kid anymore.
Serena bit down on her lower lip to stop its trembling. Whatever Landon had done to Molly, he would pay…if she had to expose the bastard herself.
As mild-mannered and conservative as she had always been, she would not sit back and let him get away with this.
No way.
No one would get in her way. She let her gaze wander back to the man sitting beside her. This time he was looking at her and she had the overwhelming feeling that he knew exactly what she was thinking.
She sincerely hoped she had not already made a major mistake.



Chapter Five
Todd sat in the dark in his car. His gaze remained fixed on Serena Blake’s town house across the street, but his attention was splintered.
Babysitting.
That was what his part in this assignment boiled down to.
Fury washed over him again. Even at Wellsly he’d gotten decent assignments. Not lead assignments, but that would have come in time…if he hadn’t screwed up by narcing on the boss’s daughter. How the hell was he supposed to have known she was the guy’s daughter? Or that she was working undercover?
Todd banged his fist against the steering wheel. What the hell was he doing sitting here in the dark watching Landon’s assistant?
Landon was the key to this investigation. He was the one whose wife was missing. He was the famous scientist. Todd was the one with the innate ability to charm folks. Why wasn’t he working with Landon?
Because this was the Colby Agency and he was basically an inexperienced kid bucking for a job with the big dogs.
Braddock’s remark about learning to play with the big boys flashed through his mind. Okay, maybe he didn’t have ten years in the military and two in Homeland Security under his belt, but he could do this just as well as his big, badass mentor.
Todd blew out a heavy breath. Part of him recognized that he should be grateful for the opportunity. The Colby Agency didn’t usually even consider guys like him. But it was hard to be appreciative when he was playing babysitter for some low-on-the-totem-pole assistant.
He shook his head, told himself to blow it off. He understood how these things worked. He had to prove himself and then he’d be in all the way. No point bellyaching about the situation. He knew the deal, just had to get right with it, that’s all.
Turning the volume down low, he flipped on the radio and tuned in his favorite station. Might as well entertain himself. Hell, he’d be out here all night.
A rap on the glass right next to his head made him jump.
Todd whipped around.
Serena Blake stood outside his car door. He didn’t have to see her face. He’d recognize the ultraconservative sweater she wore anywhere.
Just then she whacked her knuckles across the glass again. How had she gotten out of the house without him seeing her?
Todd turned off the radio and powered down the window. “Yeah?”
She leaned down to put herself at his eye level. “Why are you sitting outside my house, Mr. Thompson?”
Well, hell. He supposed he could have taken a few precautions to be a little more anonymous. Maybe he hadn’t given this girl enough credit.
“Do you usually scan for surveillance outside your home, Miss Blake?” What the hell was she doing running around outside at this time of night, anyway? It was almost midnight. Didn’t she need her beauty sleep or something?
Her gaze narrowed. He couldn’t tell if she was suspicious or pissed off.
“I’m calling Victoria Colby-Camp.”
With that she straightened and stormed off. Well, at least he had his answer. She was ticked.
Todd barreled out of the car and went after her. “Whoa, now, wait a second. What’s the problem?”
She stopped in the middle of the street and glared at him. With the aid of the street lamp he could see the fury on her face.
“Are you insane, Mr. Thompson?” She crossed her arms over her chest and thrust out her chin. “I am not the suspect in this case! My—Dr. Landon is the one you should be watching. What in God’s name are you doing outside my house?”
He could lie, but he had a gut feeling she wouldn’t buy it.
“Maybe we should talk inside?” He glanced around the quiet neighborhood. Most of the houses were dark as were the cars parked along the street, but that didn’t mean someone out here wasn’t watching or listening.
“You are insane!” she snapped. “Do you think I would invite a strange man into my home at this time of night?”
He gestured to his car. “Then we can talk in my car.”
She shot a disapproving glance at his car. “I don’t think so.”
He shrugged, disgusted. “All right, how about your car?”
For about ten seconds she just stood in the middle of the street trying to decide what she wanted from him.
It wasn’t until that moment that he realized she was actually wearing pajamas. She’d pulled on the sweater instead of a robe. And she was barefoot. His gaze stalled on her small pale feet with their pink toenails.
“Okay, you can come inside, but only as far as the door.”
That was better than nothing. “Fine.”
She marched up to her front door and went inside. Just inside the door she wheeled on him, forcing him to halt on the threshold.
“Why are you here?” she demanded.
Before he answered, he took a moment to assess her demeanor. The idea had seemed like the right thing to do at first, but half a minute into the visual evaluation he realized his mistake. Her pajamas were the lounge pants type. White with pink bunnies all over them. Whatever kind of top she wore was pink and the hem of it didn’t quite reach her waist. A narrow strip of smooth skin was visible. She abruptly noticed where his gaze had stopped and wrapped the sweater back around herself.
When his gaze collided with hers once more, she was seething. Damn. He didn’t need her calling Victoria.
Where the hell was that charm he was so famous for?
He decided that lying would be in his best interest.
“It’s important that we ensure your safety at all times, Miss Blake.” He said this in as serious a tone as he could muster with his attention slipping back down to survey those pink bunnies. Sweet. Real sweet. And cute. Miss Serena Blake was actually very cute out of that drab white lab coat. Her hair was mussed and her face was clean of makeup. She looked all of seventeen.
She blinked, taken aback by his half-truth. “You think I’m…I’m in danger.”
Damn. He hated to scare her. “Maybe,” he hedged.
She hugged herself a little tighter. “Oh. I didn’t…” She licked those full pink lips and he felt his pulse react. “Would you like some coffee, Mr. Thompson?”
As guilty as he felt for making her uncomfortable, at least he was off the hook. She wouldn’t be calling Victoria to complain.
“Coffee would be good.”
She gestured to her sofa. “Make yourself at home.” She dragged in an uneven breath. “I’ll…” She motioned vaguely toward the hall behind her. “It’ll only take a minute.”
He nodded but she’d already disappeared down the hall. Man, she was nervous. He looked around the room. Small but comfy. It wasn’t exactly what he’d expected. The walls and furniture were that conservative beige he’d expected, but the splashes of color in the artwork and the throw pillows as well as the big old afghan gave the room life. He walked over to the small fireplace and perused the framed photographs on the mantel. Serena with an older couple. Her folks, he surmised. Both deceased, he remembered reading. Another of Serena dressed in her white lab coat with several other Milestone employees. A party of some sort.
It was the last photograph that really got his attention. Serena and Molly Landon. The missing wife of Dr. Charles Landon. The woman the police hadn’t had luck in finding, suggesting that she might very well have grown tired of her life and split.
“Sugar or cream?”
He turned to find Serena settling a tray with two cups of coffee and a plate of cookies on the table between the sofa and the two chairs directly across from it.
When she straightened, she forgot to hold her sweater wrapped around her and he got a good look at the pink camisole that showed off that flat belly and was low-cut enough to give him a peek of cleavage.
“Black is fine.” He licked his lips and remembered that this was his assignment, not a date.
She sat on the sofa and he took a chair across the table from her. He might be young and impulsive, but he wasn’t stupid. This girl’s sweet innocence was a colossal warning flag. His protective instincts were already on full alert.
With her coffee cradled in both hands, she turned those big brown eyes to his. “So, why do you think I might be in danger?”
What he couldn’t say was that he had to rule out the possibility that she was a suspect on some level. He had to determine that her motivation for going after Landon was on the up-and-up. If Landon was up to no good or was involved in his wife’s disappearance in any way, Serena’s determination to prove it could certainly put her in jeopardy. That part he could say.
“If Landon gets wind that you have hired the Colby Agency, he’s sure to be upset,” Todd explained. He felt certain she understood this, but simply hadn’t considered it fully.
She chewed her lower lip thoughtfully. Todd wet his own. She had nice lips. Full. Very sexy. The remembered feel of them against his palm made him sweat. Funny thing, he hadn’t noticed at the time. He’d been sure he was caught poking around Landon’s desk. Getting back into the chair where Landon had left him would have been impossible, since he hadn’t had any warning until the door opened.
And she’d been dressed so conservatively. Skirt all the way to her knees. Low-heeled pumps. High-necked blouse and sweater and then that loose-fitting lab coat. What was it about that drab white lab coat that had made him ignore all those other little assets? Large, oval-shaped eyes. Silky hair that fell past her shoulders. Well, okay, the hair had been up. And those lips. Yeah, great lips.
“I suppose I knew that on some level,” she said as she set her untouched coffee aside.
Todd sipped his, had to admit that she made a good cup of joe.
She shrugged, sending the ill-fitting sweater sliding off her shoulder and revealing more bare skin. “I guess I just wasn’t thinking about myself.”
“You mind if I take off my jacket?” Was it getting hot in here, or was it just him?
She blinked, frowned. “Do you always dress that way?”
Now he was the one taken aback. “What’s wrong with the way I dress?” He sat his coffee on the tray and shouldered out of his jacket.
“I don’t know. The jeans are…” She shrugged again. “I suppose they’re typical for a guy like you.”
A guy like him? What did that mean? She was a year younger than him, it wasn’t as if they weren’t from the same generation.
“And the shirt…” She assessed his shirt with his jacket off. “Why do you leave it untucked when you’re wearing a jacket?”
She didn’t like that his shirt was untucked? “Are you the fashion police or what?” Most women liked his look. But then, he had to remember, Serena Blake wasn’t normal. She had, like, a gazillion IQ. He’d scanned the background data on her. She could be doing Landon’s job if she really wanted to. Todd had thought that maybe she was too shy to step up to the plate, but maybe he’d been wrong. She didn’t seem the least bit shy right now.
Her right foot had started to tap against the rug. He’d made her nervous. “No, I’m just saying…” She struggled for the right words; he cranked up the intensity in his gaze just for the fun of watching her squirm. “I guess I expected you to look more like Investigator Braddock.”
Great. Now he didn’t measure up visually. Was there anything else she didn’t like about him?
“If we’re being totally honest here,” he said before he could stop himself, “you’re not really what I expected, either.”
Her hackles rose. He smiled at her gaping expression.
“And what did you…?” She huffed her frustration. “Just what did you expect?”
He shrugged nonchalantly and gave her tit for tat. “I don’t know. Maybe thick glasses and a more harried demeanor.”
Her eyes widened in outrage. “So you think I don’t look the stereotypical visually challenged and utterly disorganized geek, is that a proper assessment?”
Oh, she was fired up now. “Actually, yes.”
She stood abruptly. “I think you should go, Mr. Thompson.”
There he went, getting on her bad side again. He pushed up from the comfy overstuffed chair. He actually dreaded climbing back into his car.
“I apologize if my bluntness offended you, Miss Blake, but you have to confess, you were a little frank yourself.”
Where he grew up, turnabout was fair play.
She lifted her chin defiantly. He liked when she did that. She looked…cute, not quite so hoity-toity.
Damn, he’d really lost his grip here.
“And I…apologize if I offended you, Mr. Thompson.” She crossed her arms over her chest and that snug little camisole that showed off the tempting shape of her small breasts. Small but very nice.
“Hey, no harm done. We’re just getting to know each other. We’ll be spending a lot of time together—I guess we might as well get used to each other.”
She nodded. “You’re right.” She gestured to the chair he’d vacated. “Please, finish your coffee and have a cookie.”
Just like a Girl Scout. No way this girl could be involved in anything underhanded. He didn’t need to wonder about that a second longer. She could very well, however, be involved on some level that she didn’t understand. And she might even be wrong about Landon. His wife could have chosen to leave her husband. Just because she hadn’t mentioned it to Serena didn’t mean it wasn’t a viable possibility.
Todd settled back into the chair and reached for a cookie. “Tell me about your relationship with Mrs. Landon.”
Serena reached for her coffee but she didn’t drink, just held the warm mug in her hands as if she needed the warmth more than she needed the caffeine.
“We were friends. Good friends,” she emphasized. “She would never have left of her own free will without telling me.”
“What makes you so certain?”
She lifted one shoulder in an I-can’t-explain gesture. “We were just close, that’s all. I know she wouldn’t go without telling me. I just know.”
And there it was. Her first lie to him.
Todd knew all too well the signs to look for. The slight averting of her gaze. The tick in her otherwise smooth cheek. A nervous slide of her tongue over her lips. And the increase in her pulse rate. He didn’t need to be touching her to feel the change; he saw the pulse at the base of her throat flutter a little faster.
For whatever reason, she’d just lied through her teeth.
But the last thing he wanted to do was to alienate her. To that end, he kept his conclusions to himself.
“How long had the two of you been close?”
She shifted in her seat. “I went over all this with Mrs. Colby-Camp.” She met his eyes, but only briefly. “Is this really necessary?”
Todd leaned back in the chair and got more comfortable, his gaze never leaving her. Why would she lie? What was she hiding?
“It would be helpful for me to hear it from you.”
She moistened her lips again and looked anywhere but at him. “All right.” She cleared her throat. “We, ah, met at Milestone’s New Year’s Eve party. I’d just been hired and Molly was very nice to me. She took me around and introduced me to practically everyone.”
According to what the Colby Agency had on Serena she’d gone to work for Milestone just over one year ago. That part of her story was accurate. “Why did Molly introduce you around? Molly wasn’t an employee. Did she often get involved with her husband’s work? You were hired as Landon’s assistant, right?”
Serena nodded. Todd watched her throat work with the effort of swallowing. What was she hiding?
“I think maybe she wanted to ensure I knew who she was. And that everyone knew that Delia Neely, my predecessor, was out.”
Todd waited for her to continue. He didn’t want to push too hard. This appeared to be curiously sensitive territory for her.
“I learned later that Landon had carried on an affair with Delia and that Molly wanted to make sure I understood that Charles was her husband.” Serena closed her eyes. “When she’d introduced me to everyone who was anyone, she dragged me off to the kitchen and warned me that I’d better watch myself because she would definitely be watching. Then she laughed as if she’d suddenly realized that I represented no threat to her. We became instant friends.”
“Did you tell the police about this?” Todd knew she hadn’t, though he didn’t know her reasons.
She shook her head. “They already thought she’d left Landon on her own. I didn’t want to give them any additional evidence to that end.”
Todd studied her face. She looked pale and worried. Her eyes were glazed with emotion. One thing was certain, she and Molly Landon had definitely been close. Very close.
“You’re that certain she didn’t simply walk away.”
This time Serena leveled her gaze on him and there was no way to miss the resolve in her eyes. “I’m positive that she would not walk away. Her marriage was extremely important to her. She would never leave him. No matter how many affairs he had. Family was her priority.”
“There were others?” The Colby Agency report had concluded as much, but Landon was a cautious man. He took discreet to a new level.
Serena sighed wearily. “More than I probably even know about. He’s always going out of town.”
Todd braced for her reaction to his next question but he felt compelled to ask. “He never attempted to initiate a nonworking relationship with you?”
Fury streaked across her face, turning her cheeks a deep red. “No. Never.”
He’d hit a nerve. “Did that bother you in any way? Make you feel inadequate?”
Apparently he’d just thought he’d seen her angry. This new outrage represented a zone he had no desire to encounter again anytime soon. The fury roared in her eyes and her fingers tightened on the cup. But it was the set of her mouth that told the real story. She could have bitten off his head and spit down his throat.
“Dr. Landon never approached me in any manner that was not work-related. Had he, I would have informed him I wasn’t interested.”
Todd’s gaze tapered with the turn his hunch had just taken. He was on to something here. “But you wouldn’t have quit? You wanted this job badly enough to stay no matter what, am I right?”
Her indecision as to what to say held her mute for three beats. “Yes,” she said sharply and without apology.
“Even though—” Todd leaned forward to pump up the intimidation factor “—you’re overqualified for the position of assistant?”
“We all have to start somewhere, don’t we?”
Well now, she had him there.
“I suppose we do,” he allowed. Instead of relaxing in his chair once more, he braced his elbows on his widespread knees and kept his gaze steady on hers. “Have you applied for promotions since you started at Milestone?” He knew the answer to that one already, but he wanted to see her reaction.
Another lengthy hesitation. “No. I like my work. I have no desire to move from my department. Opportunities come along occasionally for promotion within a department.”
“So you forgo the possibility of moving up the ladder more quickly to keep your position with Dr. Landon?” She’d said basically as much, except he wanted to hear her say the words. “He hasn’t offered you a promotion?”
“Maybe you’d like a blanket, Mr. Thompson. These late spring nights can get a little chilly.” She stood, an act of dismissal, without answering his question.
He pushed to his feet and reached for his jacket. “That would be nice, Miss Blake. I appreciate your concern for my welfare.”
She spun on her heel and stamped off down the hall. He moved to the door and waited for her. He thought about the photo of her and Molly Landon, both smiling as if the picture had been taken on the happiest day of their lives.
If Serena felt so strongly that Charles Landon had harmed his wife in some way, why was she so hell-bent on continuing to work with him?
What was she hiding?
If she, in fact, wanted so desperately to find Molly Landon, why didn’t she come clean?
A blanket and pillow in her arms, Serena strode up to him and shoved the items at him without a word.
“Thank you, Miss Blake.”
“No problem.” Her manners wouldn’t let her ignore him, but she hadn’t gone so far as to say he was welcome.
He turned to the door, reached for the knob but hesitated. “You know, when a person goes missing, the only way to determine what actually happened is to get to the truth.” He looked fully at her. “The whole truth, Miss Blake. That’s the only way we’ll learn what happened to your good friend.”
Her expression hardened. “Good night, Mr. Thompson.”
And that was that.
He wouldn’t be getting any more out of her tonight.
Todd surveyed the street before hustling to his car. He slid behind the wheel and made himself comfortable with the blanket and pillow. He might not be able to do any real sleeping but at least he could relax. The pillow smelled like her. He wondered if it came from her bed. He held it to his face and inhaled deeply. Whatever the subtle perfume she wore, he liked it.
Liked her.
She was the kind of woman a guy could get into…way too fast. He recognized the danger. No way was he going there.
As appealing as she was, he also understood that she was lying to him. Hiding something pertinent to this case.
Maybe his babysitting job wasn’t going to be so benign after all.
Just maybe Serena Blake was the key to learning what had really happened to Molly Landon.
Todd smiled and thought about checking in with Braddock, but he changed his mind. If he told Braddock what he suspected, he might decide that keeping an eye on Serena required a more experienced investigator. Todd wasn’t about to let that happen.
If fate had smiled on him and put him in the position to break this case, he damn sure wasn’t about to blow it.
He watched Serena’s silhouette as she moved in front of her bedroom window. She tore off the sweater, tossed it to the floor then climbed into bed. Tomorrow his whole strategy was going to change. This was no longer a glorified babysitting job, in his opinion. Serena had information. Information he needed to connect the dots that would lead to the truth.
He’d noticed her naiveté on certain levels: he’d have to use that. He’d never met a lady he couldn’t charm if he so chose. Three days tops and she would be spilling everything she knew to him while Braddock was still playing games with Landon.
Todd rubbed a hand over his chin. He’d have to proceed with caution, otherwise he’d scare her off. Serena Blake would require the old-fashioned kind of persuasion. Slow, easy, sweet talk and gentle urging.
He didn’t have a problem with that.
In fact, he looked forward to the challenge.



Chapter Six
Serena held the pillow close to her chest and fought the tears. She would not…would not cry. Crying wouldn’t help Molly. Crying wouldn’t block out the truth.
She closed her eyes and summoned the pleasant memories from just a few months ago. Serena had been so thrilled when she’d found her sister. She felt certain Molly had been happy, as well, but she’d wanted to keep the information a secret from her husband.
Why?
Looking back now, and considering Todd Thompson’s questions, Serena asked herself the hard questions. What had Molly been hiding?
Was she ashamed of the fact that she’d been adopted from a criminally negligent mother and her abusive boyfriends? Or was it something else? Something she couldn’t bear to share with Serena?
What if she never knew? What if Molly was already dead?
Serena threw her pillow across the room and scrambled out of bed. She refused to believe that. No matter what anyone said, she would not give up hope. Molly was out there somewhere. And she was pregnant—with Serena’s niece. She had to find her, had to help her. No matter the cost. If her savings weren’t enough, she would mortgage her town house. She’d taken her inheritance and bought this place. She could borrow against it without any trouble.
But she needed some sort of clue. Some direction to go in. Even the police were stumped. They’d cleared Landon, and couldn’t find any indication whatsoever that he’d had anything to do with Molly’s disappearance. The police assumed that because Molly had made a large withdrawal shortly before her disappearance, she’d left on her own. They’d even looked into the possibility that she’d been involved in an affair. That maybe the child she carried wasn’t Landon’s and that was her reason for disappearing. But Serena was certain that wasn’t the case.
Every instinct told Serena that this had something to do with Charles Landon. She just didn’t know how or what. She had suspected for several months now that he’d promised his soul to the devil, so to speak, in an effort to achieve the necessary funding for his advanced stem cell research. He was still working to that end, focusing solely on that goal—one wouldn’t know from his actions that his wife was missing. But Serena couldn’t prove any of her accusations. Landon had left her totally out of that loop. Had Molly figured out he was into something unethical or illegal and confronted him? Why hadn’t she told Serena?
They were sisters, after all.
She had to stop thinking about it. She’d never get to sleep otherwise and she had an early meeting. The Colby Agency was on the case now.
Without turning on the light, she peeked past the corner of the blinds. Between the meager moonlight and the dim glow from the street lamp she could just make out Thompson’s beat-up old Volvo. The decade-old sedan looked every day of its age. Not at all like her sleek BMW. But then, she’d gotten a hefty inheritance. That was the only reason she’d been able to afford this place and a classy car. Her salary certainly wouldn’t have allowed such luxuries.
She wondered about Todd Thompson. He was young. She hadn’t gotten his date of birth when he’d flashed his license, but she recognized that he was very young. Twenty-two or three. She also suspected that he was new at the Colby Agency. Otherwise she doubted he would be assigned the lowly duty of watching her place. Landon was the important one in this case. She’d wager that Braddock was keeping an eye on Landon. Braddock had the experience. Victoria Colby-Camp wouldn’t take any chances. Her agency’s reputation was far too esteemed to take unnecessary risks.
Though Thompson was definitely a little rough around the edges, he was no fool. He’d sensed that she was lying to him or, at the very least, leaving things out. She had to give him credit. He might be new and was definitely young, but he was a quick study.
The idea that he’d asked whether or not Dr. Landon had ever made sexual overtures toward her infuriated her. Of course he hadn’t. She didn’t give off those come-on vibes. She’d heard the rumors about his previous assistant. She’d been all over him from the beginning. That she’d moved on so abruptly had facilitated Serena’s needs, but given the appearance of having been caught. Molly hadn’t ever mentioned confronting her, but it was possible she’d chosen not to speak of it.
As much as Serena loved her sister, she understood that there was a definite boundary in their relationship. At first she hadn’t wanted to accept that some invisible wall stood between her and her sister, but she’d come to terms with it. They were close, very close. Closer than most sisters, in Serena’s opinion. But there was that place they couldn’t get past. Maybe Molly just couldn’t talk about the way her husband had betrayed her. The wall that kept their relationship from going deeper seemed to involve her intimate connection with him.
Serena heaved a sigh. God, please don’t let her be dead already. Let her be out there, safely tucked away for some unknown reason, waiting to be rescued.
Well, sleep was out of the question. She might as well get some work done.
Serena moved down the stairs as quietly as if she feared Thompson was somewhere nearby listening. She rolled her eyes. She had to put that man out of her mind.
Her town house wasn’t that large. Two bedrooms and two baths upstairs. Living room, dining room turned office, kitchen and half bath downstairs. All she needed. More than she’d ever hoped for as a kid growing up in foster homes.
She went to her desk and sat in front of her desktop computer. She nudged the mouse to suspend the screen-saver, then clicked the necessary keys to get her to the report for this morning’s briefing.
Serena studied her report. Milestone was nearing the end of its government resources. The line of cells purchased from the National Institutes of Health was almost exhausted. New clusters of cells would be needed for the research Charles Landon had in mind. That private funding he sought would put those cells within reach.
There was no law preventing the creation of new cell lines as long as no government funding was utilized. But Milestone Laboratories was ninety-nine percent government-funding dependent. That had to change for Landon’s proposed research to go forward.
She was no fool. She could read between the lines. Others surely could, as well. Unless some other form of funding that she was unaware of came into play, in mere months all research would have to be suspended.
Considering that she noted no worry in either Landon or Miles, she felt confident that private arrangements had been made. Why not announce this news?
Serena arrowed down, perusing the report in spite of the fact that she knew the information by heart already. It was what she didn’t know that worried her.
Surely an announcement of private funding was imminent. Did this change have anything to do with Molly’s disappearance? And why wasn’t Dr. Landon more concerned with his missing wife? Or his unborn child at the very least.
The first two or three weeks he’d been beside himself. Serena had almost felt sorry for him despite his numerous affairs of the past. But then, as soon as the police had ruled him out as a suspect and suggested that Molly had left on her own, Landon had turned his full attention back to work and that was where it had been since. He scarcely even mentioned his wife and child anymore.
It just didn’t add up.
She supposed it could be a defensive mechanism. A way to protect his feelings and his ego. But she wasn’t ready to give him that much slack. Maybe she should.
Deep in her heart she knew Molly would not just disappear. She had doctor appointments. She was pregnant. She couldn’t risk neglecting medical care for the final weeks of her pregnancy. No one in their right mind would do something as foolish as that. She had to confess that the police had worked hard to find her, especially considering the pregnancy. What disappointed her was the fact that they had dismissed Landon so easily.
And maybe Landon was only guilty of being a selfish jerk. Hadn’t he effectively shut out Arthur Miles in the past couple of years? Serena had heard the rumors. Milestone was started by Arthur Miles, but two years ago he’d run into financial trouble and had to sell a large portion of his stock. Somehow he’d failed to realize that Landon’s quick move to buy had put him in the control seat with the most shares. If Miles held a grudge, he hid it well. He appeared content with sitting back and allowing Landon to hog the limelight.
Serena shut down her laptop and got up from her desk. She needed to sleep. She didn’t want to think about any of this anymore.
She turned out the light and trudged back up the stairs. Vaguely she wondered if Todd Thompson had gotten to sleep with the aid of her pillow and blanket. What was the temperature outside? It hadn’t felt that cold when she’d gone out there. But the temperature might have dropped. Before she could rein in her empathy she switched on the television in her bedroom and checked the weather station. Forty-nine degrees. Not so bad.
But he was tall. He wouldn’t be able to stretch out in that car.
Cursing herself, she grabbed her sweater and stomped to the first floor. She unlocked and flung open the front door, left it that way while she marched down the walk and across the street.
This time she didn’t go to the driver’s side: she banged on the window on the passenger’s side.
Abrupt movement inside the vehicle told her she’d roused him, if he’d been asleep.
The driver’s-side door opened and his head and shoulders rose above the car on the opposite side. “What is it?”
He looked as if he’d just awakened and his hair was even more tousled than usual. And still he looked amazing. It was utterly ridiculous.
“Look, it’s stupid for you to sleep out here. You can sleep on my couch.”
He shoved his fingers through his disheveled hair and looked confused for a moment.
“It’s not that complicated, Thompson. You can either continue to sleep cramped up out here or you can come inside. It’s your choice.”
Furious with herself for even asking, she did an about-face and stormed back to her house. She was an absolute idiot. She shouldn’t have cared if he froze to death out here and it wasn’t even close to freezing.
“Stupid,” she muttered.
She no sooner cleared the threshold than the door slammed behind her. She spun around, startled to find Thompson right behind her. Her breath caught, giving away her surprise.
“Sorry.”
Looking entirely unrepentant, he shuffled over to the sofa and collapsed.
“There’s a bathroom down the hall,” she snapped. “The second floor is off-limits.”
“Thanks.”
She almost groaned and forced herself to turn away. Upstairs she locked her bedroom door and climbed into bed. She lay there for a full thirty minutes with barely even a blink.
How could she sleep with a stranger downstairs?
She threw back the covers, got up and dragged her dressing table in front of the door.
“There.”
That was better. If he tried to come through her door she’d have plenty of warning.
She climbed back into bed and lay there staring at the ceiling, or what she could see of it in the dark.
What felt like hours passed. She refused to look at the clock. When the heaviness of sleep settled on her, she relaxed and felt immensely grateful for the relief she knew would come.
Her eyes closed and images played through her groggy mind. Molly as a little girl only four years old. Serena toddling, a mere two-year-old, alongside her. But it was only a dream. She had no memories from that time. Then another image pushed aside all others. Todd Thompson and his unorderly appearance. Tousled hair, untucked shirttail, that ancient leather jacket and those worn soft jeans. He was watching her…wanted to know her secrets.
But she couldn’t let him see.
Molly had made her promise never to tell anyone.
She couldn’t let Molly down for any reason.
 
SERENA LISTENED TO every word Dr. Landon said in the briefing that morning. She watched his expression and his every gesture as carefully as possible. She couldn’t understand why she didn’t note any concern about the future of certain research studies. She’d been waiting for weeks to see some sort of reaction to the bottom line. At first she’d chalked up the oversight to Molly’s disappearance. But she knew that wasn’t the problem. He’d pretty much put the whole ordeal behind him.
The only time he brought up Molly and the baby anymore was when the newspaper or some television news channel ran a piece about the still-missing pregnant Molly Landon. Her case hadn’t gotten nearly the coverage of similar cases of the past. Of course that was most likely because of the conclusions made by the local authorities and the FBI.
Serena studied Charles Landon. He was a relatively handsome man. If one didn’t know about his womanizing, one would likely consider him quite handsome. But Serena knew him too well. He was a class-A jerk with an ego to match his self-inflated image.
She wondered briefly where Todd Thompson had gotten off to this morning. He’d been long gone when she got up. He hadn’t left a message, not that she’d expected him to.
She hadn’t seen Mr. Braddock around, either. According to Landon’s calendar, the two were having lunch together at noon. Not in the cafeteria, either, as she and Nolan had yesterday. Downtown at a ritzy restaurant.
The kind of place Landon used to take Molly in an effort to impress his colleagues.
Serena clenched her jaw and held back the hate. She couldn’t let it eat at her like this. One way or another she had to hang on to her professionalism until she knew exactly what had happened to Molly. If Landon got even a hint of her mutiny, he would fire her lickety-split. She couldn’t let that happen.
Thankfully the briefing ended and she gathered her material to head back to her office. She could do with a break from listening to his voice.
“Serena.”
Speak of the devil. “Yes, sir?”
“I’d like to see you in my office.” He glanced at the Rolex Molly had gotten him for Christmas. “Say, in ten minutes. Give me time to finish up here.”
A stab of ice-cold fear went through Serena, but she managed an acknowledging nod. She wasn’t exactly afraid of Landon. Not really. Not in the presence of so many colleagues, anyway. But the idea that he wanted to speak to her alone conjured up all kinds of other scary scenarios.
What if he wanted to fire her?
What if he’d figured out that she blamed him for Molly’s disappearance?
Her heart pounding, Serena went straight to her office and put her report in the appropriate file and checked her messages. She took several deep breaths in an attempt to slow the thundering beneath her sternum.
The phone in her pocket vibrated. She jerked with a start, placing her hand to her chest to calm herself. She fished out the phone and pressed the talk button.
“Serena Blake.”
“Good morning, Miss Blake.”
Todd Thompson.
She’d recognize that rumpled voice anywhere. The sound and sexy quality exactly matched the man.
“What can I do for you, Mr. Thompson? I’m very busy this morning.”
“I just wanted to make sure you were all right. I followed you to work this morning and you looked a little jumpy.”
Her mouth gaped in astonishment. How dare he!
“I’m perfectly fine. I don’t need you watching me, Mr. Thompson.” The very idea. Last night was one thing, but this was different. She was safe at work. There was always security in numbers.
“I was hoping you might be able to get the afternoon off so that we can do a little extra investigating.”
She stilled, but her anticipation surged. Had he learned something that lent credence to her accusations? “I don’t understand.” She was almost afraid to hope.
“Dr. Landon said that you could assist me any way I needed you. I thought we’d take advantage of that offer and do some snooping.”
That mounting anticipation started to thud against her temples. “Do you have new information?” God, that would be great. Every minute that Molly was unaccounted for lessened the likelihood of finding her safe and sound.
“Just meet me outside at half past noon if possible. We need to talk.”
“Okay. I’ll try.”
He disconnected and Serena stared at her phone a long moment before slipping it back into her pocket. She’d been waiting for weeks to have someone on her side—to have help. She prayed it wouldn’t be too little too late.
The intercom on her desk buzzed. “Serena, I’m waiting.”
She jumped. “I’ll be right there.” She had to get hold of herself. Landon would surely suspect something if she continued to behave so out of sorts and jumpy.
She smoothed her hands over her jacket and cleared her throat. Landon was waiting. She had to get this over with.
Not bothering to knock since he was expecting her, Serena swiped her badge and opened the door to Landon’s office. He looked up from his computer screen and motioned for her to take a seat.
Her back rigid, she settled into one of the upholstered chairs flanking his desk and waited for him to begin. She struggled to slow her galloping heart, but nothing did the trick.
Landon suddenly turned to her and reclined in his tufted leather chair. “I want to make a few things clear before we proceed further with this Sun Publishing business.”
Her breath evaporated in her lungs. Was he suspicious? Did he know something wasn’t right?
“I’ve looked into the offer and it’s legitimate.”
Her suddenly still heart stumbled back into a clumsy rhythm. “That’s wonderful,” she choked out, underscoring the statement with a wane smile.
Landon pursed his lips for a long moment before continuing. “My only concern is that the details will somehow wander off into the territory regarding my wife.” His gaze bored straight into hers. “I don’t want that to happen. This business with Molly is off-limits. Do not answer any questions where she is concerned. Do you understand me, Serena?”
“Yes, sir.” She gritted her teeth to hold back what she wanted to say.
“I know how journalists can be. One or both will want to venture into that aspect of my life. I can handle Braddock, but I need to be sure you can stay out of trouble with Thompson.”
“No problem, sir,” she assured him, almost light-headed with anticipation now. “I won’t talk about Molly. You don’t have to worry.”
Incredibly, Landon managed to look sad. “There’s always the chance any outside interference could somehow damage the investigation the police are conducting. I can’t take that risk.”
Serena barely restrained the demand hovering at the back of her throat. What damned investigation? The police had made their conclusions. End of story.
“In any event,” he said with a sigh of finality, “I don’t want my personal life to get all tangled up with my work here. The past few weeks have been distracting enough. The media doesn’t care how painful a subject is, their only concern is with selling papers or ratings.”
For the first time since Molly went missing, Serena wondered if she had misjudged Landon. Was he really in pain? Had she so completely misinterpreted his feelings?
That just didn’t seem possible.
“I understand, Dr. Landon,” she assured him. “We all want Mrs. Landon and the baby back safe and sound. I won’t do or say anything that will jeopardize that.”
To her disbelief he smiled. Not the big, wide, toothy one he reserved for an audience of his colleagues, but a genuinely trusting one.
“I know I can trust you, Serena. You and Molly were friends. Of all the people here, I know how much you miss her.”
Too flabbergasted to speak, Serena just sat there.
“I have a luncheon meeting with Mr. Braddock,” he went on, moving out of sensitive territory. “I may not be back this afternoon.”
She remembered the call from Thompson. “Mr. Thompson requested that I spend some time with him this afternoon. Is that all right with you, sir?” She braced for an outburst. Landon didn’t want anything interfering with work. He wanted his employees focused and on the job.
“That’s fine.” He nodded. “Just remember what I said.”
“Of course.” She stood. “Is there anything else, Dr. Landon?”
He shook his head. “That’s all.”
When she would have turned away, he held up his hand as if he’d just remembered something. “Forward a copy of this morning’s briefing notes to Arthur. He couldn’t make the meeting.”
“Yes, sir.”
Serena left Landon’s office far more confused than when she’d entered. At least she wasn’t fired. But he had given her second thoughts about her investigation.
She couldn’t back out.
What she’d witnessed just now could have been a big act designed for that very purpose. He knew her well enough to know what she wanted to hear.
She’d made a decision based on a series of events, not one moment in time. By the same token, she couldn’t let one moment of sympathy change her mind.
She knew what she had to do.
Back in her office with the door closed, she forwarded a copy of the minutes one of the clerks had taken, along with hers as well as Landon’s report to Dr. Miles. It was unusual for him to miss a briefing of this level, but it wasn’t entirely unheard of. Right now she had enough on her mind worrying about Molly. Whatever was going on between Landon and Miles was not her problem.
For a second or two she considered whether she should call Thompson back, but then she opted to do so. How would he know whether to pick her up if she didn’t call? She knew the reason for her hesitation. She was a sucker. All the way to the core. A part of her wanted to believe that Landon was telling the truth. That he hadn’t had anything to do with his wife’s disappearance. That he cared…that he hurt.
And maybe all those things were true. But there was only one way to find out for sure.
She checked her received call log on her cell and selected the number from which Thompson had called.
“Thompson.”
“I can meet you at twelve-thirty. Will you be in your car?”
“Yeah. I’ll park near your BMW.”
“Okay.”
“What’s wrong?”
Her pulse skipped. Surely he couldn’t tell from those few words that something was wrong. “Nothing. I’m fine.”
“No, you’re not. What happened?”
Oh, this man infuriated her. “Landon called me into his office.”
“For what purpose?”
She hated the way he could ask those pointed questions in such a cold, unyielding tone.
“To tell me not to talk about Molly to you.”
There, she’d said it.
Silence.
She stared at the phone, wondered if he would tell her that she’d made a mistake and that she should back off.
How could two minutes in the man’s office have her feeling so uncertain?
“He’s just protecting himself, Serena. Don’t let him get to you.”
“But what if he’s telling the truth?” The ache of uncertainty tightened in her throat. “He said he missed her. That he didn’t want to do anything that would jeopardize finding her.” The burn of tears at the backs of her eyes made her all the more angry at herself. “What if I’m wrong, Thompson? What if I’m wrong?” She rested her head in her hand and let the tears rise over her lashes. As if she could have held them back. And why was she saying this out loud to one of the people she’d hired to prove she was right?
“Then there’s only one way to find out.” He exhaled, the sound somehow—stupidly—reassuring. “If Landon is telling the truth, we’ll find he has nothing to hide. He won’t be hurt by our investigation because we’re going to be the epitome of discreet. You have my word on that.”
He was right. If Landon was innocent, he had nothing to hide. Nothing she did would injure him.
“I’ll see you later then.” She pressed the disconnect button before he could respond. She didn’t want to hear his voice, didn’t want to think about how good it felt to have someone to lean on.
She didn’t know Todd Thompson.
She didn’t know anything.
Except that the Colby Agency was the very best in the business.
She had to hang on to that.



Chapter Seven
Todd showed his ID to the guard at the gate and was waved through without hesitation. The cover profile Victoria had selected provided instant VIP status with no glitches. Todd admired her instincts and boldness. He was definitely going to like working for Victoria.
The Milestone Laboratories facilities sprawled in front of him like the Pentagon. Tucked away amid more than a thousand acres of untouched forest land, and a mere twenty-five miles from Chicago’s Loop, the facility employed approximately two thousand people, including hundreds of award-winning scientists and their assistants. Like Serena Blake.
Todd parked next to her black BMW. Nice car. Sleek but conservative in a sophisticated way—like the woman. Managing to land a position at Milestone was no small feat. Serena had done well for herself considering where she’d started. He’d read the background information on her twice.
Serena Blake had come into this world as Serena Horton. At the age of two she’d been abandoned by her mother. No father had been named on her birth certificate. From two until sixteen she’d bounced from foster home to foster home. The kid got into more trouble than you could stir with a stick. Not a happy story. At sixteen she’d cut and run, but the authorities had caught up with her a few days later. That was when Serena’s luck changed.
A well-to-do older couple had taken her in and eventually adopted her. They set her up for life financially and gave her the opportunities most kids today took for granted. Serena hadn’t taken a single day for granted and not once had she let her new parents down. She’d allowed her brilliance to shine through, graduated from high school a year early at the top of her class, then gone on to college and performed with the same amazing thirst for knowledge.
Milestone had recruited her straight from the university and was poised to pay her to continue her education toward a Ph.D. Dr. Landon had nominated her for the program just two weeks ago. Serena didn’t even know yet. Braddock had learned this in his meeting with Landon yesterday. Landon claimed this program was the reason he’d passed her over for promotion.
That Charles Landon would carry on with his routine activities as if nothing had happened to his wife and unborn child seemed to indicate his innocence in any involvement with his wife’s disappearance. But Todd knew that looks could be deceiving. Landon was practically a genius and he would understand exactly what he had to do to pull off his part, if any, in the crime.
On the other hand, his ability to move on also gave the appearance of indifference.
But if he had nothing to do with Molly Landon’s abrupt disappearance, then where the hell was she? Serena was convinced she wouldn’t have left of her own volition. Who had taken her? Why hadn’t there been a ransom demand? The police suspected she’d simply taken off on her own. A rather large cash withdrawal made shortly before her disappearance seemed to point in that direction. According to the bank’s security videotapes she had walked up to the teller all alone and appeared completely calm. There simply was no reason to believe she’d made the withdrawal under duress.
Her Land Rover was still unaccounted for, as well.
A very pregnant Molly Landon, the money and her vehicle had simply vanished. No one had seen or heard from her since. Not her obstetrician, not her husband, no one.
Todd cleared his head and sat up a little straighter as Serena Blake approached his car. She’d left her white lab coat behind. The navy skirt and jacket she wore covered every inch of her from knee to neck as usual. The matching low-heeled pumps added only an inch or so to her height.
“Sorry I’m late,” she said without looking at him as she opened the door and lowered her fine-looking backside into the passenger seat. “I had to pull a report at the last minute for Dr. Landon.” Her dark eyes met his. “Projections for the research he’d like to do if private funding becomes available.”
“Advanced embryonic stem cell,” Todd suggested.
She nodded. “I can’t help wondering if Molly’s disappearance has something to do with whatever he’s up to. Enough private funding is crucial and very difficult to achieve. He can’t afford for anything to go wrong. What if Molly had threatened him somehow?” She held his gaze a moment longer before looking away. “I know I’m reaching here. But the research is so controversial, it makes me wonder how far Landon would be willing to go to make it happen. He can’t afford anything that makes him look bad.”
He understood that she didn’t want him to see the worry and desperation in her eyes. That was why she wouldn’t look at him. Molly Landon meant a great deal to her. He wondered how the two women could have grown so close in the past fifteen months.
“Do you have any tangible reason for suspecting her disappearance could be related to his work? Did she indicate to you that she was upset or prepared to confront her husband in any way?” Maybe raise a ruckus about illicit affairs? He didn’t have to say.
She shook her head. “No. She always pretended everything was fine. I don’t have any real proof. I guess I’m grasping at straws. Whatever happened, it wasn’t about money. At least not Landon’s personal assets. The police turned his financial records inside out. He has plenty to take care of his personal needs. The only place where he needs money is for his research. And he knows that’s coming. It’s only a matter of time.”
“What about the affairs?” Todd ventured carefully. That seemed the most likely theory to him.
“He told the police about his affairs,” she said, disbelief heavy in her tone. “I was shocked. I couldn’t believe he actually admitted any of it. Yet he gave them all the names except one.” Her gaze connected with Todd’s once more. “My predecessor.”
Todd considered that news. “Why do you suppose he kept her name a secret?”
Serena shrugged. “Maybe to protect Milestone. Delia Neely was the only one who actually worked at Milestone. In fact, she stayed on even after I took her place. A handful of people, including Molly, knew what had been going on between Delia and Landon but no one had the nerve to talk about it. Everyone just acts like it didn’t happen. But that affair could bring a mess of bad publicity down on Landon and Milestone. He needs that indiscretion kept quiet.”
“Where is Delia Neely now?” Todd had understood that she’d left when Serena was hired.
“She resigned about six months ago, after working in the bowels of research since I took her old job. The hands-on stuff. I don’t know where she went after that.”
“But she didn’t come around Landon or you?” Todd’s instincts had gone on point. He didn’t like that he hadn’t heard this before.
“Anything above level two was off-limits to her,” Serena explained. “Her security clearance was downgraded. The whole incident was basically a demotion. But company policy ensures that employees maintain their benefits and salary level even in the event of a downgrade. The only way she would have lost any of that was to be fired.”
Todd considered the information. “Still, a demotion is a demotion. Doesn’t make sense that she’d stay after that kind of public humiliation.”
“Maybe she needed the benefits. The health insurance is excellent and the salary is about the best an assistant can expect. She wouldn’t have gotten any better if she’d gone somewhere else.”
Todd turned the key in the ignition and started the engine. “Maybe.”
“Where are we going?”
He glanced at the woman in the passenger seat. She wasn’t particularly thrilled about going anywhere with him. He wasn’t particularly thrilled about it, either…at least not about the keeping-an-eye-on-her part. But he’d figured out a way to make the best of that.
Victoria and Braddock had ordered him to stick close to Serena. Stay on top of who she called, where she went, the whole nine yards. Initially he’d been seriously annoyed at being stuck babysitting, but he’d taken a bad situation and turned it around.
If Landon was involved in his wife’s disappearance, which was the most likely scenario despite the absence of evidence, then there were aspects of his life that Todd and Serena could investigate. As his personal assistant, Serena knew a great deal about him professionally as well as personally. Plus, Todd had his suspicions about what Serena was keeping from him. For all he knew, her nomination for the prestigious work-study program could be a payoff for keeping quiet, but that didn’t seem likely. Landon would have told her already if he’d hoped to gain her full allegiance with the offer.
And that theory definitely didn’t jibe with her having contacted the Colby Agency. He stole another peek at her. Then again, maybe this whole setup was a ruse to further prove Landon’s innocence.
Todd needed to know more. He needed to be as close as possible to Serena to get the truth. She seemed to want someone to save the day, and he knew how to play the part of hero and say all the right things to keep her distracted while he dug into an aspect his gut told him would tell the tale.
Serena was hiding something and Landon’s last affair had been left off the list of truths he’d given the authorities. That was where Todd wanted to start—with the unknown. If the woman, Delia, didn’t want to be dragged into Landon’s current problem, there was a reason.
Maybe Landon and Delia were still involved.
If Landon was accustomed to extracurricular activities, Todd couldn’t see him going cold turkey.
“How about some lunch?” he suggested.
His passenger looked startled at the suggestion. “I thought we were going to work on the case.”
He grinned. “We are. But we have to eat.” He kept one hand on the steering wheel as he maneuvered out of the gigantic Milestone Labs parking lot and patted his stomach with the other. “A guy’s gotta eat.”
Conversation lagged as he drove to the South Loop and merged onto Michigan Avenue. Chicago’s Firehouse Restaurant was his favorite. The restored turn-of-the-century firehouse gave the restaurant amazing ambience. The food was great and the service top-notch.
A quiet booth in a half-empty dining room made for discreet discussion. Todd thanked the hostess and slid into the booth across from Serena.
“Have you been here before?” he asked.
“No.” Her skeptical gaze settled on his. “What do you recommend?”
Ah, so he had himself a finicky eater. “How about a burger?
“I might just pass on the burger. Perhaps a salad.”
What a shame. “Suit yourself.”
The waiter arrived to take their orders and promised to return with their drinks as well as water.
“So tell me about Delia.” No point beating around the bush.
Serena didn’t answer immediately. Instead she relaxed into the fake leather of the booth and chewed on her lower lip.
“She was a few years older than me. Intelligent. Attractive. The typical blond beauty. Ambitious.”
Serena sighed as she gathered her thoughts on the rest of what she wanted to say. “I only met her once for a brief overview of the files, but she seemed…nice. I don’t know.” She shrugged. “I feel like I’m being disloyal to Molly to say it, but she did. Delia seemed nice.”
“Do you know how long she’d been working with Landon?” Todd couldn’t help wondering when the affair began, and if it was purely physical or if the two had grown emotionally attached over time.
“Three years. I think Milestone was her first job, too.”
Most scientists preferred younger assistants. That was nothing out of the ordinary. Maybe it was because the younger employees were more willing to do all the thankless jobs. Or because they were easier to mold. If they were female, the reasoning could very well have been about looks and the possibility of sexual favors.
Todd wanted to shake men like Landon. Women weren’t playthings. As much as he enjoyed sex, he never went into it with any misunderstandings between him and his partner. The woman always knew it was about sex.
Ironic, he realized, that he’d only this morning decided to use some subtle seduction on his assignment. But this was different, wasn’t it? This was work. The same rules didn’t apply to getting the job done. This wasn’t about personal gratification. It was about finding a missing woman. A pregnant one at that.
Guilt trickled through him, but he ignored it. This was his first assignment for the Colby Agency. He wasn’t about to fail. No matter what he had to do to get the job done. This was a test…one he couldn’t fail.
“Do you know where Delia Neely lives?”
“It’s in my Palm Pilot.” She dug around in her purse and produced the handheld electronic organizer. “Let’s see.” She entered the necessary data and nodded. “Yes, I have her address and her phone number. In case I needed to ask her about work,” she clarified.
“But you never had to,” he suggested. “You’ve never spoken to Delia outside Milestone.”
“No.” She frowned. Confusion flickered in her eyes. “Are you accusing me of something, Mr. Thompson?”
Just then their food arrived, saving him from having to answer without a little forethought.
But Serena Blake had no intention of letting the question go. “You didn’t answer my question. Do you consider me a suspect of some sort in this case? I thought we had that all ironed out.”
Todd placed both hands on the table on either side of his place setting. She glanced at his hands and he could almost see her heart start to drum in her chest. The move made her nervous. He considered her for seven or eight seconds before he answered. She didn’t need to be too sure of herself. What she needed was to be worried about her standing with him and the Colby Agency. He needed to believe that finding the truth was not only important to Molly Landon but important to Serena Blake.
“I believe that you are sincerely worried about Molly Landon and that you are more than halfway convinced that her husband had something to do with her disappearance.” He watched the relief claim her worried face. “But I also think you’re harboring a secret or two that you haven’t shared with me.” A brick wall went up, shielding her emotions. “Whatever it is you aren’t telling me edges that defining line in the sand a little closer to you. Suspect.” He gestured to the left, then to the right. “Not a suspect. Right now, Miss Blake, it’s a helluva narrow margin.”
A glimmer of fury flamed above that brick wall she’d used to hide behind. “Think what you will, Mr. Thompson, but just remember, you work for me.”
Oh, that was good.
“Yes, ma’am.”
She was right, he did work for her. And that made him even more determined to make her come clean.
 
THEY DIDN’T HAVE FAR to go to find where Delia Neely lived. On 58th Street near Harper Avenue. She rented a two-room apartment over the garage of one of the stately mansions. But she wasn’t home.
As they stood outside the door at the top of the exterior stairs, Serena used her cell phone to call the number she had listed as Delia’s.
She frowned. “It’s been disconnected.”
Todd surveyed the upscale neighborhood and considered whether he wanted to risk adding breaking and entering to his score sheet. If Victoria found out, she would likely be very unhappy.
“Nobody’s home!”
He turned and stared down at the woman who’d shouted the news up to them. Sixtyish. Stylishly dressed. The owner of the house. Too well-groomed and expensively dressed to be the hired help.
He gestured for Serena to precede him down the stairs. As he moved downward he said, “We’re trying to find an old friend, Delia Neely. Does she still live here?” He seriously doubted it since her phone had been disconnected. Not to mention that finding her this quickly would have just been too easy.
“Delia moved out about six months ago,” the woman said. “She didn’t leave a forwarding address.” The woman shielded her eyes from the sun as Todd and Serena came closer. “She left in a bit of a hurry.”
“Really?”
“Yes,” the woman went on, “she didn’t give me a minute’s notice, so I kept her deposit. She didn’t even come or call back to complain. Most do.”
Damn. “No forwarding address, you say?” He needed something to go on. “Did she give you the name and address of someone who would know her whereabouts when she filled out her application before moving in?” Most landlords required that sort of information for protecting themselves.
“She did, but the number’s no good. I tried to call her to tell her she’d left a few items.”
“What did she leave?” Serena asked. “Anything that might tell us where she went?”
The woman’s suspicions roused.
“She actually owed us some money, as well,” Todd improvised. “We were hoping to find her without having to take it to small claims court.”
“I’m sure she intended to pay us back,” Serena added, sounding wholly sincere.
Todd let that one slide since they needed this woman’s cooperation. But he hoped this was no indication of how well she could lie. His storytelling didn’t count. At least, that was what he told himself.
The woman shrugged. “She didn’t leave anything important. Just a coat and a purse, but there was no money or relevant papers in it. A tube of lipstick and a business card.”
“May we see the business card?” Anticipation kicked in. The card would have the name and telephone number of someone she’d known in one capacity or another. This woman might not recognize the value but he did.
“The card was a dead end,” she said, bursting his bubble as easily as if she’d jabbed him with a straight pin. “Some doctor.” Her brow furrowed as she concentrated hard to remember the name. “Dr. Herbert Wright. Has an office downtown.”
Todd felt Serena stiffen next to him. “Thank you, ma’am,” he said. “We appreciate your help.”
“If you run into her, tell her she should have given me notice and I would have given her the deposit back.”
Todd waved in acknowledgment of the woman’s comment then slid behind the wheel of his Volvo. He started the car and backed out of the driveway before turning to his passenger. “Did you recognize the doctor’s name?”
Serena nodded. He frowned. She looked pale.
“Dr. Herbert Wright is Molly’s obstetrician.”
Todd’s frown deepened. “Wait a minute. I read the report on Mrs. Landon. The obstetrician in the report was a Dr. Rice.” He remembered the name clearly.
“That’s the one Landon insisted she go to,” Serena admitted. “She went a few times, but didn’t like him, so she found another.”
Todd knew that something was wrong with that picture. Did pregnant women often change obstetricians midterm?
“Landon can’t know,” Serena urged. “He would be extremely upset that she’d disobeyed him.”
Well, well. The first of Miss Blake’s secrets was revealed. He took a hard right and headed back to the South Loop.
Serena glanced around as if she didn’t recognize the landscape. “Where are we going now?”
“To my side of the fifty yard line,” he said flatly. He didn’t like being lied to. Though he’d known she’d been keeping secrets, that didn’t make him like it any better. If she wanted him to find the truth, she needed to come clean with him.
Her hands fidgeted with her seat belt. The shaky breath she exhaled backed up his assessment. She was afraid.
Good.
If he played the intimidation game well enough, seduction might not even be necessary. Not that he’d dreaded it or anything, but he recognized the risk. He was only human. Getting caught up in the moment could cost him, as well. Especially considering he was seriously attracted to Serena.
“I don’t understand,” she said softly as he braked for a red light.
“We’re going to my place. That’s what happens when you hit the fourth down without gaining enough yards. You lose the ball. It’s my ball now.”
She blinked in an attempt to hide the fear glittering in her eyes. “I don’t play baseball, Mr. Thompson.”
“Good thing,” he said crisply, “since the analogy was in reference to football.”
Man, who didn’t know the difference between baseball and football?
Guilt pinged him again. Serena’s life hadn’t been a piece of cake. He doubted anyone in her early years had bothered to introduce her to sports, other than the kind learned on the streets. Once she landed with decent folks she’d been so focused on pulling her life together and making something of herself she’d probably been one of those bookworm types who didn’t care for sports.
He had to remember that not everyone had been as fortunate as he was growing up.
Still, he wasn’t such a pushover that he wouldn’t use this little episode of tension to his advantage. She had more secrets. He needed to know what those were.
Pronto. Hence the trip to his place. His territory. A place where she wouldn’t feel so at ease with her ability to handle the situation.
Any discomfort she experienced would just have to be chalked up to a sort of collateral damage.
“This is where you live?”
He parked at the curb in front of the Victorian-era house turned apartment building he called home.
Now that ticked him off. Just because he didn’t live in a fancy town house on her side of town didn’t mean anything.
“You got a problem with that?”
“No.”
To his surprise, she smiled.
“It just reminds me of the frat houses I used to wish I could sneak into.” She stared out at the place, which, now that she mentioned it, looked exactly like a college frat house.
“So why didn’t you?” The question wasn’t relevant to anything, but he wanted to know.
She laughed. He liked the sound. It was so spontaneous and incredibly sweet.
“Please, I would never have had the nerve. I spent my entire college life hiding in corners at the library and pretending I was invisible.”
“Invisible?” he asked incredulously.
Her gaze bumped into his. “Pathetic, huh?”
A tendril of hair had slipped out of her meticulous do and draped along her cheek to curl up against her throat.
This was the Serena Blake he wanted to know. The innocent yet hopeful woman who just wanted someone to talk to and maybe to hang on to. And as much as he wanted to get to know her better, he was definitely not the guy for her. His full attention was on his future. Right now his life had to be about him. As selfish as that sounded, he recognized the pitfalls of a serious relationship. Those kinds of ties had to wait until his career and his future were more solid.
“Not pathetic at all,” he said, offering an understanding smile. Miss Blake was too nice for her own good. “Sweet, that’s what it is.”
“I see.” She turned her attention straight ahead and leaned back against the headrest, preventing him from seeing how his comment made her feel. But he’d heard her reaction in her voice. She hadn’t liked his remark one bit.
Funny, he hadn’t anticipated this. The girl with the super-duper IQ had secretly wanted to be like every other girl—noticed by boys.
“Sweet. You’re right.” She shifted her face back to him then, a new glint of determination in her eyes. “But I wasn’t always so sweet, Mr. Thompson. There are things about me you won’t ever know and couldn’t begin to imagine.”
She got out. Leaving him too stunned to reply.
Was that a warning…or an invitation?



Chapter Eight
Serena lagged behind as Todd Thompson climbed the stairs of the Victorian house that decades ago had been dissected into several apartments. Unlike the exterior, not much inside remained of the home’s former glory. Despite the dim lighting, occasional glimpses of intricate molding and gleaming wood floors served as reminders of what had once been.
He stopped on the second-floor landing and waited for her to catch up.
“This is it.”
He gestured to the red door on his right. Two more doors stood on the left, each designated with a single-digit number. Door number six sported a grapevine wreath embellished with silk flowers in spring colors and an equally colorful welcome mat, while door five offered a small plaque warning solicitors away. Thompson’s door presented only one detail that spoke about his personality, an additional dead-bolt lock. The wooden staircase did a U-turn and continued upward to the third floor.
He unlocked the door, all three locks, and shoved it inward. After reaching inside to flip on a light, he backed against the wall and waited for her to enter ahead of him. “Make yourself at home.”
Serena didn’t hesitate. Part of her couldn’t wait to get a closer look at who Todd Thompson was. The place looked neater than she’d expected. The shirt he’d worn yesterday lay, one sleeve inside out, across the arm of an upholstered chair. Newspapers and magazines cluttered the coffee table. A plaid sofa, flanked by tables and lamps, took up most of the space on one side of the room. A desk with two computers and a small entertainment center lined the opposite wall. Two upholstered chairs and an ottoman in coordinating colors completed the furnishings.
Beyond the living room was a small but efficient eat-in kitchen. Surprisingly, there were no dirty dishes on the counter or the table. He either didn’t eat at home or cleaned up after himself unusually well for a bachelor under the age of thirty. And one who prided himself on looking unkempt.
She heard the click of the locks tumbling back into the secure position. “Do you have a cleaning lady?” The question kind of popped out of her mouth before she could stop it. Oh, well, after her admission in the car, why in the world would anything else that came out of her mouth surprise her?
“No.” He glanced around his living room and quickly grabbed up his discarded shirt. One eyebrow arrowed upward with skepticism as his gaze settled on hers once more. “Do you think I need one?”
She shook her head. “Just curious.”
He looked at once dubious of her response and yet somewhat amused. “Would you like something to drink? Water?” He looked thoughtful for a moment. “It’s bottled and chilled.”
“I’m fine, thank you.”
“Okay.” He tossed his shirt off the chair. “So, let’s talk.”
Serena took a seat in the closest chair while he plopped onto the sofa. Her mind was still reeling just a little with what they’d learned from Delia’s landlady.
“I’ve thought about the idea that Delia was seeing Dr. Wright and there may be a logical explanation. Dr. Wright is a gynecologist as well as an obstetrician.”
Todd didn’t comment on her conclusion. Instead he asked, “What was Mrs. Landon’s specific reason for changing doctors midstream, so to speak? That she didn’t like him seems a little unspecific.”
Serena remembered how angry Molly had been after her second visit to Dr. Rice. She hadn’t liked him, she’d said. So she’d secretly switched to someone she preferred. “She said she didn’t like his bedside manner. She found him intimidating. She liked Wright better. I got the impression she’d seen him before. Maybe for routine exams.”
“I considered that possibility,” he allowed.
“But we have to be sure. Why don’t you call for an appointment? See if maybe you can be worked in this afternoon.” He shrugged. “Make up an emergency of some sort. PMS or something.”
She rolled her eyes and started to explain the acronym to him but why waste the time. When he didn’t blink, she realized he was serious. “Me? Make an appointment with Dr. Wright?” How in the world would that provide any answers? “I’m certain you’re familiar with doctor-patient privilege. He’s not going to tell me anything about Molly or Delia.” Though she was Molly’s sister, no one could know that secret. She had to respect Molly’s wishes.
“He won’t have to tell you anything.” He said this without so much as a flicker of uncertainty. “We’ll get all the information we need from her file.”
Okay, he’d definitely lost it now. “What’re you talking about? They won’t let us see someone else’s file.”
“When a patient is taken to an exam room,” he countered, “their file is always slipped into that little pocket on the door, right?” He propped one ankle on his knee. “When the doctor moves to the next patient he takes the file and a moment to review before greeting the patient. Have you ever seen it done any other way?”
Serena threw up her hands. “Wait. I understand perfectly what you mean, but how is that going to help me get Delia’s or Molly’s file hung on my door?”
“It won’t help us get Molly’s, but say you’re Delia Neely to ensure hers is handy.”
A bark of laughter burst from her throat. “You’re kidding, right? I can’t say I’m Delia. Someone on staff may know her. We don’t look anything alike. She was blond and…and thinner than me.”
“Look.” He sat forward and propped his elbows on his spread knees. “We can’t risk using Molly Landon’s name because of her high-profile case. We know Wright has seen her a number of times, not to mention her picture has been splashed all over the news. But we have a chance with Delia. She may have only been to Wright once or twice. According to her landlady, she disappeared months ago.”
“She could be living somewhere else in Chicago,” Serena argued. This was the craziest idea she’d ever heard. He had to be out of his mind to even think she would do something like this.
While she sat, staring agape at him, he fished out his cell phone and put in a call. To the Colby Agency, she supposed. He asked someone named Simon Ruhl to see if there was any current information available on a Delia Neely.
When he’d slid his phone back into his pocket he said, “Make the appointment. We can always cancel it.”
She didn’t like it, but if this move would help find Molly, she would try to be cooperative. A call to Information gave her the number she needed. Serena took a deep breath and entered it.
When the receptionist answered, Serena did what she had to do. “Yes, my name is Delia Neely, and I’m a patient of Dr. Wright’s. I’m having some trouble…and I wondered if maybe I could be worked into his schedule this afternoon.”
The silence on the other end of the line had perspiration dampening Serena’s palms. She’d never done this before. Not even as a belligerent teenager. What if the receptionist knew Delia and recognized that Serena’s voice wasn’t right?
“I’m sorry, Ms. Neely, but this office is closing.” More of that awkward silence. “Perhaps you haven’t heard, but Dr. Wright was murdered last night. When you’ve found another obstetrician, we’ll be happy to forward your records.”
The rest of what the woman said didn’t register. Serena thanked her, the response autonomic, and dropped the phone back into its cradle.
Murdered.
Todd stared at her expectantly, but she couldn’t pass along what she’d learned just yet.
Chicago was a thriving metropolis; murder happened. She saw it on the news more often than she cared to admit…but this felt different. Deep down inside where nothing but instinct and intuition functioned, she understood that this was somehow relevant to Molly’s disappearance.
Maybe it was because Delia and Charles Landon had been lovers. Or maybe because Molly had hated Delia so. But the idea that Delia had left her home of several years so abruptly and the fact that Dr. Wright had been murdered couldn’t be mere coincidence.
Serena didn’t believe in coincidences.
“Dr. Wright is—”
His cell phone interrupted her announcement. “Hold that thought,” he said.
Serena sat, stunned, as Todd interacted with his caller in a series of one-word responses. Yeahs and uh-huhs. His facial expression didn’t give anything away. She wondered if Simon Ruhl had checked up on Delia’s whereabouts so quickly. She shouldn’t be surprised. The Colby Agency would know all the tricks of the trade. They were the best, she reminded herself.
“Thanks.”
She waited while he put his phone away, but considering what she’d just learned, her patience couldn’t hold out. “What did you find out?”
“Delia Neely fell off the face of the earth six months ago. She didn’t pay her final phone and utility charges. Her bank account balance hasn’t changed. No charges since on her credit cards.” He flared his hands. “She just vanished.”
Impossible. “She was fine. I mean, she came to work that last day…in November, I think it was, and she seemed fine. She just didn’t come back. Rumor was she called in and said she wouldn’t be back.”
Serena pushed to her feet. What did all this mean? She rubbed at her forehead, tried to banish the ache that had started there. Was any of this related to Molly?
The affair made it seem so, but was she grasping at straws again?
“Is there any chance Delia Neely could be capable of kidnapping?”
The question caught her up short. Serena faced him and started to insist that wasn’t possible, but was it?
“I…” She let go a weary breath. “I don’t know. But if her bank account hasn’t been touched, how can she afford to just disappear? Or take someone else with her? And for what purpose?” The only answer that appeared plausible considering no ransom demand had been made caused Serena to shudder.
“Could she have gotten some sort of payoff from Landon?”
That was a question she couldn’t answer, couldn’t even speculate about. Landon had money. That much went without saying. But would he allow himself to be blackmailed? He didn’t seem like the type.
“I don’t know.” As much as she hated to admit she had no idea, it was the truth.
“Molly never said anything to you about Delia?”
He stood, watching her, analyzing her expression and body language. He knew she was holding certain things back, but she couldn’t share any of that with him. He couldn’t know that part…it was irrelevant to Molly’s disappearance in any case. If she thought for one second that telling him would help Molly, she wouldn’t hesitate.
“Never. She acted as if the affair never happened.”
He didn’t like that answer. “You didn’t find that odd?”
Serena shrugged. “Maybe. She was very sensitive about her relationship with her husband. I suppose she could have been more upset than I knew. To be honest, the pregnancy seemed the only thing that mattered to her. The baby was all she talked about.” Serena’s chest ached at the idea that both Molly and the baby might be lost. She couldn’t bear to lose anyone else.
He braced his hands on his hips and paced the room. “The coincidence that they’re both missing and that they both used the same doctor feels off. I can’t believe Landon would be stupid enough to pay Delia to off his wife. He’d have to know the police might discover the connection between him and Delia, considering the affair.” He frowned. “But then the cops didn’t look that hard, except he couldn’t have known they wouldn’t. Unless he has a friend on the force.” He rubbed his jaw. “Still, I think for now our best bet is to follow up with Wright.”
“Dr. Wright is dead,” she blurted, that awful news reverberating in her mind. “The receptionist said he was murdered…last night.”
That piercing blue gaze collided with hers. “Murdered?”
She nodded, unable to trust her voice. What did all this mean? Surely Delia wouldn’t kill the doctor Molly had been seeing. That was crazy. The kind of stuff that happened in the movies or in novels. There were all kinds of other scenarios. Robbery, a relationship gone bad, professional competition. His death most likely had nothing to do with Molly or her disappearance. Or Delia, for that matter.
Todd fished out his phone again and put through another call to the Colby Agency. Five minutes later he got a call back. Serena had started to pace. She’d wrung her hands until they were numb from being squeezed.
When he ended the call, he gave her the details. “The cleaning crew found him in his car late last night. Two shots in the chest. No suspects yet. That’s all Chicago P.D. was willing to give at this point.”
Serena suddenly felt cold. No suspects. She refused to believe that Wright’s murder was relevant to Molly’s case. As suspicious as she was about the idea that both Molly and Delia had been patients of his…this just couldn’t be related.
“Look.”
Startled by the sound of his voice, she gasped at finding him standing so close. She hadn’t realized he’d moved.
“Sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you.”
She pressed a hand to her throat. “It’s okay. I guess I was just lost in my thoughts.”
“I was going to suggest that if you don’t have to get back, maybe we can go over the details once more. You know, start at the beginning.”
She’d already done that twice. She didn’t see the point, but maybe she was too close to the situation to be objective. “All right. I don’t have to be back today. We can take all the time we need.” She could scarcely believe Dr. Landon had been so lenient about allowing her to leave work. But then, this was about him as far as he knew. So, as usual, his motives were completely selfish.
“Good. How about some coffee?”
She nodded.
“This way to my bistro.”
With a hand at the small of her back, he ushered her to his tiny kitchen. He dragged out one of the chairs at the table for two and motioned for her to sit. She obliged, still feeling a little unsteady from all the unnerving news.
Dr. Wright was dead.
Delia was missing…or at least unaccounted for.
Unable to focus her thoughts, she watched him scoop coffee grounds into the drip basket and then pour the water into the reservoir. When the smell of fresh coffee started to fill the room, he strode over to his desk and went through a couple of drawers.
He peeled off his leather jacket and left it hanging from the first chair he passed. With a spiral notebook and pen in his hand, he sauntered over to the table. He dropped the notebook and pen there and headed back to the counter and the coffeepot.
“Cream?”
“Yes, please.”
With two mugs of steaming coffee in hand, he settled into the chair across from her. “Okay.” He picked up the pen. “Let’s talk about Charles Landon.”
Serena went through the facts. Distinguished career. The major investor at Milestone, which when she really thought about it had to be a sticking point with Arthur Miles, who was the CEO if not the primary investor. Financial woes a few years back had forced Miles to sell a good portion of his company stock, she told Todd. Since she hadn’t been around at the time she couldn’t actually say that the move had come with any measure of tension, but she could speculate to that end considering the competitiveness she saw between the two men on a daily basis.
“And you never picked up on any rumors about his affairs, other than what you’ve already told me.”
“No. Nothing except that there were several affairs, but I really didn’t hear much about those until Molly…” She cleared her throat and stared into her empty coffee cup. “When she disappeared rumors were rampant.” She met his gaze. “But Dr. Landon told the police about the affairs. I’m certain they questioned the women involved since Landon was cleared of suspicion.”
“Molly never spoke of his infidelities.”
Serena hadn’t considered that fact strange until now. Had it simply been easier for her to pretend that the other women never happened?
“No, not really. She made comments, but they were vague. The only way I knew for certain was through the rumors at work. But even my colleagues were tight-lipped about it. I didn’t even hear about Delia for ages. I don’t think I would have known what actually happened at all if Nolan hadn’t told me.”
“The mail clerk?”
She nodded. “He’s Arthur Miles’s nephew, and I guess he heard it through his uncle.” Now that she thought about it, most of the rumors she had heard had come from Nolan. Did that make the information unreliable? His opinion would be colored by the influence of his relative and financial sponsor.
“The police haven’t dug up anything on Landon that casts him in a bad light,” Todd said. It wasn’t a question. He was apparently relaying what the Colby Agency had learned.
“I can’t say that I’m surprised,” she admitted. “He’s a stickler for the rules.” Maybe that wasn’t entirely true. But she didn’t have any evidence to back up her suspicions.
“But…?” Todd suggested.
Good grief, he’d read her hesitation as if she’d said it out loud. “His patience has run thin more than once waiting for the private funding to move forward with his advanced stem cell research. I can’t help wondering if he has done something or promised to do something illegal and maybe Molly found out.” She heaved a disgusted breath. “That’s probably not the case. It was the only extreme motivation I could think of.”
“Considering the controversy surrounding that kind of research, I can see why you might reason along those lines.”
Was he patronizing her? It was so difficult to read him. “There has to be some explanation for her disappearance. An expectant mother just doesn’t walk away from her life for no reason.” She closed her eyes a moment and grappled with the emotions that abruptly rattled her before meeting his gaze once more. “I tell myself that Landon wouldn’t simply…” She moistened her lips and bit back the hurt. “That he wouldn’t just kill her, especially since she was pregnant with his child. I mean, I work with this man every day. I can’t believe he’s a killer…but there doesn’t appear to be any other explanation.”
She braced her elbows on the table and massaged her temples. “I’ve tried to consider every angle. Maybe he promised something he couldn’t deliver or ventured into illegal territory and Molly found out. They might have argued and things got out of control. Maybe he hurt her and didn’t mean to…panicked and hid the body. Or maybe someone he owed something is holding her or—”
He reached across the table and took her right hand into his. “She could still be alive.”
The softness of that husky voice…the sympathy she saw in his eyes damaged her defenses somehow and made her heart beat so much faster.
“But it’s not likely,” she admitted. She’d held that possibility at bay about as long as she could. No one had seen or heard from Molly in six weeks. The chances that she was still alive grew slimmer every day. She knew the statistics, had watched similar cases play out in the news. Still, she couldn’t bring herself to give up. She had to know. She had to try to find her…to learn the truth.
For the most part she’d been convinced Landon had done this…until today. When he’d told her that he didn’t want to take any chances with hindering the investigation into finding Molly, Serena had seen the despair in his eyes. His desperation had been palpable.
Could anyone fake that kind of pain?
As much as she enjoyed the feel of Todd’s strong hand around hers, her head throbbed with tension. She pulled free of his touch and rubbed at her temples.
“Do you have something for a headache?” She couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt this kind of headache coming on. She’d suffered with migraines during her adolescent years, but she hadn’t been hit by one in years. Damn, she didn’t need this right now.
“Sure thing. Give me a minute.”
She closed her eyes and focused on relaxing the band of muscles around her skull. So much tension. Not enough sleep. Prime precursors for a migraine.
A bottle of water as well as a bottle of over-the-counter painkillers appeared on the table in front of her.
“Thank you.” She downed two of the pills and hoped they would do the trick.
“You need to relax.”
His hands settled on her shoulders and she stiffened.
“I’m pretty good at this,” he urged.
She shivered and closed her eyes. Told herself just to relax and enjoy.
“Very tense,” he said as his hands began to knead her shoulders. “Just relax.”
She couldn’t do this. “I’m not sure—”
He leaned down close to her ear. “It’s just a harmless shoulder rub, Serena. Relax.”
The feel of his breath on her sensitive flesh combined with her own weariness made her cave. She did as he said, closed her eyes again and let the feel of his hands work their magic. The strength of his fingers as they squeezed and kneaded made her entire body weak with need. A moan vibrated across her lips. She didn’t try to stop it. Even she wasn’t that strong.
He touched her neck. She shivered. Felt her pulse quicken.
“You should wear your hair down,” he murmured. Then those talented fingers trailed up her neck and threaded into her hair.
She wanted to protest but somehow the words wouldn’t form on her tongue.
The pins holding her hair clattered to the table one by one. Her breath flew out of her lungs when his fingers moved more deeply into her hair, caressed her skull. Her head fell back, her neck limp with pleasure.
How could he do that?
Another of those satisfied sounds slipped past her lips. This felt so good.
Then he moved on to her temples, down her jaw and along her hairline where the skin was so responsive to touch that she had to bite her lip to keep from crying out. Her heart thundered. Her body felt too warm….
She didn’t know where the brush came from but he was suddenly brushing her hair with soft, even strokes. It felt heavenly.
“Better?”
She might have survived without embarrassing herself if he hadn’t uttered the solitary word so close to her ear. The feel of his lips against that ultrasensitive shell sent a stab of desire slicing through her. She gasped with the intensity of it. Her eyes flew open and only then did she realize how very close to a meltdown she was.
Scrambling out of the chair, she almost fell in her attempt to put some distance between them. “I should get back. I—”
If the deep sapphire of his eyes was any indication, she wasn’t the only one affected by the turn the moment had taken. He blinked and the cloud of lust disappeared.
“There’s something we need to do first.”
Pull it together, Serena, she ordered. Finding Molly was too important to let anything else get in the way, especially her own confused feelings.
“What?” Her voice came out a little more sharply than she’d intended, but she wasn’t sorry. He’d had no business playing with her emotions that way. He had to have known what he was doing.
“We need Delia Neely’s records from Dr. Wright’s office.”
“Are you insane?”
“The doctor is dead,” he said unrepentantly. “Ms. Neely is—” he shrugged “—who knows where. I don’t see how she would mind. Besides, what she doesn’t know won’t hurt her. All we need is a look. Sixty seconds, that’s all.”
“You’re serious.” They’d been through this routine before. How could the Colby Agency send her someone prepared to break the law?
“Dead serious,” he returned with unabashed arrogance. “Think about it, Serena. If playing by the rules would give you the answers you wanted, the police would have found them. Whatever happened to your friend, it wasn’t executed by the rules. We can either keep butting the same brick wall or we can go around it. The choice is yours.”
He was right. Dammit. “I have to think.” She turned away from him, struggled with that age-old problem: be a good girl and do this the right way or take a chance…do whatever it took to find her sister.
“The clock is ticking, Serena. Let’s not waste time.”
She wheeled on him. “All right. Let’s do it.”
A grin spread across his face. To her supreme irritation her heart fluttered.
“Now that’s what I’m talking about.”



Chapter Nine
Todd set his phone to vibrate. Braddock had called twice already. He would be mad, but Todd wasn’t about to risk Braddock figuring out he was up to something. The man was entirely too perceptive. Todd definitely wasn’t used to anyone being able to read him so well.
It wasn’t as if what he was about to do was that bad. Wright was dead. Both patients, Molly Landon and Delia Neely, were missing in action. If one or both were in trouble, what he was about to do could possibly help.
Maybe the idea was slightly illegal, but sometimes walking that thin line was the only way.
He was rationalizing, he knew. But he couldn’t stop now. He was on to something…he could feel it in his gut.
Braddock would blow a fuse, but Todd had no intention of ignoring where this lead might take him. Technically his orders were to pass along to Braddock anything he learned through Serena so that the more experienced investigator could follow up.
Except, how could he prove himself to Victoria if he waited around doing nothing but babysitting Serena?
Not that it was such a chore. He glanced at the woman next to him in the car. He thought about telling her that she should definitely wear her hair down all the time but he had an idea where that would lead. Straight to her telling him where to get off.
A ripple of lust went through him. He should never have started that massage. In the beginning his intentions had been honorable. He’d wanted to help. But the more he’d touched her and the more she’d responded to his touch…well, he’d worked up a hell of a physical condition. One that was way off limits when he was on the job.
“I must have been out of my mind to let you talk me into this,” she muttered without glancing his way.
The sun had dropped below the treetops but its fading reach still provided enough of a glow for him to study her profile. She didn’t like being involved with anything underhanded, which pretty much eliminated her, in his opinion, from any sort of suspect list.
She might not particularly like Landon, and no doubt considered him responsible for his missing wife, but she had no desire to harm him in any way. Serena Blake was genuinely concerned with helping the woman who was, or had been, her closest friend.
For the first time since he’d been assigned to this case he hoped like hell it wasn’t too late to save Molly Landon and her unborn child. That goal had, of course, been in the back of his mind from the beginning, but now the missing woman was more than a detail in a case…she was real. Real because her fate would greatly affect the woman sitting in the encroaching gloom with him right now.
Todd leaned forward, watched a woman dressed in a nurse’s uniform exit the clinic’s side entrance. “That’s the last one.” The other three members of the staff had left nearly an hour ago. He’d done his research. He knew the names of every staff member as well as their work schedules.
“Oh, God.”
Serena didn’t want to do this. He should be ashamed of himself for pushing her into it.
“Look.” He sighed, wanted to kick himself for going soft. This wasn’t part of his plan. “You can stay in the car. This shouldn’t take long.”
“No way,” she countered. “If you’re going in, so am I.”
He got the distinct impression that her insistence had something to do with distrust. Or maybe she simply couldn’t resist a challenge, real or imagined.
“There’s no reason for both of us to go in,” he argued. Other than, a little voice reminded, the fact that you are supposed to be keeping an eye on her.
She grabbed him by the arm when he prepared to get out. “You’re not going without me.” Even in the near darkness he could see the determination glittering in her eyes.
“All right.” His gaze dropped to her lips and he wondered how it would feel to kiss her…right now. A warning went off inside him. He was skating much too close to the thin ice. He had to back off. “Make sure you do exactly as I say. There might not be time to tell you twice.”
“I can do that.”
If she’d noticed him staring at her mouth, she didn’t let on unless he counted the flicker of irritation that flared in her eyes.
Good. One of them needed to show some self-control.
Mentally kicking himself, Todd climbed out of the car. You’d think a guy with a psychology degree would see this kind of thing coming. But he hadn’t. He’d assumed a certain level of immunity, just like in the past. He could do anything, fool anyone, without ever losing sight of his ultimate goal. What the hell had happened to all that objectivity? Where was the nonchalant guy who could walk into any situation and walk away unscathed?
Not once in his life had he danced close enough to the flame to get burned. He’d always been too smart. Was his need to prove himself at the Colby Agency affecting his good judgment?
Serena met him at the front of the car. “How do you want to do this?”
Todd had already considered the clinic and the best route of entry. The last of the staff had left a few minutes ago and the cleaning crew would arrive soon. That was their ticket inside.
“First we wait.”
She folded her arms over her chest and glared at him as if he’d suggested they climb back into the car and have a quick meeting of something other than their minds.
“We’ve been waiting. I thought the idea was to get inside after the last of the staff left for the day.”
He adopted her stance. “And what do you propose we do about the security system?” Braddock would likely have a solution for that problem were he here. As if to punctuate the thought, Todd’s cell vibrated.
“Oh. I hadn’t thought of that.”
He hadn’t, either, until he’d noticed the sign declaring the property protected by a local and popular security company. But she didn’t need to know that.
“So what do we do?” She surveyed the one-story clinic as if it were the White House, its boundaries near impenetrable.
“We wait for the cleaning crew to arrive. According to Chicago P.D.’s report, the cleaning lady found Dr. Wright about an hour after close of business.” Todd looked at his watch. “If that’s the usual routine, then we’re ten minutes away from the crew’s arrival.”
“What if they’re not coming tonight?” She glanced at the well-lit building once more. “What if they don’t usually come until much later?”
“Then we’ll just wait longer.” He had to calm her down. Panic and hysteria were two things they definitely didn’t need right now. “But we have to get into place just in case.”
The doctor’s car had been towed to the forensics lab and though Todd felt certain the clinic had been gone over with a fine-tooth comb today, only the parking area would be considered the primary crime scene.
Todd’s plan included waiting amid the shrubbery near the side entrance. He’d noticed when he sized up the situation that the rear exit was marked Emergency Exit Only, which meant most of the going and coming was done at the side entrance.
She didn’t argue this time. Not even when he took her hand and started strolling along the sidewalk as if they were nothing more than a couple out for a breath of fresh air. They walked a block past the clinic and then doubled back. Unfortunately the weather had decided to stop cooperating and a cool drizzle started to fall.
Maybe it was the rain or the company Todd soon became aware they had, but Serena stayed close behind him as he weaved between the buildings that backed up to one another. The alley was wide, but between the trash cans, Dumpsters and the lack of efficient lighting, the going was nerve-racking. Who would have thought that with all the alleys in this city a whole community of homeless folks would have decided this particular one was the best location in town.
Various-size boxes had been confiscated for makeshift temporary housing. A foot popped out from a disintegrating box they passed and Serena scooted closer to him. Todd held very still until the man had settled. He wasn’t afraid of a physical altercation—he just didn’t want to risk stirring up a ruckus.
He nodded to Serena and started toward their destination once more. When they’d reached the end of the block beyond the rear entrance to Wright’s clinic, he ushered her into the hiding place nature and lush landscaping provided. The rain wasn’t that bad, just enough to get damp.
“What if they see us?” Serena whispered as she attempted to see beyond the thick canopy of perennial greenery.
“As long as we keep still and quiet,” he warned, “no one will notice us.”
She didn’t like it, but she shut up.
Todd watched the side entrance and the section of the parking area he could see from their hiding place. For about three minutes he felt confident he would get through this without incident, but then she shifted ever so slightly and the scent of her shampoo filled his nostrils.
The memory of how those silky strands had felt sliding through his fingers zinged him unmercifully. The urge to touch her…to trail his fingers along her smooth skin…expanded so quickly inside him that it was all he could do to keep his hands to himself.
“Here they are.” She turned toward him abruptly and even in the darkness somehow she sensed that he stared at her like a starving man. He felt her tremble.
“Yeah….” He moistened his lips. “Stay here.” He moved in front of her before he could do or say anything else utterly stupid.
He shook it off and focused on the three people, two women and one man, chatting and gathering their supplies from the van they’d parked near the side entrance.
Todd retrieved the business card he would need from his interior jacket pocket and braced in preparation for his next move. When all three had moved to enter the building, first the two females, then the man, he eased from the concealing shrubbery.
As the door closed behind the group, he moved up next to it, caught the knob with one hand and slid the business card into place with the other. The door closed, but the card kept the latch from catching. He flattened against the side of the building and listened for any warning that his move had been noted. The footsteps and sounds of voices continued to diminish as they moved away from the entrance.
He motioned for Serena to join him. The building’s exterior lighting provided sufficient illumination for her to see his intentions. She moved out of the bushes and hurried cautiously to where he waited.
Pulling her close to him, he murmured next to her ear, “Once we’re inside, we’ll need to find a place to hide near this entrance.”
She pulled back and looked up at him, the worry in her eyes making his chest feel tight. “Can’t we just look for the files and get out?”
He shook his head. “Too risky. We’ll lay low until they’re gone, then we’ll have free run of the place.”
“But how will we get out without tripping the alarm?” She moved her head side to side. “This isn’t a good idea. We could be stuck in there all night, only to be caught tomorrow morning.”
A smile tickled his lips. “Don’t worry. I have a plan.”
Serena wasn’t sure she completely believed him, but she didn’t have a lot of options here.
“Let’s rock and roll.”
Holding her breath, she moved up behind him as he eased open the door.
Any second now she expected someone to scream or for sirens to blare in the distance. She had to be out of her mind to do this.
If they could find Molly safe…it would all be worth it.
With that in mind, she followed the man she alternately disliked and lusted after into the clinic. She blinked at the bright fluorescent lighting. Thank God no one loitered in the corridor.
The chloroseptic smell was very nearly overpowering. Obviously the cleaning had started already.
Todd slowed the door as it shut behind him to ensure it made no sound, then he ushered her through the first door they encountered. Complete darkness folded in around them as the latch clicked, sealing them inside the tiny room. She didn’t need any light to recognize their hiding place. A storage room. Her olfactory sense immediately recognized the varied scents of medical supplies. Even gauze had a particular smell if one paid attention.
Another click and the flame from a handheld lighter cut through the blackness. Todd surveyed the shelves lining the walls to get a handle on their surroundings.
“Supply room.”
“Looks like,” he agreed before relaxing his thumb, allowing the flame to die.
“I didn’t know you smoked,” she said, letting him hear her distaste.
“I don’t. But the lighter comes in handy from time to time.”
Okay, so he had a point there.
“How long do you think this will take?” she whispered since being overheard would be bad, really bad.
“Couple of hours tops.”
She wished his optimism was contagious, but she was too nervous to feel anything but scared to death. What would they tell the police if they were caught?
Dr. Landon would definitely fire her for interfering with the investigation. What if her good intentions somehow made things worse for Molly?
Serena squeezed her eyes shut and blocked those kinds of possibilities. She couldn’t bear to think that way. None of this was fair. Both she and Molly had been through enough in their lives. Maybe Molly had been a little luckier since she’d happened into a good family the first go-around, but God only knew what she’d suffered before that. Serena had only been two when her mother abandoned her, but Molly had been four. She might very well have vivid memories of that painful time.
If she were honest with herself Serena would admit that at times she’d sensed that Molly hid a number of bad memories. But she couldn’t say that for sure. Molly was the epitome of an optimist. As soon as she’d found out she was having a girl all discussion of boy babies had ceased and she never looked back, despite having been determined that her first child had to be a boy.
She never complained about how late her husband had to work. Never fretted about anything. Molly Landon had lived the proverbial fairy-tale life. She loved her husband, loved her home, volunteered in the community when needed. She had the perfect life.
How could this happen?
It just wasn’t fair.
Serena bit down hard on her lower lip. Who was she feeling sorry for here, Molly or herself?
Flashes from that awful past flickered like a bad movie across the screen of her mind. Every time she’d been moved to a new home, she’d felt hope. That maybe things would be different this time. That someone would really love her…that someone would care if she lived or died.
But it was always the same. The first mistake she’d made was the end of any hope at all. Yelling always signaled the end. Much yelling and sometimes the throwing of things, usually things she had managed to hang on to. Then the tension would escalate and she’d get slapped. The little slaps would eventually turn into shoves and full-fisted jabs at her body. Never her face. No one wanted to be accused of hitting a child. Abdominal bruises or the ones on her back could be explained by her clumsiness.
Clumsy, hardheaded Serena. She never listened and always got into trouble.
With the first hot, salty tear that slipped down her cheek, Serena wanted to scream. How could she let this happen? Especially now! She hadn’t let herself wallow in self-pity like this in…in forever. She shuddered. Just cold, she told herself. Her clothes were a little damp.
But that was a lie.
As hard as she tried, a tiny sound issued from her throat. Not exactly a gasp, not exactly a whimper. Just one of those pathetic, helpless sounds that any other human within hearing range would recognize.
His hands wrapped around her shoulders as unerringly as if he could see perfectly in the dark.
She didn’t want him to touch her…tried to pull away, but he was too strong.
He pulled her against his chest and wrapped strong arms around her. She told herself to resist but she just couldn’t. She needed someone to hold her right now and he was all she had. He pressed his lips close to her ear and murmured, “It’ll be all right.”
How could he make a promise like that? He didn’t know any more than she did what would happen…what may have already happened. That thought sent defeat twisting through her. He held her tighter, let the fingers of his right hand venture into her hair and cradle her head.
She didn’t want to feel this, but there was no stopping the betrayal of her body.
Need quivered deep inside her…a need so long ignored she could scarcely bear the awakening.
The fingers of his left hand spread against the small of her back and her body instinctively understood. She melted against him. She heard his breath catch and the sound made her heart skip traitorously.
She clung to him, her arms wrapped around his powerful body as if letting go would surely mean the end of her existence. She wished she could reach up and touch his hair. She wanted to feel it in her hands but she didn’t dare let go of him. Didn’t dare do anything but let the sensations wash over her…over and over.
He held her that way on and on…just held her. She couldn’t ignore the changes in his body, but somehow they felt secondary to the other respite he offered.
Somewhere beyond their cocoon the sound of a vacuum cleaner reminded her of reality and why they were in this dark supply closet.
He was the first to pull back, but not too far. He kept his arms draped loosely around her, pressed his forehead to hers. “You okay?”
His voice was like tattered silk dragging across her skin, smooth but with just enough roughness to pump up the friction, making her shiver.
“Yes. Thank you.” She lifted her head, wished she could see his eyes. “I’m sorry I fell apart on you.”
“No sweat.”
His hands fell away and she felt suddenly cold, but one of them had to pull it back together. She couldn’t blame it on the rain anymore since her damp clothes had dried. He moved to the door to listen. She took a moment to shore up her defenses a bit more firmly and took a step in that direction, as well.
The vacuuming had stopped and she could hear the crew talking and laughing. The anxiety she’d felt earlier that they might be trapped in here reemerged.
He’d said he had a plan.
She had to trust him.
His body tensed. Even though she wasn’t touching him, she felt the change. And this tension had nothing to do with the hug they’d just shared.
The voices grew louder. They were close. Serena held her breath.
She heard the side entrance door whoosh to a close behind voices that started to fade.
Todd pushed the supply closet door open and bounded into the still lit corridor. Shielding her eyes, Serena followed. They’d waited in the dark so long her eyes were sluggish about adjusting.
Insistent beeps from the security system echoed from the keypad hanging by the exit.
They were going to be locked in here…with no way to deactivate the security system.
Todd stabbed a button and the noise ceased.
Serena stared at the readout, which read Cancelled.
“How’d you do that?”
Incredible. How had he done that?
He pointed to the cancel button on the keypad and grinned. “You just have to cancel it before the selected mode kicks in.”
She rolled her eyes and cursed herself for giving him far too much recognition.
“Which door would you suggest?”
The question snapped her back to attention. He was asking her for a recommendation?
She stared down the long corridor. Half a dozen doors flanked each side.
With a defiant lift of her chin she announced, “This way.” She strode toward the center of the building to where she had decided the reception desk would be. An exit sign hung above the door that led into the lobby. Another door just beyond that provided access to where the clerical personnel signed in patients and pulled records.
Feeling triumphant, she grabbed the knob and gave it a twist.
The door was locked. Her victorious expression fell.
“I got it.” He reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out two pairs of gloves. “But first things first.” He tugged on a pair, offered the other to her. She did the same. Smart thinking. Fingerprints not belonging to authorized personnel found anywhere else in the building wouldn’t be suspect. But in and around the files was a different matter.
He stepped in front of her, another card in his hand. This one a credit card.
With a twist or two of the knob and a couple slides of the plastic card, the door opened. Wearing a confident grin, he stepped back for her to enter the area authorized for clinic personnel only.
She rolled her eyes and walked past him. That was a cheap trick. Probably anyone could do it.
Like the door, the file cabinets were locked, as well.
They were going to get caught. “We should just give this up while we’re ahead.”
He held up a hand. “Not so fast.”
She crossed her arms and watched as he pilfered through one desk drawer after the other. “It’s not going to be that easy, Thompson. No one leaves their file keys just—”
At that precise moment he dangled a ring of keys in front of her.
As hard as it was, she kept all her comments about incompetence to herself. What was the point?
“I’ve got the Ls,” he said, reaching for one of the drawers.
She couldn’t hold his resourcefulness against him. “Here’s the Ns.”
They withdrew pink folders simultaneously.
Serena knew instantly that something was wrong. She snapped the folder open.
Empty.
“Looks like someone beat us to the draw.”
Molly’s folder was empty, as well.
“How could this happen?” Serena shook her head. “When I called this afternoon, wouldn’t the woman with whom I spoke have mentioned this sort of thing?”
“She didn’t know.” Todd shoved the file back into its slot. “Whoever took the contents of these two files did it last night before—” he shot her a look “—or after he or she had killed Dr. Wright.”
“Wait.” She didn’t want to believe this. Who would murder for a couple of files? Why would anyone see the contents as valuable? “You can’t be certain. Maybe they’re here somewhere?” She shrugged. “Or maybe there are other files missing.”
“There’s nothing preventing us from checking out your theory.”
More than an hour later she learned another hard, cold fact about Molly’s disappearance.
Someone wanted to hide information about her pregnancy. And that someone might very well be Delia Neely.
The only question was why.



Chapter Ten
Todd didn’t dare even breathe as Victoria considered his penalty for failing to follow the rules. She’d ordered everyone else from her office, including Braddock, and now she stood behind her desk, her hands resting on the back of her elegant leather chair.
When he’d called Braddock two hours ago, he’d expected a meeting, but he hadn’t anticipated a tribunal. He’d been ordered back to the Colby Agency, with his charge in tow. Braddock, Victoria and her two right-hand men, Ian Michaels and Simon Ruhl, had been waiting.
Things had gone downhill from there.
While Victoria’s secretary, Mildred, entertained Serena, Todd had been interrogated unmercifully. But he could handle it. He’d been in the hot seat before. He had to admit, however, that the stakes were a little higher this time than the last.
“Do you understand the risk to this agency’s reputation your actions may have precipitated?”
He swallowed, reminded himself that this was not a rhetorical question. “Yes, ma’am. I take full responsibility for my actions.”
She lifted one eyebrow speculatively. “Admirable, Mr. Thompson, but hardly acceptable.”
Maybe this wasn’t going to be as simple as he had hoped.
“Mrs. Colby-Camp, you assigned me to watch Miss Blake,” he offered. “In the course of my assignment I learned certain information that I felt compelled to check out.”
Those dark eyes searched his and, to his surprise, she smiled. “Mr. Thompson, don’t attempt to use your considerable charm on me. Better men have tried.”
He blinked, reevaluated his position and opted to keep his mouth shut until she’d finished whatever she had to say. Clearly, he wasn’t going to talk his way out of this one. At least not today.
“This agency works as a team, Mr. Thompson. We keep each other informed and no one goes off half-cocked. No one. If you discover intelligence that you believe impacts your case you share it with your colleagues, unless, of course, you’re working alone, which you were not.”
He nodded, felt a trickle of sweat slip down his back. “I understand.”
Her analyzing gaze narrowed. “Do you really, Mr. Thompson?”
“Yes, ma’am. I should have called Braddock immediately so that he could assess what steps needed to be taken.”
“Instead,” she countered, “you chose to do this on your own, without proper backing and while ignoring the experience of your assigned colleague.”
He started to offer another excuse, but that wasn’t going to change her opinion.
“The bottom line,” she went on, “is that you were less than satisfied with your assignment so you took it upon yourself to follow the first lead you discovered.”
“Yes, ma’am, that’s exactly what I did.”
“Don’t ever let it happen again, Mr. Thompson, or you will find yourself visiting job fairs again.”
He pushed to his feet, determined to restate his case. “I’m certain Serena is holding back something relevant to Mrs. Landon. I can’t be sure just what, but there’s something more there. I need her to believe I’m in this with her…the whole ‘us against the world’ scenario.”
She pretty much ignored his attempt at an excuse and stated for the record, “Certainly the fact that both her medical file and Ms. Neely’s were missing may suggest a connection, but that alone isn’t conclusive. We have no evidence that Charles Landon has continued his affair with Delia Neely.”
“But you have to admit,” Todd urged, unwilling to give up, “that Delia’s abrupt disappearance and then the missing files is surely a lead that needs to be followed.”
“Anything less would be unacceptable,” she allowed. “But we have protocol, Mr. Thompson. You broke that important boundary. Without it we would not be where we are. Again, I warn you that we won’t permit risks of this nature.”
Victoria pressed her intercom button. “Mildred, send Mr. Braddock back in, please.”
Time for more reprimands. He’d be lucky to get out of this with any of his hide intact.
A. J. Braddock strode into Victoria’s office, his usual military bearing failing to displace the fury he apparently still felt at being left in the dark.
Victoria settled back into her chair and both Todd and Braddock followed her lead. Todd didn’t have to look at his colleague to know he’d made a serious mistake going around him.
“Since you’ve studied this case more in-depth than anyone, A.J., what are your conclusions on how we should proceed?”
“Thank you for asking, Victoria.” The older man shot Todd a pointed glare before laying out his game plan. “If I had to form a final conclusion on Landon at this point, I’d have to say that I don’t have anything that would implicate him. If he’s involved with his wife’s disappearance, he’s keeping it covered exceedingly well.” He flared his hands in a noncommittal expression. “That said, I believe we need to prod our contacts at Chicago P.D. Considering the fact that Neely and both women’s medical records are missing, our friends in blue may have details they don’t realize are relevant.”
Todd jumped in with both feet at the man’s first hesitation. “Anything they discover regarding Wright’s murder could be useful, as well.”
Braddock acknowledged Todd’s suggestion with a curt nod. “Any way we can shake that tree could prove useful to our case.”
Never one to wait to be asked, Todd forged ahead with that line of thinking. “As I told you earlier,” he reminded, “I believe that Serena Blake is keeping secrets pertinent to her relationship with Molly Landon. I think I can handle getting that information, but what I need is more information on her background as well as Molly Landon’s.”
“The background profile we provided,” Victoria countered, “is as thorough as can be gotten on her life since the age of eighteen.”
“That’s my point,” Todd explained. “I have a feeling this goes back further than that. I need to know more than the fact that she was adopted by the Blakes and handed her future on a silver platter. The same goes for the missing woman.”
Victoria shifted her attention from him to Braddock. “How do you feel about this, A.J.? He is closer to Miss Blake than you—shall we loosen the reins to a degree?”
Braddock assessed Todd for a moment. An intimidation maneuver. The man already knew his answer before he bothered with the arrogant perusal.
“Only if he keeps me apprised of his every move,” he qualified. “I’ll stay on Landon and attempt to open up the communication lines a little more deeply with Chicago P.D.”
“Excellent.” Victoria appeared pleased, but that pleasant expression waned when she fixed her full attention back on Todd. “Bear in mind, Mr. Thompson, that Miss Blake is our client. I will not have you taking your persuasion tactics too far.”
“I understand, ma’am.”
“If Molly Landon is still alive, we must do everything we can to find her alive, but unnecessary collateral damage is unacceptable, Mr. Thompson. Don’t forget that, not even for a moment.”
With that warning ringing in his ears, Todd left Victoria’s office. He had his reprieve. Another chance to prove himself.
And the opportunity to break this case.
“What did you find out?”
Serena had jumped to her feet the instant he exited Victoria’s office.
The anticipation in her expression made him wish he had news of her friend’s whereabouts. How could she look so damned innocent when he was certain she was keeping secrets from him?
He produced a smile for Mildred Parker. He already knew that this was one lady on whose good side he needed to stay. Then he took Serena by the arm and guided her toward reception and the elevators. He stabbed the call button and waited impatiently for an elevator to arrive.
“Where are we going?”
A chime announced the elevator’s arrival and the doors instantly opened. New recruits Gabrielle Hanson and Michelle Robb breezed into the lobby. Todd smiled, his instincts immediately going on alert. Although they had all been hired as equals, he couldn’t help considering these two women his immediate competition. Michelle said hello to Serena, then to Todd, but Gabrielle didn’t bother. She rushed through the lobby, far too focused on her destination to bother with Todd or his guest. In his opinion, she was the one to watch. He considered the time, way past business hours. What were they doing here at this hour anyway? Research? Or an after-hours class on what not to do, using him as an example.
When they’d boarded the elevator and the doors had slid closed, Todd shifted back to the business at hand and considered what his next move should be. He and Serena needed to talk further. Whatever she was holding back could make the difference between cracking this case and wishful thinking. All he had to do was convince her to come clean with him. For that, having the home-field advantage wouldn’t hurt.
“My place.” He didn’t make eye contact, already knew what he’d see there.
“Why are we going back to your place? I want to go home. I need to check my messages.”
Dropping by her place wouldn’t be a bad idea. If she and Molly Landon were that close, she could attempt to call her if the opportunity presented itself. That was an extreme reach but not outside the bounds of plausibility.
“We’ll check your messages and then we’ll go to my place,” he offered.
“I’m not sure you understand, Mr. Thompson,” she snapped. “You work for me, remember?”
He grappled for patience. Now why did she have to go and bring that up again? What did she want him to say? How could he do his job with her bossing him around?
“Yes, ma’am, I remember.”
Serena resisted the urge to grind her teeth. Why was it every time she got angry with his highhandedness he pulled out that Southern charm?
She refused to look at him. She knew all too well what would happen. Getting caught up in his gorgeous exterior would only undermine her determination.
Work was on her agenda for tomorrow. She needed to be in her own home. A long, hot bath and clean clothes. She needed to unwind. To put the day’s horrifying events behind her.
Molly’s doctor was dead.
Serena shuddered.
Delia Neely was missing.
There had to be a connection. As certain as Serena had been that maybe Molly’s disappearance was somehow related to Landon’s work, that might not be the case.
She thought back to the few times she’d met Delia Neely. Could she be capable of kidnapping an expectant mother, or worse?
It seemed so unbelievable.
A new wave of fury washed over her. But even if Delia was responsible for all of this, that didn’t let Charles Landon off the hook. He should never have cheated on his wife. If he’d kept his pants on, maybe this wouldn’t have happened.
The elevator glided to a stop at the first-floor lobby level and Serena exited, Todd Thompson at her side. Security checked them off the after-hours log and Todd ushered her to his car. Her car was still back at the lab. She’d have no choice but to accept a ride to work from him tomorrow morning.
She leaned her head back against the headrest and closed her eyes. Sleep would help, but first she had to have that bath. The hot water would help her relax. Tension had been strumming through her for hours. The memory of how he’d held her in that supply room, chastely…almost. Though she’d felt the changes in his body that he couldn’t deny, he never let the moment go beyond that point. He hadn’t taken advantage of her moment of weakness. She appreciated that.
More than she should, maybe.
She didn’t open her eyes again until he’d parked next to the curb in front of her town house. She hadn’t left on any lights so the place looked dark as pitch. But she was glad to be here. Finally.
There were questions she wanted to ask but those would have to wait. Right now she needed some distance. A chance to catch her breath and shake off some of the silly notions loitering in her head.
Todd Thompson had a job to do. He was no fairy-tale romance hero. When the Colby Agency had done all it could to help her learn what had happened to Molly, he’d be out of her life. She couldn’t let this get personal, had to maintain her perspective.
She dug in her purse for her keys as they climbed the steps to her door.
“Stay behind me.”
Her head came up at his barked order. What on earth…
He pushed the door inward.
Her door was unlocked?
There was suddenly a gun in his hand.
He carried a gun?
She told herself not to be surprised. It wasn’t unusual for private investigators to carry weapons…was it?
He stopped abruptly and she bumped into his broad back. When he continued to stand there without saying anything, she presumed that he was listening. She did the same.
Did he suspect whoever had broken into her house was still here?
Her heart thumped. She hadn’t thought of that.
He shifted, moved his face close to hers. “Stay right behind me,” he murmured. “I don’t think there’s anyone in here, but I don’t want to take any chances.”
She nodded, then muttered, “Okay,” just in case he hadn’t noticed.
Why would anyone break into her home? She had a TV and a DVD player, but no jewelry or cash. Undoubtedly her thief had left more than a little disappointed. She knew that later she would be angry that her home had been violated. But right now she just wanted to make sure it was safe to stay.
He didn’t turn on the living-room light until they’d moved across the room, near the small hall that connected it to the kitchen. She blinked to adjust to the sudden brightness as the lamps on either side of the sofa illuminated.
“See anything out of place?”
She scanned the room and shook her head. “Looks just the way we left it.” Including the blanket and pillow she’d given him last night, reminding her that he’d slept on her couch not so very long ago.
The kitchen and her office were clear. Thank God. By the time they topped the stairs together, her heart threatened to burst from her chest. The last place a person looked was always the place where trouble waited…at least in the movies.
She grabbed him by the shirt when he would have moved toward the guest bedroom. “Maybe we should call the police.”
“Shh.”
When he’d checked the guest room he turned on the light in the hall. “So far so good.”
Enough. She couldn’t stand the anticipation. She was ready for that bath and bed. Alone.
She stormed past him and flung open the door to her bedroom, simultaneously clicking on the overhead light.
It took several seconds for her mind to assimilate what her eyes saw.
Unlike the rest of the house, which was exactly as she’d left it that morning, her bedroom had been…ransacked. Totally destroyed.
“Oh, my.”
He pushed past her and checked the closet then under the bed. When he stopped in the middle of the chaos, she felt her knees go abruptly weak.
Who would do this?
Wouldn’t a thief have wanted to look for anything worth taking downstairs, as well?
“Whoa, there.”
She hadn’t realized she’d swayed until she felt his arms around her.
“Take a breath,” he prompted. “It’ll be okay. May not be as bad as it looks.”
No, she thought, it was worse.
Someone had come into her home…touched her things.
He led her to her bed and ushered her onto the edge. “Stay right here while I check outside.”
If he’d expected a response, he didn’t get one. She couldn’t manage verbal skills during the time it took for her eyes to take in the full extent of the situation.
Dresser and bureau drawers had been dragged out and their contents dumped. Her jewelry box, full of costume jewelry, sat upside down. Her closet looked as if it had exploded into the room.
She had to do something. She couldn’t just sit here.
Summoning her courage, she pushed to her feet and started the insurmountable task of sorting through her belongings.
Putting things back into their proper place would be rather pointless if it wasn’t for the need to determine if anything was missing. Maybe she should bag it all up and drag it down to the laundry room.
How could she wear anything a stranger had touched without laundering it first?
She couldn’t.
“Let me help you.”
Todd had returned. She didn’t ask if he’d found anything. He’d likely tell her if he had. Right now she just wanted to make sure her stuff was all here.
He knelt next to her and helped her put the drawers back into place and then her things. She should have been embarrassed that he got a good look at her lingerie but she didn’t have the emotion to spare right now.
When she could walk around the room without stepping on something, she felt a little better.
They tackled the closet next. She straightened her clothes on their hangers, then he hung them up. His help made things go a lot more quickly. Even though she didn’t say so, she appreciated his being here.
“Missing anything?”
She shoved a handful of hair behind her ear and tried to think. Unless some article of clothing she couldn’t readily think of was missing, all appeared to be here.
That made the whole situation even more bizarre than it already was. Who would care what kind of panties she wore?
“I don’t think so.”
“How about we walk through downstairs again just to be sure.”
And then she knew.
Fear grabbed hold of her heart and squeezed like a vise.
The box.
She went through her room again. Checked the drawers, the closet, under the bed.
It wasn’t here.
Panic welled inside her so fast she couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t think. Why would anyone take that box?
“Serena, what did they take?”
She stared up at him. Uncertain she could explain. “The only connection I had to my past.”
The box. An old shoe box she’d decorated as a child. Inside it was the only picture she’d had of her and her sister before. She’d been maybe two, dressed in nothing but a diaper. Molly had been about four. She wore a little ruffled pink dress. At first glance one would have thought they were two perfectly normal children. But upon closer inspection you would see the marks on Serena’s legs and the sad, tattered state of Molly’s dress.
But it was all Serena had from that time.
A few other items from her childhood had been inside. The only four-leaf clover she’d ever found and the cutout yearbook picture of the first boy she’d ever had a crush on. He hadn’t known she existed, but she’d loved him desperately. The pink ribbon her father, the only father she’d ever known, Howard Blake, had tied in her hair for the father-daughter dance her sophomore year of high school. Serena had never worn a ribbon in her hair in her entire life. She’d started to argue but when she’d seen the emotion in his eyes, she couldn’t say no.
Who would take those things?
“Come here.”
Before she could comprehend his intent he’d taken her into his arms the same way he had in that dark supply room. The move confused her at first and then she realized she was crying.
She never cried so much.
As a kid she’d lost count of the number of times she’d cried before realizing that the tears never got her anywhere; then she’d stopped being so vulnerable. What was the point?
The emotional bouts she’d experienced the past few days were so unlike her…so difficult to endure.
She closed her eyes and inhaled deeply. Let herself sag against him. She felt so tired. So damned exhausted.
Nothing made sense anymore.
Charles Landon was suddenly acting like a caring husband.
Delia Neely had disappeared.
The missing files…
What did it all mean?
Surely none of that had anything to do with the sentimental mementos someone had taken from her house.
He pulled back far enough to look into her eyes. “Would you like coffee? Tea?”
She took a step back. She had to pull herself together again. She felt like Humpty Dumpty, in too many pieces this time to put back together.
“I just want a long, hot bath.” She tried to smile but couldn’t manage the feat. “I’ll be fine. It wasn’t…important. Just sentimental value.” The idea that she’d lost the only picture of her and her sister together as children ripped at her heart.
He wiped a tear from her cheek and managed a smile that should have taken her breath. She really was in shock. “You take your time with the bath,” he said softly. “I’ll see what I can find in the kitchen for dinner.”
She didn’t remember saying yes, but he walked away so she must have.
When he’d closed the door, she searched her room again.
The box wasn’t here.
She couldn’t think about it anymore.
While the tub filled she rounded up her favorite pj’s and clean underwear. She groaned as she considered that whoever had riffled through her drawers had just as likely touched this pair of underwear as not. She didn’t care.
She was too tired.
After adding a few drops of bubble bath, she stripped off her clothes and slid into the deep, welcoming water. Heavenly.
She closed her eyes and relaxed, let the water do its work.
No one knew about the box or the picture.
No one but Molly.
Had she told her husband?
Had he told his lover?
Why in the world would anyone take that box?
It just didn’t make sense.
Would it do any good for the police to search her home for strange fingerprints?
Would they even come, considering nothing of monetary value was missing?
She couldn’t worry about that. What she had to do was to go downstairs and get some answers from Todd. He hadn’t told her what had come out of the meeting with Victoria. Or what he thought they should do next.
It seemed as though she had more unanswered questions now than before she’d hired the Colby Agency.
If he was keeping anything from her…
There was only one way to find out: demand answers.
She rushed through the bathing ritual, dragged on her pj’s and ran a brush through her damp hair.
Whatever Victoria had told him, Serena had a right to know. They needed to strategize about their next move.
Renewed bravado propping her emotions, she jerked the bathroom door open and marched out with the intention of going downstairs and demanding a powwow.
But that wouldn’t be necessary. At least not the part about going downstairs.
Her on-again-off-again hero stood next to her bed with a tray in his hands. Whatever he’d thrown together for dinner, he’d brought it to her.
“I found vegetable soup. Hope that’s okay.”
He sat the tray, with its steaming bowl of soup, crackers, glass of milk and what looked like hot cocoa, on her bedside table.
“Let me know if I can get you anything else.”
And then he strode back to the door, hesitated only long enough to say, “Good night,” and was gone.
She just stood there, uncertain what to say or to do.
The tempting aroma of the soup finally penetrated her haze of confusion and she realized exactly what she had to do.
Eat. Get some sleep. And then, in the morning, when she was refreshed and rested, demand some answers.
In that order.
With her luck, it would never be that simple.
She would dream.
About him.
This plan to seek help from a professional had seemed so simple at first.
How had it gotten so complicated?



Chapter Eleven
Serena dropped her purse to the floor to keep her fingers from twisting repeatedly in the strap.
There was no reason for her to be so nervous.
She glanced around the studio apartment once more. It was just an apartment, not a lair. And yet, it felt exactly like that.
She’d overslept this morning so she’d had to rush to get ready in time to have that conversation with Todd she’d promised herself. To her utter dismay he’d insisted that the talk would have to wait until after they’d stopped by his place. Not that she could deny him a shower and a change of clothes, but it felt as if he were putting off her questions.
Maybe she’d imagined that part, but she wanted answers, and he’d didn’t appear in any hurry to give them to her.
She couldn’t sit here a second longer.
Pushing up from her chair, she decided she’d be nosy. Why not? He’d certainly had a good look at her most private items. The memory of her undergarments tossed all around her room made her cringe.
And then she remembered the one thing the thief had taken. A wistful feeling went through her as her missing memory box bobbed to the surface of her scattered thoughts. She just couldn’t imagine why anyone would take it.
Forcing her attention away from those painful feelings, she prowled along the bookcases lining part of the far wall. Lots of volumes on forensics and criminology. And literally dozens on psychology and the human psyche.
“Interesting.” No wonder it felt as if he could read her every thought. If he’d read half these books, he probably could.
His desk was cluttered, as before, not that he’d been here to tidy it. He’d scribbled notes on two different pads. His penmanship was better than she’d expected. None of the notes he’d taken applied to her so she stopped reading. A coffee mug sporting the University of Alabama logo held pencils and pens. Definitely a Southern boy. She’d known the slight drawl was more than his attempt at cranking up the charm.
There was only one photograph. A small framed snapshot of Todd and an older couple. Considering the resemblance between him and the other man, she would guess these were his parents. She doubted the picture had been taken very long ago since Todd looked exactly as he did now. His hair seemed about the same length. She was pretty sure she recognized the shirt. Maybe he’d visited home recently.
Serena laughed at herself. She was definitely paying too much attention to this man.
The bathroom door opened and she quickly, guiltily, set the photograph back where she’d found it and turned to face her host. Her jaw practically hit the floor when he waltzed out of the bathroom wearing nothing but a towel. Water dripped from his wet hair and slid down his chest and back.
She should look away or say something to remind him that she was here, but she couldn’t move…definitely couldn’t speak.
He padded over to the bed and grabbed the clothes he’d selected. She could only imagine that he’d forgotten to take them into the bathroom with him. Otherwise he wouldn’t be traipsing around in front of her half…half naked.
When he straightened and would have turned back to the bathroom, two things happened. He noticed she was standing there gawking at him and his towel sank even lower on his lean hips.
Her gaze should have been locked with his, but it wasn’t. Her full attention had taken the same route as the towel.
“Sorry, left my clothes out here.”
With monumental effort, her gaze made the journey upward…over a ribbed abdomen and a sculpted chest, both gleaming with beaded water. An appealing sprinkle of body hair disrupted the incredible landscape of sleek skin stretched tautly over well-defined muscle.
“Five minutes and I’ll be ready.”
Finally her gaze collided with his and the full impact of her humiliation dawned on her. She’d spent no less than half a minute visually examining his torso. Judging by the expression on his face, she couldn’t be sure if he was surprised or annoyed or…possibly intrigued.
Somehow she managed an up-and-down motion of her head. He held her gaze a beat or two longer before he pivoted and strode back into the bathroom.
She blinked, told herself to snap out of the trance she’d clearly slipped into.
She was an idiot. She knew and now so did he.
Maybe they didn’t need to talk. Definitely not here. Neutral territory would be much safer. Her office. Anywhere but here. The whole place reeked of him. She could smell the soap he’d used and the shampoo clear across the room.
Keeping her attention on simple things, such as the plaid sofa instead of the rumpled bed, she resumed her seat in one of the matching upholstered chairs.
The roar of the hair-dryer signaled he would be ready soon. Or she hoped it did. She rounded up her purse and clutched it in her lap.
A strange vibrating sound made her jump. She caught her breath and mentally grappled to identify the noise. Another pulsating throb tugged her gaze toward the dinette table. His cell phone scooted around on the Formica top as it buzzed again. With the hair-dryer still going, there was no way he could hear it.
Should she answer it?
No. Probably not. If it was the Colby Agency, a message would be left. If the caller was his girlfriend, Serena didn’t want to know.
How dumb was that?
After four rattling buzzes, the phone fell silent once more. So did the hair-dryer. She sat stone-still and waited for him to emerge. This time he would be wearing clothes. Jeans, like he always wore, with a khaki-colored shirt this time. Same leather jacket and sneakers. She hadn’t noticed until this morning that he wore sneakers. Not just any old sneakers, either, the big-name running shoes promoted by major athletes. Navy and black. Maybe the dark color was why she hadn’t noticed.
Her head spun and she closed her eyes to regain her bearings. She should have had breakfast this morning. She hadn’t had time, or she’d thought she hadn’t.
The bathroom door opened and her gaze swung in that direction.
“How about some breakfast?” He patted his stomach. “I’m starved.”
She glanced at the time on the digital readout of his cable television receiver. There was still time, she supposed. Her stomach rumbled. She could eat. If he cooked she could question him about the meeting at the Colby Agency and his conclusions on where they should go from here.
Setting her purse aside, she got up so as to put them on even ground. “You cook, I’ll ask the questions.”
One side of his mouth quirked as if a grin had tried to make an appearance. “No problem. I’m pretty good at multitasking.”
He forked his fingers through his hair, pushing it away from his face. The move called her attention there and she noticed that he’d shaved.
“Toast and scrambled eggs okay with you?”
“Sure.”
When he’d gotten the process started, she asked, “What did you learn at the meeting last night? What were the conclusions reached?”
He looked thoughtful as he broke half a dozen eggs into the sizzling skillet. The man hadn’t been kidding when he’d said he was starved.
“Landon is still the number one suspect,” he said when he’d added a little milk, salt and pepper and started to stir the concoction. “But Delia Neely just moved into a tie with him.” He looked directly at Serena then. “Are you certain there isn’t more you can tell me about her? Molly didn’t talk about her at all?”
She didn’t have to think. “No and no. What little I know, I heard by way of rumors. Molly never mentioned his affairs. I just assumed she knew because I would see the look in her eyes whenever she talked about him coming home late or going out of town on business. And she always got this distant look in her eyes, like she knew. Between that and the vague warning she’d given when we first met, I’m pretty sure she knew more than she talked about.” Serena let the memories filter through her thoughts. “It was as if she had resigned herself to her fate of being a wife whose husband fooled around.”
Todd deposited two slices of bread into the toaster. “Braddock’s going to look into Delia’s past a little more deeply. Maybe he can locate some next of kin.”
It could have been Braddock who called a few minutes ago. “Your cell phone vibrated while you were…getting ready. I didn’t answer it.”
He scraped the eggs onto two plates. The piles were enormous. As he set the pan aside, the two slices of nicely toasted bread popped up. He placed them on one plate, then added two more to the toaster before taking the three steps necessary to reach the table to check his phone.
“Braddock.” He glanced at her. “I should call him back.”
She nodded. If the food got cold, it would just have to get cold. If there was news on Molly’s case…
She mentally crossed her fingers and waited while he made the call. He made several one-word comments—yes, no and uh-huh—then ended the call.
He shoved the phone into the pocket of his jeans then went to the refrigerator for the orange juice. Her nerves jangled as she waited, but he knew she was waiting so she refused to ask. Damn him. He enjoyed being in control far too much.
As he filled two glasses he said, “Braddock nudged the agency’s contacts at Chicago P.D. to see if they had anything new and if any mention of Wright’s murder came into play. He got nothing.” Todd set the juice aside and leveled his gaze on hers. “The routine background search found no next of kin on Delia. No recent activity on any of her accounts, bank or credit card. She appears to have dropped off the planet. But he’ll keep digging.”
“Has he learned anything from Dr. Landon yet?” Part of her still wanted to tie the whole situation to his work. The stem-cell frontier was so controversial. The race to learn what secrets the research held was ruthless. Achieving that funding was of extreme importance to Landon.
Todd carried the two plates to the table. She followed with the glasses of juice.
“Nothing,” he said when they’d both taken their seats. “Every avenue he’s discussed relative to his work has been both legal and widely accepted. He fully expects the private funding will be sufficient to accomplish all of Milestone’s goals. He’s certain he’ll be one of the major pioneers.”
And he would be, if all went as planned.
But none of that explained why his wife had abruptly gone missing. Or one of his former lovers.
“I want to believe him,” Serena admitted as she picked at her eggs. “I want him to be the kind of husband Molly went on so about. I want this to have nothing to do with their marriage or the baby.” Her eyes sought and found his. “But at the same time, for Molly’s benefit, it needs to be about him. Otherwise, there’s no reason why a ransom demand hasn’t come. That scenario leaves only one conclusion, that Molly is dead, and I’m not ready to accept that.”
“You’re that certain she didn’t just leave.”
Serena nibbled her toast then washed it down with the orange juice. How could she make him see that the idea was both ludicrous and impossible? Molly would have done anything to keep her family together. That family unit was the most important thing in the world to her. There was absolutely no way she would do anything to damage it in any way. But she wasn’t sure she could properly relay that certainty without telling him how she knew.
She and Molly were sisters. Serena knew.
Why didn’t she just tell him?
Serena stared at her plate. Because Molly had begged her never to tell anyone. She was so afraid the truth would change how Charles Landon looked at her. She couldn’t bear the idea of him seeing her as anyone other than the girl who’d grown up with a wealthy family…the perfect upbringing.
Serena carefully placed her fork on the edge of her plate and looked directly at Todd before answering. She let him see what she wanted him to see, sheer determination, absolute certainty. “There is no way she would have left. She loved him too much. Her marriage and the family they were creating were all that mattered to her. Everything else was secondary, even the affairs. She would never, ever leave him. Her whole life revolved around him and that baby.”
He didn’t let her off that easily. “How can you be so certain? You’ve only known her a little over a year. Maybe she didn’t let you see the truth. How can you be sure she didn’t lie to you? After all, Landon is your boss. Perhaps image was more important to her than you realized.”
Anger flared before she could stop it. “She wouldn’t lie to me. She did not leave her husband. No way. Not under any circumstances.”
“All right. I get it.”
His sudden about-face startled her. In an effort to cover her surprise, she scooped up a forkful of eggs and crammed them into her mouth.
“Let’s go with your theory. Molly was taken against her will and is being held, or worse.”
Serena’s throat tightened and the eggs barely went down.
“Maybe Landon wanted to get rid of her, which seems out of character if he wanted the baby she was carrying,” Todd offered.
“The only thing he loves more than his wife is his work,” Serena countered.
“So if she had learned something or somehow was poised to injure his professional career, he may have wanted her out of the way.”
“Right. I’m nearly certain that would be the only way.”
“You do realize,” Todd said, “that if that turns out to be the case, Molly and her baby are likely already dead.”
Serena looked away, couldn’t bear to maintain eye contact. He was right, she knew that. “And if that’s the case,” she said just as pointedly, her gaze going back to his, “I want him to pay.”
“Then there’s Delia Neely,” Todd suggested. “She had or was having an affair with Landon. The only thing that stood in her way of having him all to herself was his wife and unborn child. That she abruptly dropped out of sight six months ago is suspicious in and of itself. But that doesn’t mean she was planning a way to get rid of Molly.”
“But she could have,” Serena countered. Anticipation zinged her. That scenario suddenly felt like the most logical. It wasn’t that she hadn’t considered the possibility before, but she hadn’t had enough details to give it credence.
“But what about Arthur Miles?” She hadn’t really pondered his possible involvement. “Could he have done this to get back at Landon for gaining control? For hogging the limelight?”
“It’s possible,” Todd agreed. “We looked at that aspect when we reviewed your case, but it seems unlikely since the takeover move happened more than two years ago. Why wait this long for vengeance? Plus,” he added, “Landon is spearheading this funding drive. Miles needs him to ensure Milestone Labs stays at the forefront of this research.”
Serena supposed he was right. “What do we do now?”
“Since Braddock is on top of Landon,” he considered out loud, “why don’t we focus on Delia?”
A surge of hope sent renewed anticipation through her veins. “I think that’s an excellent idea.”
“Eat up,” he encouraged. “We have our work cut out for us.”
 
TODD ACCOMPANIED SERENA to her office. He had no choice but to hang out there while she attended a morning briefing. He hadn’t seen Braddock around. Landon had likely warned him that his morning would be occupied with meetings and Braddock should come in later.
Considering Delia Neely’s known bank account had been inactive for six months, there had to be one that hadn’t been discovered as yet. All they had to do was find it. Assuming she was alive.
Keith Devers in the research group at the Colby Agency was on top of that, but there was something Todd could do. It would be very useful if he could prove whether or not Milestone Laboratories was still in any way involved with her. It was a stretch since her employment had ended six months ago, but he had to check it out. So far Braddock hadn’t found any ongoing connection between Landon and Delia.
But to do any looking here, Todd needed Serena.
Speak of the devil: she walked in.
“He got the funding.” Her eyes looked wide with uncertainty or something on that order. “More than he’d asked for. He’s ecstatic.”
“That’s good, right?” If Todd had Landon pegged right, getting the funding he wanted took the pressure off. And besides his affairs, was the only possible motivation for wanting rid of his wife.
Serena dropped onto the edge of her desk. “It changes everything, in my opinion.” She shook her head. “If you’d only seen him. He was like a kid at Christmas.” She choked out a laugh. “He even pulled me aside after the meeting and told me that he was thrilled. That the only thing missing now was Molly and the baby.”
Now there was a guy with some extreme confidence or who was seriously not guilty.
“I have a plan.”
Todd still wasn’t sure how well this plan would work out, but considering what she’d just told him, it was about their only available lead right now. Her expectant expression made him ache to find some answers for her. The memory of how she’d looked at him this morning made him want to take her into his arms again. But he couldn’t do that. He was supposed to be watching her…in case she was involved in Molly Landon’s disappearance. But he knew better. This woman was innocent. In far more ways than he cared to consider.
“Is there any way to get into Milestone’s accounting system to see if any payments have gone out to Delia Neely since her abrupt departure?”
Serena regarded his question with no small measure of skepticism. There was no way to get into the accounting system without proper clearance…unless…
“Maybe.” She moistened her lips and asked herself if she could really do this. “Arthur’s nephew, Nolan, is a hacker of sorts. He might be able to get in.”
“A hacker?”
She nodded. “That’s why he got thrown out of college. He changed his grades and a number of other students’. For a price,” she added.
“What’s he going to want in return?”
Serena couldn’t tell if Todd was curious or if the idea ticked him off. Strange. “I don’t know. He’s always asking me out. A date maybe?”
The little rhythmic flexing and contracting that started in his tense jaw sent a flutter through her chest. Was he jealous? Or just being protective?
“See what you can get from him. I’ll touch base with Braddock to see when he’s coming in. Maybe he’ll have some new information. You have your cell phone?”
She patted her lab coat pocket. “Yes.”
“Call me the second you have something. I’ll be here somewhere.”
Now to find Nolan.
After asking around on two floors, Serena located him in the third-floor lounge.
“Hey, Nolan.”
He looked up from his crossword puzzle. “I was just on my way to your floor.”
His cart of undelivered mail sat next to the table.
“That’s okay. I wasn’t looking for my mail.”
His face perked up. “Are we having lunch again?”
Okay, she had to do this right, had to make the effort worth the trouble for him.
“Actually.” She eased down into the chair opposite him. “I was hoping we could go see that new movie we talked about the other day.” She shrugged nonchalantly. “We could do dinner, as well, if you’d like.”
That he practically drooled made her feel uneasy on one level but inordinately satisfied on another.
“Just name the time. I’m available whenever you say the word.”
Guilt abruptly nagged at her. Leading him on this way was not a very nice thing to do. But she was desperate.
“How about Friday night?” If he helped her out, she would go out with him no matter what.
“You’re on.” He shoved the last bite of a doughnut into his mouth. “I’ll pick you up at six. We’ll do the movie first. That okay?” he said between attempts to chew.
She nodded. “Sounds fine.”
He suddenly leaned forward. “I guess you heard the news about Landon’s funding?”
“Yes. That’s amazing, don’t you think?”
He looked less than impressed. “I’m not sure my uncle is so happy. He wanted to make that goal first.”
Competition. Even in medical research, that was the name of the game.
“Do you ever hear anything from Delia Neely?” Even she felt taken aback by the sudden change in subject. But she had to get where she needed to be somehow and time was her enemy.
He looked confused but the confusion quickly morphed into a knowing expression. “I heard she still had a thing for Landon when she left.”
“I heard the same thing,” Serena fibbed. “I wonder why she left.”
“My uncle says Landon fired her without actually firing her,” he said with a quotation gesture, “to make his wife happy. Ironic that he ended up losing them both.”
Serena let his last comment pass without argument. She needed him to believe he was the one in the know on the subject.
“Yeah, ironic,” she agreed dutifully. Her gaze narrowed and she leaned across the table as he had earlier. “Do you think she’s blackmailing him? Delia, I mean. What if he’s still paying her even though she no longer works here?”
The light of excitement lit in his eyes. “My uncle would stroke out!”
She reclined in her chair once more. “Too bad we can’t find out. Arthur might be very pleased with us if we uncovered some dirt.” She made a scoffing sound. “I don’t know about you, but I could use a promotion.”
He rubbed his hand over his mouth, his expression distant. She prayed she hadn’t said too much.
“There might be a way.”
Adrenaline shot through her. “Really? How?”
He looked smug. “I’ve tapped into various systems around here before. In fact, I checked my salary against some of the other clerks—”
That he abruptly stopped talking told her he’d admitted more than he’d wanted to. “I wonder about mine,” she said under her breath.
He relaxed. “Don’t sweat it. You’re doing way better than the other assistants.”
A feeling of pride welled inside her. But she didn’t have time for dwelling on the news. “Can you…I mean…would you want to check out the deal on Delia? I’m dying to know.”
A grin split his face. “Why not? A little leverage is a good thing. We might need it sometime. Or sooner.”
Less than ten minutes later they were huddled in Nolan’s cramped cubicle in the mail room. Serena fisted her fingers to keep them still. She’d tugged at her skirt until she felt certain he’d noticed. For some stupid reason she’d picked the shortest one she owned this morning. Not that it was actually short by most standards, but it hit three inches above her knee, which was short for her. She’d even forgone her usual button-up blouse this morning and opted for a more feminine-looking sweater in a mint green that complemented her deeper green skirt nicely.
Not once in her life had she given what she wore that much thought. And he hadn’t even noticed.
Todd, she meant.
Although she’d memorized most of his body, he’d barely glanced at her.
“Here we go.”
Nolan dragged her attention back to the task at hand. He’d entered the accounting system and was now searching for, by way of Delia’s social security number, when her last payment had gone out.
She shifted, more from the numbness setting in than her nervousness. Nolan had offered his chair but she’d declined. He would need it for doing what he was doing. So he’d turned his trash can upside down and presented it as a second seat. Her bottom wasn’t handling the lack of cushioning too well.
“Aha.”
Her gaze zeroed in on the results of his latest search.
“Oh, my God.”
Once a month, a sum larger than Serena’s monthly salary was processed to Delia Neely’s social security number. How could he do that?
“Bastard,” she muttered.
“Damn,” Nolan breathed. “He is paying her. With Milestone funds. This is a new account number, too. See.” He pointed to the screen. “These payments were initiated just six months ago.”
Serena snapped out of her haze of fury. She had to be certain. “Is there a way to verify who authorized the payments?”
“Sure.” His fingers flew over the keys. “Right there.”
The series of numbers didn’t mean anything to her. In fact, numbers was all the screen contained. The routing number for the bank and the account number. Another series of digits representing authorization. She should be writing this down. But how? She glanced at Nolan. His mouth hung open in something akin to astonishment.
“What’s wrong?”
“This isn’t possible.”
She looked from him to the screen and back. “What isn’t possible?”
He moved his head side to side. “This…this authorization number is my uncle’s.”
“What?” A surge of shock or disbelief pushed aside all other thought.
He tapped the screen above the authorization code. “Those numbers mean my uncle authorized these payments.”
“But…that can’t be…” Serena stared at the numbers, wished she had a photographic memory.
“Nolan!”
Both of them jumped at the sound of his name being shouted from the other side of the mail room.
Serena knew that voice.
“It’s my uncle.” Nolan swore.
She nodded. “What do we do?” She needed those numbers.
“Let me back out of this system.”
She had to do something. “Wait. Let me write this down…in case…we can’t find it again.”
He blinked but seemed to accept her explanation.
“Hurry!” he muttered.
She quickly wrote down the routing and account numbers and shoved the slip of paper into her pocket. She didn’t bother with the authorization number. “Got it.”
A few more flicks of the keys and the screen faded to his log-in page.
“Nolan! Where the hell are you?”
Arthur Miles was almost to the cubicle now….
“Damn,” Nolan muttered.
Arthur would know they were up to something.
“Nolan,” she said, uncertain she could do the only thing she felt might work.
He turned to her, worry scrunching his face. “Yeah?”
She licked her lips. “Kiss me.”
Realization dawned in his expression. He grabbed her face with both hands and pulled her mouth to his. She refused to part her lips but that didn’t keep him from kissing her hard, from delving his fingers into her hair.
“Nolan! What—”
They jumped apart. Serena’s face went beet red all on its own.
“Good Lord.” Arthur Miles, the single largest investor in Milestone Labs aside from Charles Landon, took a step back. “I apologize for the intrusion.”
Nolan stood. “It’s okay, Uncle Artie. Did you need something?”
Serena got to her feet, swayed slightly, tried to find a way to wipe her lips without either of the men noticing.
“I…” Arthur glanced at Serena but quickly shifted his attention back to his nephew. “Your aunt insists you come to dinner on Sunday night.” He cleared his throat. “You may invite Miss Blake if you’d like.”
“Cool.” Nolan looked like the winner of the latest bachelorette competition. “You good with that?”
She managed a shaky nod.
The cell phone in Serena’s pocket vibrated. “I should get back to my office. Dr. Landon may be looking for me.”
Knowing she had to keep up the act, she stood on tiptoes and kissed Nolan on the cheek. “See you later.” She smiled for Dr. Miles as he stepped aside.
Serena forced herself to walk, not run, to the elevator. Her phone kept vibrating but she couldn’t answer it until she was back at her office.
In the elevator she wiped her mouth on her sleeve and shuddered. Nothing against Nolan, but he definitely wasn’t her type. That she hadn’t been kissed in ages only made the idea that her latest had come from him more depressing.
When the elevator stopped on her floor she hurried to her office, keeping her eyes straight ahead so no one would waylay her. She swiped her badge and pushed into her office.
Thank God.
“Where the hell have you been?”
Todd stood in front of her desk, his hands balled into fists at his sides.
“I—” Irritation kindled. “What’s wrong with you?”
He reined in the anger in his eyes, but just barely. What the hell had happened?
“Molly Landon’s father was found dead in his bed at the nursing home this morning. The authorities have been called in. Preliminary evidence indicates he was suffocated.”
Denial slammed into her. She wanted to demand to know if he was sure…but that was ridiculous. Of course he was sure. And still what her ears had heard wouldn’t line up with what her heart wanted to believe.
Molly’s father was dead.
Murdered?
Like her doctor.
Dear God, who was next?
“What happened to your hair?”
His question was like a bucket of cold water in her face. “What?” Her hands went automatically to her head. Wisps of hair had fallen from her carefully arranged bun.
The memory of Nolan kissing her, burrowing his fingers in her hair slammed into her next.
“I—I got the information about payments to Delia.”
That answer didn’t appear to be the one he’d wanted.
Before either of them could say anything, the phone on her desk rang.
What now?



Chapter Twelve
Serena stood in the long line of supporters in the spotlight as a press conference focused on Dr. Landon and his funding announcement took place that afternoon at four.
Her smile felt nailed into place. Stiff and insincere. The one thing she could be sure of was that not a single hair on her head was out of place. Even now, humiliation steamed through her. She should have checked her hair before going back into her office. But she’d been too rattled. Almost getting caught by Dr. Miles and then having Todd Thompson call her cell phone looking for her had sent her emotions into a whirlwind.
She’d barely had time to come to terms with the news about Molly’s father when she’d had to come to this press conference. In the intervening time Todd had confirmed that Molly’s father’s death was definitely a murder. Braddock had reached out to his contacts at Chicago P.D. The exact cause of death had been estimated as suffocation but the autopsy hadn’t been completed as yet, so that could change.
Who would want to harm an old man with Alzheimer’s? He rarely had a lucid day at this point. Serena couldn’t help wondering if anyone had told his wife. Though she’d had a stroke three years ago and was unable to communicate, there was a chance she was aware of the goings-on around her. Would telling her be crueler than not telling her at all?
Molly wasn’t here to make that decision.
There wasn’t anyone.
Serena’s gaze drifted to Charles Landon at the podium where he enthusiastically answered questions from the numerous representatives of Chicago’s massive media machine.
How could this have happened? Molly was missing. Her doctor had been murdered and now…her father.
It was too much.
More than a dozen journalists and reporters shouted Landon’s name in an attempt to earn the privilege of asking the next question. The whole scene felt surreal. Serena didn’t want to be here…she wanted to go home and forget this day and last night.
Beyond her own troubling thoughts she heard Landon make his selection for the next question. She didn’t recognize the reporter’s name but his face seemed familiar. Maybe he represented one of the local television channels.
“Dr. Landon, we can all feel your enthusiasm. This is truly a step in the right direction for all of Milestone Laboratories.” A round of applause followed the reporter’s summation.
From the corner of her eye she could see Landon nodding and smiling, his whole face beaming with pride. Molly would want to be here for this. She would be so proud. Whatever made her husband happy, made her happy.
“With that in mind,” the reporter continued, finally getting around to his question, “how do you suppose your wife would feel about this advanced research you’ll be conducting? Was Mrs. Landon a supporter of your work?”
You could have heard a single intake of breath in the ensuing silence if anyone had been breathing.
Serena’s gaze shifted to Dr. Landon. For several seconds she was certain he didn’t intend to respond to the question, but then he did.
“Sir, my wife devoutly supports my work. She is my staunchest supporter, in fact.”
Another round of applause followed Landon’s smooth rebuttal. Serena imagined everyone in the room had taken a deep breath.
Everyone but her. She couldn’t take her eyes off Landon long enough to remember to breathe.
He did love Molly. Whatever his marital crimes, he loved his wife and believed that she was still alive. That was the purpose of emphasizing is when the reporter had specifically used was in his reference to Molly.
She’d been wrong. She took in an unsteady breath. She’d spent all this time certain he was the one…and he couldn’t be. This was the second or third time she’d seen the love for his wife in his eyes.
How could she have been so wrong?
But who then? Who would want to harm Molly?
Delia Neely’s name zipped immediately to the top of the list. But why was Dr. Miles giving her money?
The epiphany came so fast and so furiously that she lost her breath all over again.
Dr. Landon’s success in bringing in the needed funding put him on the forefront of this new frontier. Made him the center of attention. Where did that leave Dr. Miles?
In his colleague’s shadow.
A step behind.
Nolan had said his uncle wasn’t happy about Landon’s achievement. Maybe Todd was wrong. Maybe the need for vengeance had been slowly smoldering.
There was the possibility that Dr. Miles and Delia Neely had conspired together to ruin Dr. Landon. What better way than to use his wife and his unborn child?
Serena’s knees went weak and it was all she could do to stay vertical.
She sought Todd and Mr. Braddock in the crowd. Both men stood at the back of the fray. As soon as this press conference was over, she had to tell Todd what she’d concluded.
It was simple.
If they found Delia Neely, they would find Molly Landon.
Neither Delia nor Dr. Miles was a murderer.
Serena stilled. Felt herself go cold. Could she really be sure of that? Why else would Dr. Miles be giving money to Delia if she wasn’t watching someone for him?
Blackmail money?
Did she know what he had done? Had she threatened to tell?
Serena didn’t have any real evidence. All she had was supposition. Miles could insist that Delia continued to do freelance work for Milestone. And that wasn’t impossible. But there were far too many coincidences for it to sit right with Serena.
Delia and Molly had used the same ob-gyn. Delia had carried on an affair with Molly’s husband. She knew Molly’s schedule. Probably knew everything about her.
Another stab of fear burrowed deep in Serena’s chest.
Did she know about the connection between Serena and Molly? Had she somehow been listening in on their conversations?
That would explain what had happened to the memory box.
It might even explain Dr. Wright’s murder.
But none of it explained away the murder of Molly’s father, a helpless old man who scarcely remembered his own name most days.
Fury replaced the fear and pain Serena felt. She would find the truth. She wouldn’t stop until she did.
 
SERENA DIDN’T TALK as Todd drove her home at five-thirty. The press conference had dragged on more than the allotted time. Then an impromptu celebration had prevented his getting Serena out of there for another hour.
He’d wanted to grab her by the arm and haul her out as soon as she’d come back from her rendezvous with that geek Nolan Fairbanks. She’d gotten the information on Delia Neely, but at what price? Serena had refused to say what had happened. But he could guess. Nolan had taken advantage of the situation. Had stolen a few kisses at the very least.
Dirt bag.
“Are you all right?” he asked as he pulled up alongside the curb in front of her town house.
She didn’t look at him, just stared front and center as if she hadn’t heard him. “No,” she said wearily. “I’m definitely not all right.”
He got out and rounded the hood to open her door. She let him. More uncharacteristic behavior.
Once they were inside, she came to life, threw her purse down on the couch and turned on him. “It’s Arthur Miles. He and Delia did this to Molly.”
Todd held up his hands in a “whoa” gesture. “Let’s not jump to conclusions just yet. We don’t have any evidence that connects either of them to Molly’s disappearance.”
“What about the payments to Delia? Explain that.” She bracketed her hands on her waist and dared him to come up with an answer.
“Delia Neely could be doing outside work for Milestone Labs. You don’t know that she isn’t.”
From her crestfallen expression he knew she couldn’t deny that possibility.
“There are just too many coincidences.” She rubbed her eyes with the heels of her hands. She looked exhausted.
He wanted to reach out to her. To assure her he could make all this go away. But he wasn’t so sure. They didn’t have anything substantial yet.
She had a point, however, about the coincidences. “You’re right.”
The way she looked at him told him those two little words meant a great deal.
“That’s why the Colby Agency is working overtime to trace the account number you gave me. By morning we should have the location of the bank Delia’s using and, if we’re lucky, the locations where she picks up cash. She could be using an ATM anywhere. But there’s a possibility we can pinpoint how and where she’s accessing the money.”
Serena couldn’t believe it. Finally, they were getting somewhere. “Tomorrow morning? We could have some information by then?”
He nodded. “It may take longer, but that’s the goal.”
A sigh of relief went out of her, making her legs want to give way beneath her for about the third time today. She dropped to the sofa and rested her head in her hands. Maybe this would all be over soon. Please, please, she prayed, let us find Molly alive and well. The baby could come anytime. They had to move quickly. No more delays. No more dead ends.
Molly’s poor father. How could Arthur Miles or Delia Neely have hurt him?
It was all too much.
She’d held all those feelings deep inside her all day. But she couldn’t hold them in a second longer. A sigh-sob tore out of her throat in spite of her best efforts to do this quietly.
“Hey.”
She felt the sofa cushion shift and then the weight of Todd’s strong arms going around her. She wanted to lean against him and cry until she’d cried out. But she couldn’t. It would be a mistake. She’d already let him far too close. In a few days he would be gone and she’d be left behind with a broken heart.
No, thanks.
“We’ll figure this out,” he murmured in that velvety voice that was somehow rugged in spite of the soft way the sound moved past his lips.
“I don’t want to talk right now,” she managed to say between wiping her eyes and nose. “I don’t even want to think.”
He pressed his forehead to her temple. “Then we won’t do either.”
She told herself not to look at him. Not to be drawn in by that alluring feel of his breath on her skin. But she just couldn’t help herself.
Her face mere centimeters from his, she held completely still and basked in the sensations crackling between them.
For the first time in her life she wanted to lose herself completely in her own selfish wants and needs. She didn’t want to worry about tomorrow or any repercussions. She just wanted to touch him, to be touched by him.
He turned his head slightly…moved his lips a millimeter closer to hers. Heat roared through her. That tickling feeling deep in her belly made her yearn to close that marginal distance. But she didn’t…she wanted this to last, to drag out the pleasure for as long as possible.
One tiny fraction at a time, his lips moved closer to hers until they just brushed. Her breath caught sharply and she couldn’t bear the exquisite torture any longer.
Her lips parted slightly, issuing an invitation he accepted immediately. His mouth closed over hers and she lost herself in that same instant. The ebb and flow of heat and pleasurable tingles had her leaning closer, wanting her body aligned with his.
She could feel him moving, struggling with his jacket. She pushed it off his shoulders, heard it hit the floor. He leaned her back onto the sofa, let his weight settle down on her, setting her body on fire.
He pushed her skirt up, smoothed his hands over her thighs. She shivered. Moved her legs apart so that he could settle there. The feel of him nestled against her like that had her soaring toward climax. She made sounds of need, desperate moans and groans that seemed to urge him on.
One of his hands went beneath the hem of her sweater, flattened on her rib cage in a manner that was at once protective and possessive.
And then she did that thing she’d wanted to do for days. She plunged her fingers into his hair. Felt the silky strands between her fingers. She let her hands slip down to touch his face. The feel of that five-o’clock stubble on his jaw had her whimpering for something she couldn’t name. She wanted to touch all of him…feel all of him deep inside her.
She wanted to be with him. Share all of herself, all that meant something to her, completely with him.
Gasping for more air, Todd pulled back from her sweet lips. He had to catch his breath, had to slow this down. That she’d let him this close, opened herself to him, made him want to plunge ahead without thought. But he couldn’t do that.
This wasn’t just sex. There was no denying that glaring fact.
Her hips lifted and he felt sure his heart stopped with the rush of sensations that followed. The way she smelled…the way she tasted—he wanted to know all of her. To kiss her until she screamed his name and then he wanted to make love to her until she begged him to stop the delicious torture.
But that wouldn’t be right.
“We should talk about this,” he murmured between frantic gasps. Her mouth looked so full and lush. He desperately wanted to kiss her again…to lose himself completely.
“You’re right,” she said raggedly.
He pushed up to his knees and helped her to scoot up and move out from under him. He sat beside her and took a moment to catch his breath fully.
“I want to make love to you, Serena.” He didn’t want any question about that issue. He turned to look at her, needed her to see his true feelings in his eyes. “But I don’t want this to be a mistake. If you don’t want this the way I do, we should…” He cleared his throat and struggled for the right words. “We should think twice.”
Damn, he almost sounded gallant.
But this wasn’t gallantry. This was fear. For the first time in his life, he was scared to death of making a mistake.
He couldn’t—wouldn’t—risk hurting her.
“You’re right.”
He breathed a little easier then. He wanted her to understand.
“We should…” She seemed to have the same trouble with what she wanted to say. “We should take it slow. Know a little more about each other first.”
Now there was a stellar idea.
Todd ran a hand through his hair, tried to get the memory of how her skin felt out of his mind. Her skirt was still hiked way up her thighs but he tried not to look.
“I haven’t been completely honest with you, Todd.”
The sound of his name on her lips was the first thing to penetrate the fog of lust around his brain. “You called me Todd.”
She smiled shyly and his heart skipped a couple of beats. Then the rest of what she had said bored between his eyes.
“What haven’t you been honest about?” Here it came. A bad, bad feeling swept over him. He’d known she was hiding something from him.
She wet her lips and want twisted in his gut.
“You know I was adopted when I was sixteen.”
He nodded. “There were a lot of bad foster homes before that, right?” Her resigned expression was answer enough. His heart went out to her. Nobody should have to go through that.
“I don’t really remember my biological parents,” she went on. “But I had this picture.” She got quiet for a moment. “It was in the box that was taken the other night. It was the only picture I had from back then.”
He thought of his own happy childhood and he wished he could make the bad memories disappear for her.
She looked away from him then as if she couldn’t bear to let him see what came next. “I wasn’t alone in the picture. I had a sister two years older than me.”
Several ideas collided at once in his mind. A sister two years older. The image of dark hair and eyes formed in his head. Only neither asset belonged to the woman next to him. Yet he’d seen the image before—in a Colby Agency file.
“Molly Landon, right?” he guessed, the realization rattling him.
She nodded. “Molly didn’t want anyone to know. She wanted the world to believe her parents had died and that she’d always had this perfect family. The truth was too awful.”
She didn’t have to explain. He knew something about that awful truth. Her father hadn’t even hung around long enough to have his name on the birth certificate—assuming her mother had even known who the father had been. As if that wasn’t bad enough, her mother had neglected Serena, physically abused her or allowed her boyfriends to. Either way, her baby girl had ended up being taken away from her for a time. When the time was up, Mommy was nowhere to be found. Chances were Molly hadn’t fared any better.
“You should have told me this before.” He closed his eyes and considered the implications. The secret would only make her look guilty. The police would pound this information into the ground. They didn’t have anything else to go on. This news would give them something to grab on to.
She smoothed the hair back from her face. “I couldn’t. I promised her.”
Fury lashed through him before he could stop it. The intensity forced him to his feet. “Dammit, Serena. Don’t you realize that this information could impact how an investigation is carried out? With her adopted father’s murder, this secret could lead to others. Others that could tell us what really happened.”
She blinked, looked as shocked as if he’d slapped her. “I don’t understand.”
“Whoever took her could be someone from her past. Maybe her biological father or someone who knew him or her mother. The bottom line could be the money.”
She shook her head. Pushed up to match his stance. “Wait. There hasn’t been a ransom demand. That can’t be right.”
“Think about it, Serena. They could be waiting for the child to be born to up the stakes.”
The horrified expression on her face told him she hadn’t considered that possibility.
“I knew it. Dammit. What else have you been keeping from me?”
Maybe he shouldn’t have pushed quite that far.
The horror he’d seen in her eyes moments before evolved into outrage.
“Nothing. That’s it.” The outrage abruptly drained from her face and pain took its place. “Oh, God.”
“Look. I didn’t mean that the way it sounded.” Damn. He’d definitely gone too far.
“That’s what this was all about.” She looked at the sofa as if she saw something repugnant. “You seduced me to get me to break my promise.” Her gaze lifted to his. “Get out.”
“No.” He held up his hands to slow the momentum.
“This has nothing to with that.”
She folded her arms over her chest in that gesture he’d come to recognize. “I said get out or I’ll call the Colby Agency and demand a new investigator.”
He couldn’t let that happen. “I’ll…be in my car.”
He hesitated at the door, considered pleading his case from another angle.
But one backward glance told him the effort would be wasted. Unfortunately he’d been here before, a couple of times lately. He was definitely off his game.
“Good night.”
He walked out and the lock tumblers rolled into place the instant the door closed.
“Stellar job, Thompson.”
Problem was, yeah, he’d been here before, but he’d never been here with her before.
She made all the difference.



Chapter Thirteen
Todd’s eyes cracked open about the same time dawn crept over the streets. He sat up and stretched in an attempt to loosen his stiff muscles. His shoulders and legs ached from the odd position he’d slept in.
His attention shifted to Serena’s town house and he caught a glimpse of her moving past the window of her living room. She was up early. Or maybe she’d had a night like him—sleep had come only an hour or so before he’d awakened.
The way he’d lost control and let things get out of hand on her couch kept haunting him. That she’d assumed he’d only wanted to seduce information out of her had hit too close to home. It was true that when this thing started he’d been determined to do whatever was necessary to get what he needed. But luring her into having sex with him hadn’t been on the agenda, especially after he’d gotten to know her.
She had definitely been hiding something, but he would have found a way to get the truth out of her without resorting to seduction.
Wouldn’t he?
A sick feeling turned over in his stomach. Could he really say that he wouldn’t have?
He was one of the good guys, right?
The memory of how disappointed the people he’d gotten close to had been when they discovered that he wasn’t who he’d claimed to be tightened like a band around his chest. No amount of apologizing had made up for the fact that he’d shined them on for nothing more than research.
He’d told himself that he would do it all over again if necessary to make the point.
Was that what he’d been doing here…making the point? Accomplishing the mission no matter the cost?
The hurt he’d seen on Serena’s face flashed in his mind and he couldn’t bear to think about it anymore.
He opened the car door and got out to stretch his legs. He paced the length of the car a couple of times to get his blood flowing. Wincing, he rolled one shoulder and then the other. Man, oh, man, sleeping behind the wheel was not nearly as comfortable as Serena’s couch.
Too bad he’d screwed that up big-time.
His cell phone broke into musical notes and he fished it from his jacket pocket. He’d taken it off vibrate when he’d been banished to the car to ensure he didn’t miss any calls.
“Thompson.”
“Braddock here. I’ve got some locations for you.”
That was fast. He’d expected some feedback today, but not quite this early. Good deal.
“In Chicago?”
“Believe it or not, yeah.”
“Give me a minute.” Todd leaned back into the Volvo and dug his city map out of the glove box. He grabbed a pen and used the roof of the car for a desktop. “Shoot.”
Braddock ticked off the location of the main bank where the account was held then more than a dozen ATM locations from which it had been accessed.
“The only pattern I can see,” Braddock noted, “are the five or six locations centered around a ten-block radius.” He gave Todd the cross streets.
Todd studied the map. “Yeah, I see that. She could be holed up somewhere in that area.”
“That’s my thinking. I’ll stay on Landon. Stop by the office and pick up a couple of photos, one of Molly Landon and one of Delia Neely. Cover that area as thoroughly and quickly as you can. See if anyone has seen either of them.”
That was the direction he’d been considering as he studied the map. “What about Serena?” Todd didn’t feel comfortable leaving her on her own. Not considering Dr. Wright and Molly Landon’s adopted father, Howard Ledbetter, had both apparently been murdered.
“Take her with you. Don’t let her out of your sight. Have her call in sick. As it stands right now, it appears Landon’s day is going to be filled with more press conferences and personal interviews.”
“Will do.”
Todd ended the call and tucked the phone back into his pocket. He turned to Serena’s home. Might as well see if he could get a foot back in the door. He had a feeling that wasn’t going to be easy.
Nor was talking her into going along with the plan Braddock had outlined.
What the heck. He’d always enjoyed a challenge.
 
SERENA TOOK HER COFFEE back up to her room to finish getting ready for work. She peeked past the blinds covering the window near her bed. Todd Thompson stood next to his car, his cell phone tucked between his shoulder and his ear and a map spread out on the top of the vehicle.
A frown nagged at her. What was he doing out there?
Jerk.
She let the blind snap back into place. She didn’t care what he did—she had no intention of interacting further with him. At least not on a personal level. She didn’t want to risk setting back the investigation by requesting a different man on her case, but she didn’t have to talk to him or…or anything.
Determined to get on with her morning, she walked to the dresser across the room and efficiently twisted then pinned her hair into place. That he liked it down flickered through her thoughts, but she banished the idea. What he liked was of no consequence to her.
Humiliation burned her cheeks when she considered how close to climaxing she’d come last night from nothing more than his kisses and the feel of his body against hers.
Pathetic.
When this was over she had to do something about her social life. She was too young to be celibate. She needed to get out once in a while. Socialize with people her own age. She should have started doing that long ago. Part of what held her back, she supposed, was the fact that she’d been younger than most everyone else she worked with.
Except Nolan.
She cringed at the recall that she’d promised to go out with him on Friday.
How would she ever bow out of that without hurting his feelings?
Her mind replayed that kiss and she shuddered. Then, before she could stop her naughty side, she compared the kiss she’d shared with Nolan to the ones with Todd.
No comparison.
Heat shimmered through her.
Damn him.
He’d made her become infatuated with him and she hated it!
She was supposed to be smarter than this. More logical.
Apparently she wasn’t nearly as smart as she’d thought.
She stepped over to the full-length mirror and considered the rather plain-looking woman staring back at her. How could she even think that a guy as handsome and sexy as Todd Thompson would really be interested in her? He’d known she was holding out on him and he’d used her vulnerability to get the information out of her.
She was tall enough and reasonably thin. But there was nothing extraordinary or special about her at all.
The black skirt she’d chosen for today was, again, one of her less conservative ones. This one was almost to her knees but had a sort of sexy split in the back. The charcoal pullover looked nice, not sexy in any way, but nice.
Panty hose and shoes and she would be ready to go. She hesitated, considered her reflection again. Makeup had never been her thing…maybe a little lip gloss.
Serena rolled her eyes and turned away from the mirror. The longer she looked, the faster her self-confidence dwindled.
After searching half a dozen drawers she finally found a pair of panty hose. She breathed a sigh of relief and plopped onto the foot of the bed to pull them on. She knew it was old-fashioned but she just felt naked without her panty hose.
The chime of the doorbell made her jump. Her heart bolted at the realization that it was likely Todd. And, to her dismay, her thumbnail went straight through her hose.
“Oh, damn.” She heaved a disgusted breath. The mega run was at the calf, no way in the world to hide it.
She scanned her dresser and bureau drawers. She hadn’t even bothered to push some of them back in. Stuff hung out in every direction.
What had happened to the order in her life?
Neat and organized had always been her best traits.
Further proof that she had no business getting involved with a man like Todd. His bad habits had rubbed off on her. The next thing she knew she’d be walking around with one side of her button-up blouse hanging out of her waistband. She gasped. And having sex someplace besides a bed.
The doorbell chimed again, propelling her into action. She peeled off the panty hose and threw them to the floor. Before she surrendered and went downstairs, she dug through a couple of drawers once more just to see if she’d overlooked another pair of hose.
Nothing.
She stepped into her shoes and did what she had to do.
Resigned herself to going to work half-naked.
Downstairs, Todd had apparently gotten impatient or worried and started to pound on the door.
For a moment she toyed with the idea of making him sweat a minute or two longer. But if he busted down her door, she’d just have to have it repaired.
She jerked the door open and it was all she could do not to laugh and cry simultaneously when she got a good look at him.
Alarm ruled his expression. Last night’s five-o’clock shadow had turned into the morning-after stubble. Sleeping in the car had left his shirt slightly more wrinkled than usual. His hair was tousled in that appealing-as-all-get-out bed-head look. All in all, he looked like the sexiest man on the planet come to take her away from the humdrum of everyday life. Too bad she knew that wasn’t the case.
Frustration roiled in her tummy. And since when had she spent so much time thinking about sex?
“You okay?”
She planted one hand on her hip. “Don’t I look okay?”
He braced his broad shoulders against the door frame and that blue gaze slid down the length of her, lingered on her bare legs, making her shiver, then roved back up to her face. “You look great.”
If she hadn’t seen the approval in his eyes, she might have believed he was pulling her leg, no pun intended. But he was serious and that had her feeling all warm and tingly again.
But she was mad at him.
He’d used her attraction to him to get information out of her. Hadn’t he?
Or had she been the one?
She couldn’t remember—who kissed who?
Who started the whole thing?
Never mind. It didn’t matter.
She was angry and no matter how amazing he looked or how much he flattered her, she wasn’t going to let him off the hook.
“I need you to call in sick or something,” he said as if he’d just given her an update on today’s weather.
“What? I can’t do that.” She hadn’t missed a day of work in her entire career. Never missed a day of college, either. Absolutely never. She couldn’t call in sick unless she was bedridden or contagious.
He stepped inside, closed the door behind him. She couldn’t help herself: she backed up a couple of steps. The disappointment on his face told her that the move had signaled just how she felt about him and last night.
Was she wrong to let him shoulder the brunt of the guilt for that momentary lapse in sanity?
“Delia Neely has been accessing the funds from Milestone via a number of ATMs. I have the locations. Several are centered around a particular location and Braddock thinks we should check it out. Flash Molly’s and Delia’s pictures to see if anyone has seen either one of them.”
Serena’s pulse quickened. “So Delia is still in town? She could be the one who took Molly?” All they had to do was to find Delia and follow her to wherever she was staying. And maybe they would find Molly.
“That’s possible. But her payments from Arthur Miles and her abrupt departure from her last place of residence may not have anything to do with Molly. Landon could still be the one. But we need to follow this lead, to eliminate Delia as a suspect if nothing else.”
Serena nodded. She understood. “I’ll make that call.”
 
AFTER STOPPING by the Colby Agency for the needed photos, Todd drove across town. Delia had used her debit card at two local markets in the area and one ATM, on more than one occasion.
There was every reason to believe she frequented this neighborhood for one reason or another. Maybe to visit a relative, maybe because she’d taken an apartment here.
“Where do we begin?”
Serena stared at the buildings along the street. No single-occupancy houses. Mostly apartment buildings and a few low-rent office buildings. Nothing to write home about.
“We’ll start at the end of this block and work our way to the next cross street.”
Her gaze bumped into his and he saw the uncertainty there. Not about what they were about to do, but about them, and last night. He hated that he’d let that happen.
“Should we split up, try to cover more territory that way?”
He shook his head. “No. I don’t want you out of my sight.”
However she felt about that she kept it carefully hidden, but she didn’t argue.
They moved from building to building and asked anyone who would answer the door if they’d seen either of the women.
By noon they’d covered about half the area he’d outlined on the map. The remaining blocks were considerably less appealing visually and not exactly what one would call welcoming. Not a neighborhood where one would want to stroll after dark.
“This is going to take forever.” She peered at the map in his hands. “We really should split up. I’ll be fine. I have my cell phone. I can call you if I run into trouble.”
He shook his head. “Forget it. We stay together.”
She didn’t like it, but she let it go at that.
Two hours later they hit pay dirt.
“Yeah, I know that one.” The guy behind the counter tapped Delia Neely’s picture. “She’s got a room here.” He picked up the picture and stared at it a bit longer.
“Are you sure it’s her?” Todd didn’t like the way the guy kept looking at the photo as if he wasn’t really sure.
He tossed the picture back to Todd. “Yeah, it’s her. The face seems a little different, but it’s the same blond hair. The only thing is, I never seen her eyes. She’s always wearing sunglasses.”
Todd and Serena exchanged a look. Since Molly had dark hair like Serena, noticing the blond hair of Delia wouldn’t be difficult. The eyes could have been the defining factor. Molly’s were dark brown like Serena’s. Delia’s were hazel, more green than brown. Not to mention Molly was very pregnant.
“Thanks.” Todd considered his options and just how far the manager of this dump would be willing to go. The dilapidated motel rented by the hour as well as the day, which spoke volumes in itself. “Look, is the room across the hall from the blonde’s available?”
The manager’s gaze narrowed. “You some kinda cop?”
“No. Nothing like that.” He looped his arm around Serena’s shoulders. She stiffened but didn’t resist. “She’s an old friend of ours. We just want to surprise her, that’s all. We do this kind of thing all the time.” He shrugged one shoulder. “You know, play games.”
Todd let the innuendo hang in the air.
The manager’s face split into a grin. “Yeah, I know what you mean.” He reached behind him and grabbed a key. “That’ll be fifty bucks.”
Todd selected a one hundred dollar bill from his wallet and placed it on the counter. “I want to be sure our little surprise stays a surprise.”
The manager grabbed the bill. “You got it, pal.”
Todd curled his fingers around the key and gave the guy a wink. “If it works out the way I hope, I’ll leave another in the morning.”
The manager snickered. “How about I ring your room when she comes through? This is the only way in or out except for the emergency exits, which don’t open from the outside.”
Todd gave him a nod and then ushered Serena toward the stairs. She didn’t ask any questions until he’d reached their room on the fourth floor.
“Are we just going to wait?” she whispered with a covert glance at the door across the hall.
Todd considered the door, as well, then unlocked their own. When they were inside with the door closed he said, “I want to see if she returns alone. Maybe follow her when she leaves again. If she’s involved with Molly’s disappearance, we have to know the location of the hiding place or who she’s working with.”
“What if Molly’s right across the hall? All tied up or drugged?”
He sympathized with her anticipation. She wanted to find her friend—her sister. She wanted Molly to be safe and for life to go back to the way it used to be. He wished he could save her all the heartache that was likely to come. Even if Molly was fine, things would never be the same again. Kidnap victims, especially those who were held long-term, didn’t just go on as if the nightmare had never happened. There were side effects.
“If she’s not and we break in anyway, we could jeopardize the location. Delia may have the room bugged. She might receive a warning if whatever security she has in place is breached. Remember, if Landon or Miles is in on this, they have the kind of money that would afford all the high-tech gadgets.”
Her brow furrowed in confusion. “I just can’t get right with the idea that Miles is in on Molly’s abduction.”
“He’s the one paying Delia, right?”
She nodded but didn’t look convinced.
“Remember, this could be about bringing Landon down. Miles could be jealous of his recent strides in stem cell research.”
The sound of squeaking bed springs from the room above them interrupted whatever she’d intended to say next.
Their gazes lifted to the dingy, cracked ceiling.
The intensity of the sound increased. And then came the chorus. A woman’s cries of pleasure. A man’s responding groans.
Serena looked away, folded her arms over her chest and scooted even closer to the door as if preparing for escape.
Todd considered taking off his jacket. It was a little warm in here. He glanced at the air-conditioning unit on the other side of the room. It would make too much noise and he needed to be able to hear anyone coming in the hall. He couldn’t be one hundred percent sure he could trust the sleazy manager.
So he just stood there, sweat breaking on his skin, as the noise from upstairs reached a crescendo.
The woman started to squeal even more enthusiastically, then came, “Oh! Oh! Oh! You’re a god! A master!” Followed by extreme grunting and inaudible mumbling by the man.
Todd tried his level best not to look at Serena, but he couldn’t help himself.
She rolled her eyes. “Please. Like any guy who would be caught dead here could be called a god.”
Serena realized what she’d said as soon as the words were out of her mouth. Todd looked puzzled for about half a second then he just looked the other way.
Well, hell, she hadn’t meant to be rude. Surely he understood how she’d intended her comment.
“I didn’t mean you,” she felt compelled to say. “I was referring to the usual clientele.” She tugged at the neck of her sweater. Was it hot in here?
“That’s okay, I know what you meant.”
Funny thing was, he didn’t sound as though he understood.
“Men.” She huffed and braced against the door to shift her weight from her feet. “You’re all such babies. Any sort of criticism about your manhood, real or imagined,” she added with a pointed look at him, “just devastates you.”
“When did my manhood enter the discussion? I thought we were talking about him?” He gestured to the ceiling.
Serena waved a hand back and forth as if to erase his comment. “Forget it.”
Was he touchy today or what?
“I wasn’t the one who got all emotional after a simple kiss,” he quipped.
Her mouth gaped. How dare he bring up her moment of emotional vulnerability! “I thought I could confide in you.” What a total jerk! “You took advantage of the situation.”
He leaned toward her, his own fury streaking across his face, making her heart beat faster. “And then you got all annoyed because I questioned you about it.”
She scoffed. “I got all annoyed? Please, you were the one grilling me like a brand-new prosecutor on his first hot case.”
“Keep your voice down,” he whispered fiercely. “I’m trying to help you find Molly.”
She’d had it with him. “I’m going over there.”
He grabbed her by the wrist. “No, you’re not!”
Just then both parties overhead started to scream with orgasm.
Serena glared at Todd, who’d jerked her closer to make sure she didn’t escape him. “Let me go.”
“Just calm down,” he rasped.
For maybe three seconds she thought about slapping his face. And then she did the absolute last thing she could have imagined even if she’d lived a million years.
She grabbed him by the ears and pulled his mouth down to hers. She kissed him hard. Didn’t let go even after he clearly surrendered.
He kissed her back, plunged his tongue into her mouth in an act of possession. She moaned, shivered from head to toe. She’d dreamed about this all night. Hadn’t been able to sleep for thinking of him.
His hands were under her sweater…on her breasts. Heat erupted every place he touched. But it wasn’t enough.
She trailed her hands down his chest and to the closure of his jeans. She wanted to touch him there, wanted to feel him in her hands. Her fingers fumbled with the button and then the fly. He shuddered deliciously, emboldening her. Her movements more frantic with each passing moment, she shoved his jeans and underwear down his hips, felt him thump against her. She cried out, found him with her needy fingers and stroked, encircled him. He felt so smooth…so hot. How had she lived this long and not touched a man this way? She wasn’t a virgin, but there had only been two lovers for her and both those times had been over in an instant with little or no foreplay.
He growled like a wild animal, hiked her skirt up to her hips and ripped off her panties. And then he grabbed her by the bottom and lifted her off her feet. She wrapped her legs around his waist.
He pressed her back more firmly against the door, or maybe it was just his added weight, but she loved the feel of him so close. His mouth hadn’t left hers…he kissed her over and over. He nibbled at her lips, made her ache to taste more of him.
His fingers traced her intimately and she gasped, struggled to stay still. She wanted to buck into his touch, to beg him for more. He guided his tip to her and plunged inside in one forceful stroke. Her breath left her…her heart seemed to stop.
“Look at me,” he murmured between ragged gasps for air.
Panting as if she’d run ten miles, she lifted her gaze to his and felt her heart melt like a pat of butter in a frying pan. She loved the way he looked, loved the disheveled way he dressed, the earthy way he smelled.
“You are so beautiful,” he whispered. “I…” He swallowed hard. “I…”
She pressed her fingers to his lips. “Don’t talk.” As much as she loved his voice, she didn’t want to talk…didn’t want to be sweet little Serena. She wanted to be wicked. She wanted to let that side of her that she never showed anyone bloom with all the wickedness she could muster.
He grinned sheepishly and then he moved, just an inch or so…the slightest shift of his hips and she started to come undone.
She’d didn’t last long…he didn’t, either.
They were both too desperate for each other….
And she melted a little more…relished her very first orgasm.



Chapter Fourteen
Todd didn’t want to move…it felt right to be like this with Serena. He brushed his lips across her cheek. She shivered, the sensation rippling all the way through her body. He’d never realized how something as simple as that could affect him….
“I’m…” She moistened her lips. “I’m not sure what to say.”
He smiled, couldn’t help himself. There was that innocence peeking out again. She tried to pretend that she was this strictly professional woman who never let her hair down, but she was incredibly hot. He liked that he’d been able to tear down those defenses of hers.
“You don’t have to say anything.” Another smile tickled his lips. “Except maybe ‘you’re a god’ if you’ve a mind to.”
A smile flirted with her lips. “I’ve never done anything like this before. I liked it…a lot.”
“I know.” He did—that she’d never done it before, that is.
Across the room the old rotary-type phone jangled.
His gaze met Serena’s. As much as he regretted having to do this…he withdrew and settled her on her feet. She headed for the bathroom while he pulled himself together in time to snatch up the receiver before the third ring.
“She’s on her way up.”
“Alone?”
“Yep.”
Todd dropped the receiver back into the cradle and moved into position by the door. He withdrew his weapon and hoped he wouldn’t need it.
“Is she here?”
He glanced at Serena. Her hair had fallen loose around her face, making her look even younger and so sweet he could hardly drag his attention back to business.
Keeping an eye on the peephole, he braced himself as a figure came into view. Dark glasses. Blond.
He pulled back. “Check it out.”
For one second Serena froze. What if Delia had already done the unthinkable? Maybe that was why she received payments from Arthur Miles.
Holding her breath, she peered through the security peephole in the door just in time to see a blonde with dark glasses reach the door across the hall. The woman fumbled with the key before she managed to get the door unlocked. Once the door was open, she disappeared inside and slammed it behind her.
“Is it her?”
Serena turned back to Todd. “Maybe. I couldn’t see her face very well for the glasses.”
“I have to make a call. Keep an eye on the door.”
Serena did as he said while he made his call. He informed someone, probably Braddock, of their location and the situation.
The door across the hall opened and the blonde rushed out, moving out of visual range before Serena could get a decent fix on her.
“She’s leaving!” Serena whispered as loudly as she dared.
Todd was next to her before the words stopped echoing in the silence of the room. He took a look and swore. Serena’s eyes widened. She hadn’t heard him use that language before.
“I’m going after her.” He reached for the knob.
“Wait!” She grabbed his arm. “What am I supposed to do?”
“Stay here,” he ordered.
Before she could argue, he was gone.
She stood there, stunned that he’d actually left her. Not that she was afraid. But she should be going after Delia with him.
She couldn’t just stand here. Summoning her courage, she opened her door and stared at the one across the hall. If Molly was in there…
Before she could change her mind, Serena walked straight over to the other door and turned the knob.
Locked. Dammit.
She pushed against it, but that didn’t get her anywhere.
Biting her bottom lip, she considered her options. She could stand here like a helpless dummy or she could do something.
Without a second thought she dashed back into the room where she and Todd had made love and snatched her purse from the bed. She dug through it until she found a credit card and then strode back to the door across the hall. Her heart galloped like a racehorse on the final stretch to the finish line.
If Todd could do it, so could she.
She inserted the credit card into the crack between the door and the frame and started to slide and jiggle it while she twisted the doorknob.
Just when she started to give up, something gave way. The knob twisted and the door moved inward.
Victory soared through her.
She glanced toward the far end of the hall at the stairs and the elevator. No sign of Todd or Delia.
“Okay.” She was going in.
 
TODD REACHED the first floor just as the elevator doors closed.
“Damn!”
A whistle called his attention to the manager’s desk. The manager hitched a thumb toward the front entrance.
Todd rushed out of the lobby, ground to a stop on the sidewalk and looked both ways. A glimpse of blond hair flying around the corner of the building and into the alley on the right had him tearing out in that direction.
He slid to a stop at the corner and risked a look. She hadn’t stopped, was still running.
He rushed after her, pushed harder. He couldn’t let her get away.
If he found out that bastard at the desk had double-crossed him he would kick his butt all the way to hell and back.
Todd reached out…could almost touch her…there…
His fingers curled around her shoulder and he yanked her back. They both lost their balance and went down. She fought like a wildcat. He wrestled her onto her back, saw the gun in her hand that hadn’t been there before. He deflected her aim. She screamed but the weapon didn’t discharge. He slammed her arm against the pavement until the weapon flew out of her hand.
He pinned her right hand with his knee and ripped off the dark glasses.
Shock radiated through him. “What the hell?”
 
SERENA LOOKED in the bathroom and under the bed.
Nothing.
Her hopes plummeted.
She had been praying so hard that Molly would be here. That she would be safe.
She sat back on her heels and closed her eyes. It just wasn’t fair. Molly had been through enough. She didn’t deserve any more hurt in her life.
Heaving a weary sigh, she stood, glanced around the room once more, then did a double take. Something red on the closet door pulled her in that direction. It looked as if fingers dipped in red paint had clawed at the knob and bumped into the white-painted door.
As she neared it, she realized it wasn’t paint.
It was blood. She touched it.
Still damp…blood.
Oh, no. Please, no.
Her heart bumping against her sternum, her fingers curled around the knob and she gave it a turn. She pulled it open and the first thing her eyes landed on was a swollen belly. And blood…so much blood.
“Oh, no!”
Serena dropped to her knees and leaned into the closet. Tears streamed down her cheeks and somehow she forced herself to look at Molly’s face….
She blinked…not Molly.
Horror rocked through her.
Delia Neely’s horror-filled eyes stared at her, unmoving, unblinking.
A gaping wound had split her throat like a heinous grin. A river of blood spilled from the wound.
Her hands shaking, Serena reached out…touched Delia’s arm.
Serena gasped. Her skin was still warm.
She fell backward. Scrambled up onto all fours. Whoever had killed her…the blonde…had done so only moments ago. Her body wasn’t cold yet; blood still poured from her.
The baby.
Serena’s gaze fell to the woman’s swollen belly.
“Oh, my God.”
She rushed over to the phone and stabbed the number for the front desk. When the manager answered, she yelled, “We need an ambulance! A woman is bleeding to death up here!”
Serena slammed the phone onto its cradle and rushed back to the closet.
She had to get her out of here, had to try to stop the bleeding. She couldn’t reach her in there without…
Forcing herself to breathe and ignoring the light-headed feelings, she grabbed hold of Delia’s bent knees and pulled her out of the closet.
Serena jumped to her feet and stumbled to the bathroom for towels. She raced back to Delia and dropped onto her knees. She placed a hand towel against her throat and applied as much pressure as she dared.
It didn’t help.
There was nothing she could do. Delia was dying or dead already. Her pupils were fixed. Not good.
Serena looked down at the woman’s belly. What about the baby? The baby might still be alive.
How could she tell? She placed her hands on the rounded flesh and tried to hold her breath to slow her pounding heart.
In her peripheral vision she saw something shiny on the closet floor.
The knife.
Serena shuddered and shifted her attention back to Delia. What did she do? Wait for help…
She glanced at the window and hoped the ambulance would get here soon.
But what if it didn’t?
Todd bolted through the open door. “You okay? Man alive!”
Serena didn’t bother answering. She tried different ways to slow the blood, but it just wouldn’t stop. It soaked through the towels.
“Help isn’t going to get here on time.” Serena closed her eyes. She started to shake. She had to do something.
Todd put his hands on the woman’s belly. His breath hitched. “The baby moved.”
Panic closed Serena’s throat. “What do we do?”
His gaze fixed on hers. “Did you study anatomy?”
She shook her head, then nodded. “It was a while ago. But I had a course….”
Could she do this?
If they didn’t do something, the baby would die.
She gazed toward the window once more…still no ambulance. Then she looked at Todd. “Hand me that knife.” She pointed to the closet.
For a second or two their gazes held, then he scrambled over to the knife. He wiped it clean on his shirt and handed it to her. It didn’t matter that it was in all likelihood the murder weapon…they had no choice.
It needed to be sterile…but she couldn’t worry about that right now. Delia was dead. The baby would die, too. Whatever Delia’s sins, this baby deserved a chance at life.
“All right,” she said, more to herself than to Todd.
All she had to do was take it slow and stay shallow.
And pray.
 
SERENA STOOD outside the hospital room, her gaze glued to the patient in the bed beyond the viewing window. She’d cried until she’d felt empty emotionally.
The sounds around her made her shudder. People moaning and crying out for help.
The psychiatric ward of the hospital.
Landon was in a conference with a team of the best psychiatrists in the city.
The blonde who’d run from the hotel room had been Molly.
Serena closed her eyes and shook her head. How could this be right?
Molly had killed Delia.
Not with the gun she’d been carrying: it had jammed. Ballistics, however, showed that it was the same gun used to kill Dr. Wright.
They didn’t have all the details yet, but the best they could piece together between Molly’s ramblings and the original obstetrician she’d gone to was that Molly had lost her baby. Her uterus had been damaged as a child, the result of abuse by her father and possibly even her adopted father since she kept ranting about him and how he hadn’t deserved to live. Apparently Molly had been the one to sneak into the nursing home and suffocate him.
Shortly after she’d lost the baby she’d discovered that Delia Neely was pregnant. Thinking that the baby the other woman carried was her husband’s child, Molly abducted Delia with the intention of killing her once the baby was born. Then Molly would pass the baby off as her own and claim that Delia had been the one to do the kidnapping and that she’d had to kill her to escape. The knife she’d used to kill Delia had been purchased in case of complications during the imminent birth. All sorts of home birthing guides had been found in the room.
The police had found a pint container of lighter fluid hidden in the toilet tank. Todd concluded that when the time came, Molly had intended to burn the room, including Delia’s body, in an effort to cover the evidence of the woman having recently given birth.
She’d thought of almost everything.
Except her only sister’s determination to save her.
Serena just hadn’t known she would be saving Molly from herself. The sleazebag manager at the motel had told her that some old friends had come looking for her. Molly had flipped and cut her losses…literally. The picture, or what was left of it, from Serena’s memory box had been found in that sleazy hotel room, as well, torn into a dozen pieces.
“Hey.”
Serena looked up and Todd was there. The smile was automatic. Barely twenty-four hours had passed since the two of them had entered that rundown motel. So much had happened. Not enough time to think about…what had taken place between them.
Her heart warmed at his nearness. She’d fallen so hard for him.
And now their time together was over.
“Hey,” she said back.
“The baby’s doing fine. Child Services came in to take a statement. The police contacted Arthur Miles and he admitted the baby was his. He and Delia had begun an affair shortly after Landon ended things with her. Miles had loved the idea that Landon knew. It was his way of getting back at him, but it backfired. Delia got pregnant and Miles had no choice but to support her or have her spill her guts.”
Serena experienced a chill. It wasn’t that Child Services didn’t do a lot of good. They did. But she couldn’t help remembering her early life…and that of her sister. Could they stand back and let that little girl’s life hang in the balance like that?
“What’ll happen to the baby now?” Her voice sounded stark after the long hours of just standing here looking in at her sister.
“Miles wants nothing to do with her.”
“Do you think…” Serena turned her face up to Todd’s. “That maybe they would let me adopt her? She deserves a good home.”
He looked thoughtful for a moment before answering. “Your chances might be better if you could assure them that the baby girl would have a father to keep her in line.” A grin tilted one side of his mouth. “I know just the guy for the job.”
“I…don’t know what to say.” Her heart skipped at least two beats. Was he proposing? “Maybe we should clarify the terms of your offer.”
He shrugged one of those broad shoulders. “I don’t know—that might take some time.”
Serena looked in on her sister one last time, then she took the hand of the man she loved. “I asked for a few days off. I don’t have anything but time just now.”
The fellowship for her Ph.D. was the only good news she’d had in a while. Dr. Landon had given her the news just before she’d had to tell him about Molly. He hadn’t realized Serena had come to his office for that…she’d felt so guilty for believing he’d hurt Molly in some way. She also understood now that the only reason he’d passed her over for promotion was so that she would be free to accept the fellowship. She’d also learned that Landon’s numerous affairs were a result of his wife pushing him away. Their intimate life had been so tense he’d feared touching her. That was the main reason he’d worried the police were right about Molly leaving him. Getting pregnant had seemed her only goal in their marriage.
All those worries were behind Serena now. She had to move on. And moving on with Todd was the one thing she wanted to do more than anything else in this world.
“The hospital’ll call you if they need you.” He tugged her toward him. “Let’s get out of here.”
As they walked toward the elevator, she asked, “You don’t have to stop in at the Colby Agency?”
He shook his head and pressed a kiss to her temple. “Braddock’s taking care of the report.”
“I like Braddock,” Serena said, suddenly more thankful than ever for Todd’s partner.
Todd pulled her into the elevator with him. “Me, too.” He enveloped her in his arms. “But I like you a lot better.”
His mouth lowered to hers as the elevator doors slid closed.
Maybe the past hadn’t been everything she’d hoped for…but the future was looking a whole lot brighter.
 
VICTORIA COLBY-CAMP set aside the final report on the Blake/Landon case. Not a happy ending, but at least the child’s life had been spared. Thank God for Serena’s and Todd’s quick thinking. The ambulance would have been too late to save the baby.
A light rap on the door pulled Victoria’s attention away from the troubling thoughts.
“Victoria?” Nicole Reed-Michaels waited in the doorway.
“Nicole, come in. I was just about to call you.” Gabrielle and Michelle had completed their final evening session on the Agency’s computer systems. Training Todd Thompson would take place when he returned to work. All staff members were required to know the system.
Victoria noticed that Nicole looked a bit distressed and she hoped that the children weren’t ill. “Is everything all right?”
“I’m not sure.”
The response was completely unlike Nicole. “Explain, please.”
“It’s Gabrielle.”
One of the new recruits. Victoria reached for a file on her desk. She’d already spoken with Ian and Simon. She felt confident that Gabrielle was ready for her first assignment. The young lady had spirit.
“She’s missing.”
Missing? “She was here yesterday,” Victoria countered.
Anger flashed in Nicole’s eyes. “Yes, she was. Yesterday was the day she received access to the secure server to complete the final phase of her training.”
Victoria suffered a tremor of tension, but she didn’t react until she heard the rest.
“She called in sick today.”
“And you have reason to believe that is not the case?”
“This morning we discovered a breach. An unauthorized file was downloaded from the secure server.”
“Have you initiated security protocol?” Victoria steeled herself for the worst: the possibility that Gabrielle had been employed by an unethical competitor. But nothing could have adequately prepared her for what was to come.
“Yes. At first I was perplexed because she only downloaded one file. A single file,” Nicole emphasized. “That’s the only thing she took.”
Victoria felt a moment of bewilderment, as well. “Which file?”
Nicole wet her lips and swallowed, the effort visible. “The file on Trevor Sloan. As you know, that file contained information regarding Angel.”
Victoria stilled. “There’s more.” Not a question. She could feel the coming storm.
Nicole nodded. “When the breach was brought to my attention I reviewed Gabrielle’s file in an attempt to determine if perhaps she was a mole contracted by a competitor.”
But that wasn’t the case. The other shoe was about to drop.
“Gabrielle Hanson fabricated her time at Texas A&M. She was actually doing time in prison for assault with a deadly weapon.”
Victoria shook her head. That didn’t make sense. “How could she have flown under our radar like that?” The Colby Agency research department employed the very top in their fields. They weren’t prone to mistakes.
“She faked everything. Her name isn’t even Hanson. It’s Jordan. She borrowed someone else’s identity, all the way down to the fingerprints.”
“So I have to assume that Miss Jordan has some vendetta against either Angel, who is dead, or Sloan, who won’t appreciate his seclusion being interrupted,” Victoria considered. She would have to call Sloan immediately to warn him of the breach.
“It gets worse.”
A new finger of tension prodded Victoria’s spine. “Go on.”
“According to Gabrielle Jordan’s birth certificate, her father was Gabriel DiCassi.”
Angel.
Ice slid through Victoria’s veins.
“Victoria—” Nicole leaned forward “—we may be looking at a long-awaited case of vengeance here.”
“Find her,” Victoria ordered. “I want A.J. on her tail now.”
“Let me take care of this,” Nicole insisted. “I’m the one who recruited her. I can find her.”
Victoria moved her head side to side. “The decision to hire Gabrielle was made by committee. End of discussion. A. J. Braddock will take this one. You’ll have your hands full with securing our systems more fully.” Victoria reached for the phone. “You bring A.J. up to speed and I’ll warn Sloan.”
Nicole looked as if she might argue the point, but she obeyed Victoria’s order.
Victoria held on to the receiver a moment before she entered the number she knew by heart. Whatever Gabrielle was up to…she didn’t have all the facts. And, if vengeance was on her mind, she had no idea who she was dealing with.
Trevor Sloan didn’t play games…he played for keeps.
The last person who threatened his family had paid the ultimate price.
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