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    For Jesus.
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    Sixteen-year-old Meg felt the hair on the back of her neck prick to attention. She looked around the student parking lot and shivered, even though she’d worked up a good sweat at basketball practice. Her coach had kept her late, wanting her to run the two new plays with him. As point guard, she had to know and call each play.


    Staying late was fine. Only she hated walking to her car in the dark. January in the south meant cold, early nights. Meg took a deep breath and sent a text to her mother.


    M: On the way home. I’m hungry. What’s for dinner?


    The parking lot lights cast shadows that made her want to jump out of her skin. Instead, she stuck her phone in the back pocket of her shorts and reached for her keys. She opened the driver’s door.


    A low scrape to her left made her flinch. A figure stepped around the corner of the building. Meg’s heart leapt. She wove the keys through her fingers and slid in the seat to slam the door.


    A hard hand stopped it. “Meg?”


    She jerked and stifled a scream. Then she recognized Tanner. She placed a hand over her pounding heart. “Oh my gosh, you scared me to death. What are you doing?”


    “Waiting for you.”


    “Well, I’ve got to go. Mom’s waiting on me for dinner. Can we catch up tomorrow?”


    “I’m sorry. Tomorrow will be too late.”


    “Too late for—” A fine mist caught her in the face. She gasped and stared up at the guy she’d thought was her friend. “Tan?”


    He simply watched as her world faded and went black.
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    Jillian Brady glanced at the clock. She’d gotten Meg’s text thirty minutes ago. The girl should have been home by now.


    J: Meg. Where r u?


    Almost immediately, she got a reply.


    M: Meg won’t be coming home for dinner. Stay by ur phone.


    Jillian gaped. “What?”


    Detective Colton Brady, Jillian’s husband, stood at the kitchen sink slicing tomatoes for the hamburgers he’d just brought in from the grill. His head snapped up. “What is it?”


    “I just got the weirdest—scariest—text from Meg. If it was even from her.” She took the phone over to him. “Look.” She held it up.


    He set the knife down and dried his hands. He read, then his eyes lifted to meet hers. “I don’t like that.”


    “She wouldn’t joke around like that. Not Meg.”


    Colton walked over to the breakfast bar and picked up his cell phone.


    “Who are you calling?”


    “You call Meg. I’m calling the office to see if I can get a trace on Meg’s phone.”


    Jillian dialed her daughter’s number. It went straight to voice mail. She hung up and tried again. Same thing. She grabbed her keys and purse. “I’m going to the school.”


    “Hold on, I’m coming with you.”


    Together, they raced out the door and climbed into Colton’s truck. Jillian’s worry for Meg had her distracted and praying. She looked at the text again.


    M: Meg won’t be coming home for dinner. Stay by ur phone.


    “Call Dominic,” she said.


    “What?”


    Fear for Meg gave her the shakes. She looked up at Colton. “Call Dominic. He’s FBI. He deals with kidnappings all the time. Have him meet us there.”


    “Kidnapping? But we don’t know—”


    “I know, Colton.” Tears welled and dripped down her cheeks and off her chin. “I know,” she whispered.


    Colton swallowed hard and snatched his phone.
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    Colton stared at his daughter’s empty car. The driver’s door gaped as though mocking him. She’s not here. She’s not here. And she’s not coming back anytime soon.


    The keys on the ground shot fear through him. Every kidnapping he’d ever worked, every homicide he’d ever seen came back to him in a blinding rush.


    All he could think was, I’m never going to see my daughter again. But he’d never voice the thought. Did his best to squelch it, to push aside those statistics that taunted him. “So this is what it feels like to be on the other side,” he muttered.


    Dominic Allen used a pen to lift Meg’s keys from the ground and drop them into the open bag. “We’ll find her.”


    “What are you working on, Colton?”


    He turned to find Hunter Graham, a detective with the local police force, staring at him. “You know what I’m working on. We work on cases together, remember?”


    “You’re not doing anything on the side?”


    “No.” He placed his hands on his hips. “Nothing.” His throat tightened and his fingers curled into fists. “She’s just sixteen, Hunter.”


    “But she’s not like any other sixteen-year-old I know. She’s a fighter and she’s got skills. You made sure of that.”


    Colton pointed to the car. “Doesn’t look like that did much good, does it?” He grabbed his head and paced to the front of the car, then back. His phone buzzed. He lifted it to his ear. “What?”


    “I just sent you a text. Be waiting for the next call. And don’t bother trying to trace this phone. I’m not that stupid.”


    Click.


    Tremors wanted to take over. Colton refused to let them. Jillian sat in the truck, her gaze vacant, staring at something he couldn’t see. When his phone buzzed again with the incoming text, his thumb hovered over the touch screen. And then pressed.


    A picture of Meg appeared. He sucked in a deep breath.


    “What is it?” Hunter asked.


    Colton flipped the phone around so he could see.


    “She looks peaceful. Like she’s sleeping.”


    “Yeah. It doesn’t look like he’s hurt her and her skin is normal color.”


    Meaning it wasn’t gray or blue to indicate she was dead.


    Colton swallowed. “Okay, she’s alive.”


    “What’s the number? We’ll trace it.”


    “It’s blocked. He must have used *67.”


    “We can get around that. Let me take your phone and have a tech examine it.”


    “No way. This is how he’s going to communicate with me.” His fingers curled around the device. “It’s not going anywhere.”


    Hunter blew out a sigh. “All right.”


    “Dominic’s the lead on this anyway. Let’s fill him in.”


    Colton led the way over to a very tight-faced Dominic. His fear for Megan tripled. “What is it?”


    “Serena called. She’s on her way to the mall. A teenage girl was found behind the dumpster.”
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    Jillian had climbed out of the truck, feeling helpless and useless sitting there watching the action. She’d been heading toward her husband when she heard his words. She stopped and stared at Dominic. “Meg?” she whispered. Then turned and promptly lost what little she had in her stomach.


    Colton strode to her and wrapped her in a tight hug. “No. We don’t know that. Stop. It’s not her until—”


    “—it’s her. I know. I know. You’re right.” She pulled away and grabbed his hand. “Let’s go.”


    “Jillian, we can’t—”


    She spun on her heel and headed back to the truck. She was going straight to the crime scene and there wasn’t a thing he could do about it short of handcuffing her. She climbed into the passenger seat. He shut the door and slid behind the wheel. Without a word, Colton cranked the car and pulled out of the parking lot.


    “What if it’s her?” Jillian whispered.


    “It’s not.”


    Tears slid down her cheeks as she begged God to spare her child, her only child. “It’s just like before.”


    “What?”


    “Before! When that crazy man your aunt hired took her. I can’t do this again!” Another wave of nausea rolled over her. “Why her?” Colton’s jaw looked like granite. She didn’t expect him to answer, but still . . .


    “I don’t know, but we’ll find her and she’ll be fine.”


    “Like everyone else in your family?” she exploded. “Your aunt’s not fine, she’s in jail. Carmen’s not fine, we never see her because she can’t stand to be reminded of her parents.” Carmen, Colton’s cousin who’d witnessed her mother try to kill her father. “We’re not fine because the past won’t let us go. And now Meg.” Her baby who still woke up screaming in the middle of the night ever since she’d been rescued seven years ago. “Seven years, Colton.”


    “It’s been a good seven years, Jillian, in spite of a few things.”


    “Yes. Yes it has been,” she whispered. “I suppose I knew it couldn’t last forever.”


    He shot her a sharp look. “Stop.”


    She sniffed. “I am. I am. I’m sorry. You’re right.”


    Darkness pressed in on her, making it hard to catch her breath. Fear, terror, and the horror of what could be happening to Meg made her want to scream. She clenched her fists and prayed.


    “He called me,” Colton said. “I don’t think it’s her.”


    “What do you mean he called you? Who is he?”


    Colton handed her his phone. “Look at the first text at the top. It’s a picture of her. She’s asleep or unconscious, but she’s not dead. I don’t know who he is or what he wants.” Colton’s fingers flexed around the wheel. “Right now, we’re under his thumb. He’s in control. Right now we can only wait.”


    Jillian brought up the picture. Meg’s sweet face filled the screen. Her perfection nearly made her weep. “Oh baby, where are you?” Colton’s hand reached across and squeezed hers. She squeezed back. “But why? Did he say why?”


    “No.”


    Jillian fell silent, staring at Meg. She studied the picture, trying to see behind her, beneath her, above her. Anything that might tell her where she was.


    But the picture was a close-up, Meg’s dark lashes resting against her pale cheeks.


    Colton pulled into the mall parking lot and headed straight for the flashing lights and crime scene tape. The officer with the crime scene logbook held up a hand and Colton flashed his badge, gave his name, and looked at Jillian. “Stay here.”


    She unbuckled her seatbelt, chin quivering. “No way.”


    Colton’s hand shot out to stop her. “You can’t go with me.” He shot a glance at the tarp-covered body. “You don’t want to see this.”

  


  
    4


    Colton didn’t want to see it either. What if he was wrong? What if it was Meg? His heart pounded hard enough to hurt.


    Serena looked up from her phone. “Oh Colton, I was getting ready to call you. It’s not Meg.”


    His knees threatened to give out on him even as relief swept him. He swallowed. “Right. Thanks.”


    “Sorry for the scare.”


    He nodded, unable to speak for a moment.


    “It’s not her,” Jillian stated from behind him, her monotone worrying him. Was she in shock? Fear overload?


    He turned and gripped her arm. “No, it’s not.”


    She raised a trembling hand to her lips. “I’m so glad, but . . .”


    “I know.” Because while the girl wasn’t Meg, she was somebody’s sister, daughter, granddaughter. “I know.”


    “Now what?” Jillian asked.


    “We keep searching while the lab processes the evidence.” He cleared his throat. “And we pray.”
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    Meg blinked against the harsh light and tried to roll over to bury her face in the pillow. She frowned when her arms wouldn’t move.


    She jerked her right arm.


    Something cold encircled her wrist.


    And memory returned.


    A scream welled. She swallowed it back. “Tanner?” Her voice came out in a croak. She tried again. “Tanner! Where are you? What are you doing?”


    Her words bounced off the cement walls, echoing around her. She swiveled her head. Cement above her, cement below her. Cement all around her. A bed. A toilet in the corner. All the room lacked was the sliding door fitted with bars. A prison. A cell. She was locked in.


    Terror smothered her and she gasped for air. “It’s okay,” she whispered. “It’s going to be okay. Dad will find you. He will. Mom will make him.”


    But what if he didn’t?


    Her stomach cramped.


    What if he couldn’t?


    [image: divider]


    Jillian racked her brain trying to remember any small piece of information Meg might have mentioned about school, her friends, anything. “Her coach was the last one to see her before she disappeared.”


    “Right.”


    “Have the cops talked to him?” Anger swelled. “Why didn’t he walk her to her car? It was dark!”


    “Why weren’t there other kids around?”


    “He kept her late again to run drills.”


    “I’ve never liked that guy.” Colton was already on his phone with Hunter. “Question her coach in depth, will you?”


    “Already working on it.” Jillian stood next to Colton and could hear Hunter’s voice come through the line.


    “He’s a strict coach and I think he pushes the girls too hard sometimes, but I can’t imagine he would kidnap Meg. What reason would he have? It’s crazy,” she whispered.


    Colton hung up with Hunter and pulled Jillian to him, wrapping his arms around her and squeezing almost too tight. She buried her face in his chest and let the tears flow. Please, God . . .
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    Watching Colton and Jillian suffer brought satisfaction like nothing else had in the past seven years. Colton and Jillian liked to destroy families. It was their turn to be on the receiving end of what it felt like to have those you loved suffer.


    The watcher lowered the binoculars.


    Maybe she would alter her plan. She could kill Meg first. Slowly. Tortuously. Minute by minute, hour by hour, recording the entire thing so Colton didn’t miss a second.


    A smile broke through for the first time in seven years. Being in control felt marvelous. Strange and wonderful. What did psychiatrists know anyway? Instead of fighting the intense desire for revenge, the need to have someone pay, it was time to just . . . make it happen.
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    Jillian groaned her prayers. She sat on her daughter’s bed, clasped her arms against her stomach, and rocked back and forth. She had no way to express the anguish that consumed her.


    “Jilly?”


    She heard her name, but couldn’t lift her head. Strong arms slipped around her shoulders and she leaned into the strength, desperate to siphon some of it into her body. “Serena?”


    “Yeah. Alexia is here too.”


    From somewhere deep within, Jillian found the will to lift her head. Alexia came to sit on the bed and lean her forehead against hers. “They’ll find her. We’ll find her.”


    “How? How?” Her voice broke and the tears flowed once again.


    “Hunter and Dominic are here too. They’re looking for the coach so they can question him.”


    “Coach Levinson.”


    “He disappeared after practice today. They’re looking for him.”


    “Disappeared? With Meg? Did someone see him with Meg?”


    “No.” Serena shook her head. “No one saw them together, but no one’s seen him since practice was over and he’s not answering his cell phone.”


    Jillian’s fingers clenched. “I’ll kill him if he’s hurt her. I will.”


    Alexia squeezed Jillian’s fist. “We all will.”


    “We’ll have to form a line,” Serena muttered.


    Jillian choked at her friends’ support, so thankful for the two women who’d been a part of her life forever. “Where are your kids?” Alexia had six-year-old Brynn and Serena had three-year-old twin boys, Caleb and Micah.


    “With our parents,” Serena said. “My dad has been bugging me for time with them.”


    “Same here,” Alexia said. “Mom and Michael love having Brynn.”


    Jillian nodded, her mind already back on Meg.


    “Has anyone called Blake?” Serena asked.


    Jillian shifted and swiped her eyes. “Yes. He’s out of the country, but said he’d do his best to get back as soon as he could.”


    “We’ll have her back before that happens,” Alexia said.


    Blake Wyatt had helped Jillian raise Meg up until seven years ago when Jillian had returned to Columbia to put a killer behind bars. She’d known she’d run into Colton Brady, her ex-boyfriend and Meg’s father, but she hadn’t known they would fall back in love, get married, and raise Meg together. That had been amazing.


    Meg had disappeared seven years ago too, but they’d gotten her back no worse for the wear.


    Jillian’s heart beat like a wild thing in her chest as she couldn’t help wondering if they would be so blessed a second time.


    “We’ve found Tanner.”


    Jillian looked up to see Colton standing in the doorway. He looked ten years older than he had when he’d kissed her good morning a short fourteen hours ago. “Tanner? Where is he? Does he know where Meg is?”


    “He’s dead,” he whispered. Tears filled his eyes and he blinked. “He’s dead, Jilly.”
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    Meg yanked against the restraints and hollered.


    Silence echoed back at her. Where was she? Tremors of terror wracked her. She had to get loose. If she didn’t, she knew she would die.


    She leaned back against the cement wall and shivered as she fought the urge to vomit. Hunger pains bit her stomach and her head swam. She’d only had a pack of crackers for lunch and then a granola bar and a banana while changing clothes to go home.


    A door slammed in the distance and she flinched. Footsteps came closer. She cringed against the wall, then jerked when the cold penetrated her thin long-sleeved T-shirt. A whimper escaped her lips before she could bite it back.


    And then her prison door scraped open. The slender figure stepped inside, wearing black jeans, a bulky jacket, and a ski mask. Her kidnapper set up a small tripod and camera, then turned to face Meg. Through the mask’s slits, dark eyes met hers, and Meg’s terror spun to a whole new level as her captor stepped closer. In a gloved hand, a large knife glinted with wicked intent. Meg bit back a scream and tried to get a grip on her shakes. She held back the scream, but couldn’t stem the rising horror. “Why are you doing this?” she whispered.


    “Revenge.” The one word hovered in the air between them, spoken so softly Meg had to strain to hear it.


    “Who are you?”


    Her captor’s low laugh sent chills racing down Meg’s spine. The dark, terrifying figure moved toward her and Meg cringed. Then straightened her spine and forced herself to meet the empty eyes. If she was going to die, she wouldn’t give this evil one the satisfaction of seeing her cower.


    The knife lifted and Megan’s heart thudded as it dropped toward her head.
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    Jillian jerked awake. “Meg!”


    Sunlight streamed through the blinds. The alarm clock on Meg’s end table said 6:45 in bright red numbers. Jillian bolted from the bed and into the den. She’d slept? Guilt assaulted her. How could she sleep when Meg might not be able to? The thought nearly took her to her knees. She pushed through the weakness and stumbled into the kitchen to find Colton sitting at the table staring at the wall.


    Dread centered itself in her midsection. “You’ve heard something?”


    Her words brought him back from where he’d mentally escaped to and he blinked at her. A frown creased his forehead, erasing the blank expression. “Not about Meg.”


    “Then what?” She went to the coffeepot and filled a mug. After two cautious sips, she settled herself at the table across from her husband. “What?”


    “Tanner was her friend and he’s dead.”


    “Yes.”


    “And the young woman found behind the dumpster. She’s dead.”


    Jillian ignored the tightening in her throat. “Yes.”


    Colton’s fingers curled into fists. “Then what makes me keep believing that Meg’s not dead too?”


    Jillian froze. Then rose. “Because she’s your daughter and you’ll believe she’s alive until we see with our own eyes that she’s not.” She jutted her chin and narrowed her eyes. “I won’t believe it until I see it and neither will you.” She flew around the table and gave him a hard shove. “Neither will you, do you understand me? Do you?” She couldn’t help the screech in her voice any more than she could help collapsing against him, grasping his shirt and sharing his sobs.
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    Colton paced his home office as he prayed like never before. The kidnapper hadn’t made contact with him since the phone call yesterday. No news, no pictures of Meg, no ransom demands.


    Just . . . nothing. He couldn’t take it. The stress was slowly killing him.


    Dominic and Hunter were on their way over. Jillian was making phone calls to Meg’s friends, and the news had Meg’s face splashed on the television screen, asking for any information should someone have seen something at the high school yesterday evening. Two crime scene pictures were shown. Meg’s car with the door open and a close-up of her keys on the ground.


    Colton turned away, his heart unable to bear it, his mind spinning, desperate to find a reason someone would take his daughter. He leaned his head against the mantel and tried to corral his thoughts, to focus. To think.


    His phone pinged, indicating a text message. He lifted the phone and looked at the screen. He didn’t recognize the number, but the dread in his stomach told him it was the kidnapper. He pressed the button and a video came up, just waiting for him to play it.


    The door opened and he jumped.


    Hunter and Dominic stepped inside. Snow flurries clung to their clothes. He couldn’t help wonder if Meg was warm or if she was cold. Was she awake? Hungry?


    Alive?


    His throat closed and he sank onto the sofa, still staring at the screen of his phone. A stack of case files slid to the floor. He ignored them.


    “You heard anything more from the kidnapper?” Hunter shrugged out of his coat and let it drop onto the recliner.


    Dominic hadn’t bothered with a coat.


    “Just now.” He held up his phone. “A video.”


    Hunter moved to his side. “Have you watched it?”


    “Just getting ready to press Play when you got here.”


    Dominic closed in on the other side. “Go.”


    Colton pressed the button and saw his daughter’s terrified face fill the screen. He wanted to shut his eyes, but couldn’t. Fear like nothing he’d ever felt before filled him. “Meg,” he whispered.


    “She’s watching the person taking the video,” Dominic murmured.


    “She’s scared, so very scared.”


    Hunter’s hand landed on Colton’s shoulder as the video panned out and Meg’s features grew smaller, but still clear.


    “Why are you doing this?” his child demanded in a low whisper.


    Colton waited, the tension running through him nearly splitting him apart.


    “Revenge,” the faceless tormentor whispered back.


    “Who are you?” Meg asked.


    And then no more words, just a wicked laugh and a knife plunging toward his child’s head.


    Colton cried out and dropped the phone.
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    Hunter gripped his arm and Colton drew in a deep breath to steady himself. He leaned over, picked up the phone, and handed it Dominic. “Get someone to analyze that video. Please.” He cleared his throat, trying to rid himself of the lump that wouldn’t seem to dissolve.


    “Right now.” Dominic pressed the necessary buttons to send the video to someone he worked with. Someone who could help find Meg. Colton prayed it was so. Please, God!


    “We checked bank accounts,” Hunter said.


    “What did you find?”


    “Your daughter’s friend, Tanner Brant? He made a deposit of five thousand dollars two days ago.”


    “A payoff?” Colton blinked, trying to rid his mind of the vision of the knife plunging toward Meg’s head. His body trembled and he wanted to simply break down, cry out his fear and fury. Instead, he poured every effort into focusing on what his friends were saying.


    “Possibly.”


    “Probably, I say,” Dominic said. “Where does a seventeen-year-old kid without a job get that kind of money?”


    “Exactly,” Hunter said.


    Colton rose and paced to the fireplace where he picked up the latest family picture. He stared at Meg. Her bright, carefree smile sent his heart thudding, his mind spinning at the thought of never seeing her again. He cleared his throat again and replaced the picture. “Where did the money come from?”


    “We don’t know. It was cash.”


    Colton snorted. “Of course it was.” He picked up his drink and sipped. His hand still shook.


    “What is it?” Jillian asked.


    Colton looked up at Jillian, who stood in the doorway, her coffee cup held to her lips, her gaze on his hand. She lowered the cup and moved her eyes to meet his. The terror there told him she recognized his own. “It’s, uh . . . we heard from the kidnapper.”


    “What?” she whispered, dread in the word.


    “It was a video. The kidnapper threatened Meg.”


    “You’re not telling me everything. Let me see the video.”


    “No,” Colton’s refusal was too swift, too strong.


    Jillian’s chin lifted. “Let. Me. See. It.”


    Colton sighed. He couldn’t hide anything from her. An investigative reporter in her former years, she knew how to read people. Most especially her husband. Colton looked at Dominic and gave a slow nod.


    Dominic pressed the necessary keys to pull up the video and handed the phone to Jillian. “Just press Play.”


    With a shaky finger, she did.


    The video played in its entirety. Jillian’s face paled to a bleached white and she swayed. Colton rose from the couch and went to her. She shrugged him off, her breathing coming in fast pants. She played the video again. And again. Then she lifted her narrowed gaze. “She’s mad.”


    “What?”


    A hard smile curved his wife’s lips. “She’s scared, terrified. But she’s furious too. Did you see her expression right before the video cut off?”


    Colton blinked, her reaction definitely not what he’d been expecting. “No.” He cleared his throat. “I guess I didn’t.”


    “The knife came down and the video cut off. This person wants to torment us.”


    “Well, he’s doing a pretty good job,” Colton muttered.


    “Yes, but I don’t think Meg’s hurt. Yet.”


    “Why?” Dominic asked, his expression intrigued, curious. Intent.


    Jillian lifted tear-soaked eyes. “Because if she were dead, the person wouldn’t have stopped the video. Whoever it is just wants to torture us awhile longer. Meg has to stay alive for that to happen.”


    Colton processed her words. “Yes,” he whispered. “You’re exactly right.” His respect for his wife just tripled.


    “Which means we have to find her. Now.” Jillian’s voice trembled on the last word.


    Hunter cleared his throat and all attention focused on him. “We’ve asked to view the security footage at the bank. You want to go with us?”


    “Of course,” Colton said.


    Jillian placed her cup on the end table near the recliner. “I’m going too. Just let me get my coat.”


    “Hon, I probably shouldn’t even be going. They won’t let me work Meg’s case, but I’m going to be there as much as possible.”


    “I’m going. I can’t sit here doing nothing. If you don’t let me ride with you, I’ll simply drive myself.”


    “Jilly—”


    Her gaze didn’t waver from his.


    He nodded. “Any luck with her friends?”


    “No. Heather saw her talking to the coach as she left the gym, but didn’t see anyone weird hanging around.”


    Heather. A teammate and friend. “What about Tanner? Did Heather see him?”


    “She said she didn’t. What about the coach? Did you find him?”


    “No. He’s still missing.”


    Jillian’s face crumbled. “I don’t understand,” she whispered. “Where could she be?”


    Colton went to her and pulled her close. “We’ll find her. We will.” He didn’t know if he was saying the words for her benefit or his, he just prayed the Lord would see fit to fulfill them.
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    Meg twisted against her restraints. She had to get loose. Never had she wanted to throw herself into her mother’s arms like she did at this very moment. In order for that to happen, she had to find a way to escape.


    Escape. Escape. Escape.


    The word raced through her mind like a mantra.


    Her captor had left after taking a hunk of Meg’s hair and uncuffing one hand so she could eat. The other hand remained chained to the ring in the cement wall. An apple and a jug of water sat within reaching distance. Meg hesitated and wondered if it was drugged. She picked up the apple and sniffed it. Smelled fine.


    She did the same with the water. Also fine. She took one bite of the apple and waited. When nothing happened, she scarfed the rest down, then went to work. She studied the metal bolt screwed into the wall. No amount of pulling or yanking had separated it from the cement. However, the chain that had been screwed to the bolt had a large screw, long enough to poke through the other side. And it had a very sharp point.


    It was awkward and hard, but desperation drove her. Using the pointed end of the screw, her teeth, and her fingernails, she tore apart the hard plastic jug. She cut herself several times. Deep gashes that made her wince. But she kept going until she had what she needed.


    Now to get out of the cuffs.


    She worked on a piece of the tough plastic until she had it shaped into something she could use as a key. She pushed it into the end of the cuff and worked it. Turned it one way and then another. Sweat dripped into her eyes. Time passed and her desperation grew. She cried, she prayed, she refused to give up until finally she heard the click.


    And the handcuffs opened.


    Immediately she went back to the plastic and used the screw on the chain once more to work and cut until she had a large piece from the side in the shape of a triangle. Sharp edges. She rolled two of the ends over and wrapped the fingers of her free hand around the cylinder. She held her crude weapon and felt her pulse pound.


    She went to the door and felt along the edges. No handle on the inside, just a keyhole. Her hands ached, her head throbbed. Terror grabbed at her and she pushed it away. She didn’t have time to be afraid. She had to get out.


    And then she heard the footsteps.
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    Jillian stood and stared at the bank’s video footage. Tanner Brant stepped forward like he had all the time in the world. He didn’t bother to hide his face from the camera or have the decency to look ashamed that he was getting ready to deposit his blood money.


    She wanted to reach through the screen, wrap her hands around his scrawny neck, and squeeze. And keep squeezing until Meg’s location erupted from his lips.


    But she didn’t. She stayed still, stayed quiet, and just watched.


    “When was this taken again?” Hunter asked.


    “Day before yesterday.” The bank president, Rebecca Wade, pointed to the date in the corner.


    “Sorry, didn’t see it,” Hunter mumbled.


    “You could see it if you’d put your glasses on,” Colton said, his tone mild and only faintly rebuking.


    “Don’t need ’em.”


    “Uh huh.”


    Jillian didn’t take offense at their bantering. She’d been married to Colton long enough to know it was simply a stress reliever. They were scared for Meg. Their worry showed in the tension along their shoulders and jawline, the tightness around their eyes, and the way they kept looking at one another and frowning.


    She didn’t want to imagine what could be happening to her child at this very moment. She didn’t want to think that Meg could be hurting or begging for her life. What she wanted was to find the person responsible and—


    “All right, we’ve got a lead.”


    She jerked her gaze to the screen. “What?”


    Colton reached back and squeezed her fingers. “There’s someone in the car with Tanner.”


    “Can you see who?”


    “No, but we’ll get the FBI on it and see if they can enlarge the image, get us a face to run through the software.”


    “I’ll send it to be processed as soon as possible.” Dominic’s phone rang. He held it to his ear and lifted a brow. “Thanks, I’ll pass it on.”


    “What?” Jillian pounced.


    “Tanner Brant wasn’t a seventeen-year-old kid.”


    Colton straightened and narrowed his eyes. “What do you mean?”


    “I had a background check run on him. Turns out his name is Tanner Green from Atlanta, Georgia. He’s twenty-seven years old with a record as long as your arm.”


    “What’s he doing posing as a high school kid?” Colton exploded.


    “What was he doing posing as Meg’s friend?” Jillian whispered.
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    Meg scrambled to the door and took up a position of defense, the homemade weapon held ready. She swallowed as the footsteps stopped outside the door. The key rattled in the lock.


    The door swung open.


    Meg waited, every muscle quivering. Waited for her kidnapper to step foot inside the room.


    “I have a gun, Meg,” the voice said. “Do you think your piddly little weapon is going to be a match against a bullet?”


    Meg froze. “How did you know?”


    “You think I don’t have a camera in here? You think I’m not watching every little move you make?”


    Meg’s stomach quivered. A sob rose in her throat. She shot a glance toward the shackles now dangling from the cement wall. She couldn’t let herself be caught and chained up again. She just couldn’t. “I’ll fight you. I’ll let you shoot me, I don’t care, but I’m not going to make it easy for you to keep me here.”


    “What about your mother, Meg?”


    Terror sliced through her. “What about my mother?”


    “What if she were to join you? She’s quite distraught, you know. And your father, well, he’s just in a really bad way. He keeps searching and searching for answers, for your location. And he’s waiting for you to contact him, to tell him you need help. But you won’t, will you?”


    Meg’s ears perked. The low voice had risen at the end of the short tirade. She thought she recognized . . . something. An inflection, the way her captor pronounced a word. “Leave my parents out of this.”


    “But honey, they’re the reason you’re in it. Now,” the voice turned colder. And deepened once again. “Throw that silly little weapon down and move out of the way.”


    Meg hesitated, tightened her grip, focused on all of the self-defense training her father had drilled into her. As long as no one was spraying knockout fluid in her face, she could take care of herself. Her throat tightened as her fear level tripled, but she pictured her parents, her family, and their worry. She lifted her chin. “Come make me.”

  


  
    12


    Seated in the car in the bank parking lot, Dominic opened his laptop and clicked a few keys. Jillian’s nerves stretched taut. She sat in the backseat next to Colton, who looked over at the screen. Hunter filled the front passenger seat. FBI agents were working around the clock, the local police were questioning everyone they could find who might know something, and she knew close friends and family were praying. But Jillian needed something, anything. She need a sign, some clue that could give her hope that her girl was still alive. Please, Jesus.


    Dominic pulled up the enlarged and enhanced picture of Tanner Brant and his passenger. Jillian huddled next to Colton and together they stared at the photo.


    She squinted. “She’s got her head turned, but it’s definitely a woman.” And there was something about her, something . . .


    “You’re right,” Colton said. He leaned closer. “She could just be someone Tanner took with him to the bank or it could be she’s involved in everything.”


    “How do we find her?” Jillian asked.


    Dominic took her hand. “We’ve got agents questioning Brant’s neighbors. Hopefully we’ll hear something soon.” His phone rang.


    Colton leaned back and Jillian rested her head on his shoulder. He wrapped her in a fierce hug and just held her. She relished the security, then immediately felt guilty. Who was holding Meg? “Meg,” she whispered.


    Wetness hit her cheek and she looked up into her husband’s face. Her big, strong, softhearted husband. Crying silently for his child in the backseat of one of his best friend’s car. She rubbed her palms across his cheeks, and he sniffed and turned his gaze to stare out the window. Jillian let him alone and tuned in to Dominic’s conversation.


    “We’ll be right there.”


    “Where?” she demanded.


    Dominic started the car. “They picked up the basketball coach and are holding him down at the station.”


    “Where was he?”


    “Visiting his dad in a nursing home.”


    Jillian’s surge of hope wilted. “Then he probably doesn’t know anything.”


    “Only one way to find out,” Hunter said. He turned in his seat and met Jillian’s gaze. “There’s always hope until there’s not. You understand?”


    She stared at him for a brief moment, then nodded. Megan was alive until they had proof she wasn’t. Jillian clung to the fragile hope.


    “Let’s go.” Colton slapped the back of the seat and Jillian clutched his other hand as prayers winged upward.
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    Meg waited. She’d been waiting. Tension flowed from the other side of the door. Would her captor step forward and take Meg up on her challenge? Would her kidnapper just round the edge, the thin edge of the door that separated them, and fire the weapon?


    Meg’s body gave one big shudder, but she was ready. She would fight. And she would either win and get away or she would die trying.


    Finally, the door began to shut. Meg frowned. Was it a trap?


    She waited too long. The door shut softly and the key turned in the lock. Meg froze. Then leapt toward the door and pounded on it. “What are you doing? Come back here!”


    The footsteps faded.


    Along with Meg’s hope. She’d failed.


    She dropped her makeshift weapon, sank to the floor, placed her forehead on her knees, and wept. Time passed as she sobbed out her frustration, her fury.


    Her helplessness. She didn’t care if her tormentor was watching her. She just didn’t care.


    Finally, sniffling, she dried her tears on her T-shirt and stood. She lifted her head and stared at the ceiling. “God! Can you hear me? Get me out of here! Please! Please.” She ended the plea with a whisper. “Please.”
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    At the police station, Jillian and Colton watched from the other side of the two-way mirror while Dominic questioned Megan’s coach.


    “Where is she?”


    “I don’t know! For the millionth time, I don’t know!” He slammed a fist on the table and Colton sighed.


    “Fine,” he said. “You don’t know. Give me a reason why we should believe you.”


    Jillian’s phone beeped. A text from Serena.


    S: Where r u?


    J: At the police station. They’re questioning Meg’s coach.


    S: Can u meet me? I know I can’t take ur mind off Meg, but I can buy u a cup of coffee.


    Though touched by the gesture, Jillian wasn’t sure she was ready to do anything.


    J: When?


    S: Whenever’s convenient for u. I want 2 be there 4 u.


    Jillian tapped Colton’s arm. He turned and she showed him the text. He rubbed his chin. “It might be good for you. Go talk to her.”


    “I don’t want to. I can’t do anything until Meg comes home.”


    He turned and gripped her shoulders. “Go meet Serena.”


    Jillian sighed and pinched the bridge of her nose.


    “Serena spends almost as much time with Meg as we do. She loves her like her own. Go talk to her, see if, between the two of you, you can come up with anything, a name, a friend, a date we don’t know about. Anything.”


    “You really think it would help or are you just trying to get rid of me?”


    He leaned his forehead against hers. “I really think it might help. I don’t want to get rid of you. You’re smart, you love Meg. You’re the best person to bounce something off of Serena.”


    He was right. She drew in a deep breath. “All right.” With shaky fingers, she texted back,


    J: Can u meet me in an hour?


    S: Of course. Where?


    J: Billy’s?


    A small café near the hospital. She’d been there several times.


    S: C u there in an hour.
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    Colton watched Jillian walk out of the police station. Her shoulders drooped, her face had lines that weren’t there before Meg’s disappearance. His heart ached for the pain she was enduring and fury boiled in his gut at the person causing it. Revenge burned hot, acid bubbling just beneath the surface of his skin. He wanted to hurt the person who’d taken Meg.


    No, he amended silently. He wanted to kill the person.


    Colton swallowed hard, pushed aside the destructive thoughts, and sent up yet another silent prayer. He turned back to find Dominic leaving the interrogation room.


    Colton headed for the door to meet Dominic. His friend looked like an angry bear.


    “I’m sorry,” Dominic said, “but I really don’t think he knows anything.”


    “Another dead end.” The rage returned swift and hot, to mingle with the fear twisting inside him. A fear so tangible, he could taste it. His head spun. He stumbled.


    “Hey, are you okay?” Dominic grabbed his arm and shoved him into one of the chairs just outside the interrogation room.


    Colton didn’t bother trying to resist. He dropped his face into his hands and caught his breath. Then he cleared his throat and looked up and caught Dominic’s eye. “I’m never going to see her again, am I?”


    Tears appeared in Dominic’s eyes for a brief flash before his friend grabbed his shirt just below his throat and jerked him out of the chair. Dominic gave him a ferocious glare. “You listen to me, Colton Brady. We’re going to find her. She’s strong, she’s smart, she has God and us. Evil is not going to win. It’s not going to take her from us.”


    Colton swallowed his panic and gave Dominic a gentle shove. His friend stepped back. Colton firmed his jaw and nodded. “You’re right. Sorry. I just . . .”


    Dominic slapped his shoulder. “I know.”


    Colton took a deep breath. He wouldn’t give up. He would do anything for his child.


    Even die for her.


    Dominic’s phone rang and he stepped back to lift the device to his ear. Colton paced in the hallway, praying, thinking.


    “Okay, let me know what the number is. The other one will turn up. Right. Love you too.” Dominic hung up.


    Colton lifted a brow. “Serena?”


    “Yeah. She can’t find her cell phone. Said she’s been looking for it all morning.”


    Colton froze. “What?”


    Dominic frowned. “You need me to repeat it?”


    “Serena can’t find her phone.”


    “Right.” Dominic stepped toward him, concern written all over him. “That’s what I said. Man, I know this is a tough time right now, but—”


    “No, no, something’s wrong. Serena just texted Jillian and asked her to meet her at Billy’s, that new little café that opened up about two months ago.”


    “The one near the hospital.”


    “Yeah, only if Serena lost her phone . . .”


    “. . . who texted Jillian from Serena’s number?”


    Colton bolted down the hall even as he pulled his phone from his pocket. He punched Jillian’s number as he ran.


    Dominic’s footsteps pounded behind him.
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    Jillian stood outside the café and looked around for Serena. Her phone rang and she fished it out of her pocket, her gaze bouncing from one person to the next. Who had Meg? Someone who looked ordinary? Someone she knew? Resentment rose up in her. Her baby was missing, maybe dead, and life just went on as though nothing was wrong?


    It shouldn’t. The world should stop. Everyone should be looking for her child.


    “Answer that phone,” the voice hissed in her ear, “and you’ll never see Meg again.”


    From the first word, Jillian couldn’t move. She stayed still until the ringing stopped. Agonizing seconds where she wanted to spin and demand answers. As though reading her mind, the voice spoke again in that same hissing whisper. “Don’t turn around, don’t try to look at me. Follow my instructions and you can see Meg in about twenty minutes.”


    “She’s alive?” Jillian asked, hating the tremble she couldn’t control.


    “For now.”


    “What do you want me to do?”


    “Follow my directions exactly. If you deviate from them, Meg dies.”


    Jillian swallowed hard. “Okay.”


    “Good.” Something hard jabbed her in the lower back. A gun? “Hand me your phone.”


    Jillian did, passing it back over her shoulder. The person took it and Jillian heard a dull clunk. Her phone now rested in the trash can outside the café. She glanced around, searching, wondering if she should call out. Fear for Meg kept her silent.


    “Now walk toward that gray minivan sitting on the corner.”


    Jillian obeyed. Her knees trembled, threatened to buckle under her, but her daughter’s life was at stake. Would this person really take her to Meg or was she just going to kill her and toss her body in a ditch? She had to take a chance. If there was even a slim chance that this was Meg’s kidnapper, Jillian would keep her mouth shut and obey.


    She climbed into the van trying to get a look at the woman with the nicely concealed weapon. Only she did a very good job of keeping her face averted. The baseball hat helped. But there was something familiar. If she could just see her face . . .


    “Put this on.”


    A sleep mask landed in her lap. A blindfold. She swallowed hard and picked it up. She placed it on her face and closed her eyes against the darkness. “Who was Tanner?”


    “My boyfriend in college. Just another guy who outlived his usefulness.”


    “You killed him.”


    “Of course.”


    Nausea swirled. This woman had no conscience. She’d already killed one person. Jillian now knew without a doubt she would kill again.
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    Colton bolted from the car and into the café. He stopped just inside the door and scanned the area. Jillian hadn’t answered her phone. “Ping it again,” he told Dominic.


    Dominic held up his own device. “I’ve got it right here. It’s somewhere in this location.”


    Colton dialed the number. It rang four times and went to voice mail. He dialed it again.


    Hunter swept through the door brandishing a cell phone held with a piece of cloth.


    Jillian’s. Colton reached for it, then snatched his hand back. “That’s evidence.”


    His belly turned to ice. He knew without a doubt, Meg’s kidnapper now held his wife too. Sweat broke out across his forehead. Disbelief hit him and his legs threatened to crumble. “No. No, no, no, no, no.”


    Hunter looked sick. Even Dominic appeared stunned by this turn of events. Then Dominic grabbed his arm and ushered him to a corner. “We’re only minutes behind Jillian. Someone here saw something.”


    “Start asking questions,” Hunter said.


    With shaking fingers, Colton brought up the latest family picture on his phone and started going person to person, asking if each one had seen the two people he loved most in the world. He texted the picture to Hunter and Dominic and they did the same. Ten minutes later, Colton got a yes.


    “Where?” he demanded.


    The young woman who’d nodded at his question flinched.


    He raked a hand through his hair. “I’m sorry, it’s just that they’re missing and I’m desperate to find them.”


    Compassion graced her face. “I saw your wife just outside. She looked like she was waiting on someone. Another woman walked up behind her and they talked. I thought it a little strange, though.”


    “Why? Why strange?”


    “Your wife never turned around to speak, she just stared straight ahead.”


    She’d been ordered not to turn. Colton knew that, but didn’t bother to explain it. “Thank you. Anything else?”


    “They got in a gray van. I was sitting at the small table outside waiting for my date before I got cold and came inside, so I saw them get in. The other woman had on a baseball hat and sunglasses but had her hair down around her shoulders.”


    “What color hair?”


    “Black with a perm or else it was naturally curly.”


    “How tall was she in comparison to my wife?”


    “She was shorter by several inches.”


    “What else?”


    The woman gave a slight shrug and frowned. “I’m sorry, that’s about all I can think of. Like I said, I wouldn’t have even noticed them if I hadn’t thought it weird that your wife never turned to acknowledge the woman speaking to her.”


    “Thank you. Thank you very much. Could I have your name and number?”


    “Sure.”


    He swiped the picture away and pressed the home screen to find the app he needed to take the information.


    The woman gasped. “Wait, that’s her.”


    “What?”


    “Your wallpaper picture. That’s her in the picture.”


    Colton stared at the picture that had been taken the first Christmas he, Meg, and Jillian had been a family. Carmen had joined them. She’d smiled, but even he could see the sadness there, the anger that lurked beneath the surface. It had been the only holiday she’d spent with them. “Her?”


    The woman nodded. “Her.”
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    Meg paced the confines of her cell. She had come to the realization that there was nothing she could do until her kidnapper came back. Her stomach rumbled. She’d had nothing since the apple and had a feeling she wasn’t going to get anything else. She had no way to track time, no windows to know if it was day or night.


    Her mind raced, her fear threatened to boil out of control. She whispered prayers, had long conversations with God while she paced. She made deals. If he got her out of here, she’d never disobey her parents again. If God—


    The door slammed open.


    Meg whirled and let out a cry as her mother stumbled into the cell.
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    Colton raced to Dominic, who stood questioning one of the other patrons. “Never mind, I know who’s got them. I know where they are.”


    “Who? Where?” He waved Hunter over and Colton told them what he’d discovered.


    Excitement pumped adrenaline through him. “Let’s go.”


    “We need to get a team together. There’s no telling if she has weapons or someone helping her.”


    “She killed her help, remember?” Colton snapped. He headed for the door. “I’m going to find my family.”


    “We all want to find them, but we need to be smart about it,” Dominic fired back. “You go off all hotheaded and without a plan and your family could wind up dead.”


    Colton stopped. The words were harsh. But true. He sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Fine. What do you have in mind?”
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    Jillian ripped the blindfold from her eyes and spun to stop the door from closing, but the woman was faster. She brought the barrel of the weapon down on the side of Jillian’s face.


    Pain radiated through her skull. Meg screamed. The door slammed,


    It hadn’t been a hard hit, just enough to distract her and keep her from escaping. But it hadn’t stopped her from seeing who her kidnapper was.


    “Carmen?” she said, momentarily stunned. And then she pulled her daughter into her arms, shoving aside the pain and confusion for the moment. She focused on her child. “Are you okay?”


    “Oh Mom, I’ve never been so scared in my life. Not even seven years ago.”


    Meg clung to her and Jillian inhaled her daughter’s smell. Sweat and fear emanated from her and Jillian relished it. She was alive. Her baby was still breathing, still in one piece. She gave her one last hard squeeze, then set a protesting, clinging Meg from her. “We have to think. We have to find a way out and we need to find it fast.”


    Tears trailed from Meg’s eyes. “I’ve looked. Trust me on that one. There’s no way out. And there’s a camera. She’s watching everything we do.”


    But Jillian had to find out for herself. Thirty minutes later, she slumped to the floor in defeat. Despair gripped her. If there was a way to escape, she couldn’t find it.


    Meg sniffled and sank next to her. Jillian wrapped her arms around Meg and held on tight.


    “What do we do now, Mom?”


    Jillian sighed. “We pray, honey. We pray.” She paused. “And come up with a plan.”


    “What kind of plan.”


    “You said she can see us?”


    “Yes.”


    Jillian had the vague idea of what might work. She pulled Meg closer. “Look defeated,” she whispered in her daughter’s ear. “Look like we have no hope and are scared to death.”


    Meg gave a soft snort. “I can do that easy. Then what?”


    Returning footsteps brought their heads up. “I haven’t gotten that far yet. Now we wing it.”
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    Colton’s heart raced as they pulled up to what used to be his aunt and uncle’s house. Carmen, their only child, had inherited everything. Memories flowed through him and he shuddered as he pushed them away. The last time he’d been here, Jillian had almost been killed.


    Law enforcement arrived, sirens off, earpieces on. The plan was for Colton to approach the house and see if he could get Carmen to come to the door. Authorities would then present the warrant that had been signed in record time by Judge Harmon.


    Hunter and Dominic took up positions on either side of the front door. Officers covered the other exits. Colton received a nod from Dominic and he pressed the doorbell. His nerves twitched. Everything in him wanted to kick the door in, grab his cousin, and demand she tell him what she thought she was doing.


    Instead, he rang the bell again.
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    Meg grabbed Jillian’s hand. “Behind the door.”


    “Why?”


    “Because it worked before. When she pushes the door open, we’ll be behind it.”


    “This is it, Meg. We have to get her when she comes in. It’s two against one now.”


    The door opened silently. “Come out from behind the door. Now.”


    Jillian considered pushing it shut in one hard shove, but figured Carmen was smart enough not to place herself in the spot where she would be hit by the door. “Why are you doing this, Carmen? We’ve never done anything to you except want to love you and include you in our family.”


    “I had a family.” Her flat monotone scared Jillian more than if the woman had yelled. “Emphasis on had. But thanks to you and your snooping, my mother is in jail and my father is dead. What family do I have now?”


    “You have cousins, aunts, and uncles who love you.”


    “I thought so too.” Her last word caught on a sob and Jillian winced. “I thought I could handle it, but the dreams kept coming. My mother accusing me of interfering. I went to see her in prison every chance I got, but it was never enough. She said I had to avenge her. It was my duty as her daughter.” She hiccupped. “And she was right.” Jillian blinked at the sudden change in Carmen’s voice. Nothing but ice. “I realized she was right.”


    “And so you decided to ruin my family? My daughter?”


    “Not just yours, Jillian. Colton’s.”


    Loathing dripped from her husband’s name and a wave of nausea swept over Jillian.


    “Do you know I went to see my mother yesterday? I told her what I had planned.”


    Jillian’s brain twitched. She had to do something. They couldn’t stand behind the door any longer. She stepped around it and came face-to-face with Carmen.


    Meg gasped and Jillian shot her a warning look.


    She turned her attention back to the pretty girl who could have been anything. She had beauty, money, talent, intelligence.


    And she’d chosen revenge.


    “Meg and I are walking out of here. We’re going home.”


    Carmen’s lip curled and she lifted the weapon. “You see, Colton just pulled up and is standing on my front porch ringing the doorbell. No one is going anywhere because it’s time for all of us to die.”
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    Colton pounded on the door. “Carmen!” She wasn’t going to answer. They were going to have to get in another way. He tried the knob. Locked, of course. There was no more full-time staff working in the house.


    And right now, the place looked deserted. He knew Carmen was there, her car sat at the top of the U-shaped drive. He looked at Dominic. “Let’s go around back.”


    “I’ll stay here in case she comes to the door,” Hunter said.


    Colton and Dominic headed for the side of the house, then around back. Colton tried the sunroom door and, to his immense shock, found it open. He stepped inside. “Carmen? You here?”


    Dominic slipped in behind him and shut the door. “I’m going to start exploring.”


    “I’m going to figure out where she could keep two people prisoner.” Please, God, let them be alive.


    On silent feet, he started a search. Then paused. Up in the attic? Or down in the basement? Which way?
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    Jillian stared at Carmen. “What do you mean, we’re all going to die?”


    A sly smile crossed the woman’s lips. “My father tried to blow you up in the high school gym, remember that?”


    “Of course.”


    “Well, he failed.”


    “Had he succeeded, he would have blown you up too, remember that?” She couldn’t help the sarcasm.


    Carmen ignored it, her eyes narrow and cold. “In exactly—” she glanced at her watch, then back up before Jillian could pounce—“five minutes and twenty seconds, this house goes boom.” She sneered. “And so does everyone in it.” The gun never wavered. “Now back up into that corner or I’ll shoot through the door.” She shifted and the weapon now aimed directly at Meg. The door wouldn’t stop a bullet.


    Jillian backed up with slow, even steps.


    “Now you, Meg,” Carmen ordered. The gun shifted once more. “Or I shoot your mother.” A pause. “You might want to hurry up.”


    Meg looked at Jillian, her terror a tangible thing. Her fury and determination just as evident. Jillian read the intent on her daughter’s face, bit her lip, and gave a slow nod. Meg didn’t hesitate.


    She dropped into a low crouch, then swung around the edge of the door, her hands on the floor, propelling her body forward, her feet in the air. Jillian ducked to the side as Carmen pulled the trigger a millisecond before Meg’s heel connected with her abdomen.
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    Colton was halfway down the basement steps when he heard the pop. He raced the rest of the way down and came to a stop at the bottom. Which way? The wine cellar to the left? The gym to the right?


    A yell reached him.


    The left.


    He bolted toward the wine cellar, rounded the corner of the hallway, and found his daughter on the floor, fingers wrapped around his cousin’s wrist, fighting for her life. The relief he felt at seeing her alive was overshadowed by the fear that she was about to die in front of him.


    He darted forward, punching his cousin in the head.


    Carmen staggered, her fingers loosening around the weapon. Meg jerked it from her grasp and rolled to her feet. “Mom! She shot Mom!” Colton took the gun from Meg, who spun and raced back into the wine room. His heart thudded an anxious beat in his chest. He held the gun on a stunned Carmen who still blinked from the blow to her head. He hoped he gave her a concussion.


    Feet clattered on the cement floor and he looked up to see Dominic and Hunter followed by a number of other law enforcement agents. He handed Dominic the weapon and raced to check on Jillian and Meg.


    He found Meg pressing on Jillian’s shoulder to stem the flow of blood. Jillian’s pale face and closed eyes nearly sent him into cardiac arrest. “Jillian!”


    She winced and turned to look at him. “Don’t yell, it hurts my ears.”


    Relief flooded him. “I need an ambulance!”


    “Dad,” Meg said, her sharp tone snagging his attention. “She said don’t yell. And there’s a bomb. We need to get out of here.”
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    Jillian gripped Colton’s hand and leaned heavily on him as he guided them from the room and up the stairs. Meg raced ahead, looking back over her shoulder as though afraid her parents would disappear. Jillian bit her lip against the pain each footfall sent jarring through her. “How much time do we have?” she gasped.


    “I don’t know. That would be a question for Carmen,” Colton said.


    “How much time, Carmen?” Dominic asked as he shoved the woman in front of him.


    She laughed. “Not enough.”


    Jillian stumbled and Colton caught her against him. Her feet left the ground and he carried her up the rest of the steps.


    “Where’s the bomb, Carmen?” Colton demanded.


    “Like I’d tell.”


    Darkness pressed in on Jillian and she fought it. They reached the top and headed through the hall, the goal the front door. Please don’t let us blow up. The prayer slipped through her mind. Memories of another run through a building just before the explosion flashed through her mind. Seven years ago, she’d found herself in exactly the same situation. One Carmen probably hadn’t planned on ending the same way. With escape.


    Jillian caught a glimpse of Meg darting through the front door, pausing on the porch to make sure they were following.


    “Go,” Jillian rasped. “Go.”


    Meg stayed and waited, then grabbed her hand. Colton still carried her as they all raced down the front porch steps, across the top of the U-shaped drive, and into the grass.


    “Keep going,” Colton called.


    They ran. Farther, faster, away.


    And then the ground shook as the blast ripped through the home. The force against Colton’s back propelled him forward. He stumbled, but didn’t lose his grip. He went to his knees and Jillian hit the ground with a thud. She cried out as Colton tried to shield her. “Meg!”


    “I’m okay!” her daughter yelled.


    He rolled away from Jillian and looked down at her, fear and relief mixed in his gaze. “Are you all right?”


    “Other than the gunshot wound and the ringing in my ears?”


    “Yes.”


    She drew in a deep breath and grimaced. “I’m lovely, thanks.”


    He leaned his head against hers. “Tell me that didn’t just happen.”


    “I wish I could.”


    “Twice, Jillian. Who runs from a bomb twice in their lifetimes?”


    Jillian gave a choked laugh and let the tears flow. Her head hurt, her shoulder ached, and she felt like she could fall into unconsciousness at any moment, but she was so grateful to be alive. “Only us, Colton, only us.” She fought the dizziness and nausea and glanced at the burning house. “Is it over?”


    He looked around and she forced her gaze to follow his. Law enforcement, fire trucks, ambulances lined the area. Shouts rang in her ears. She saw Carmen handcuffed and being led to a nearby police car. The woman looked back and caught her eye. And frowned. “Almost,” she mouthed silently. “Almost.”


    Jillian swung her gaze back to her husband and daughter. Meg was safe. She had her girl back once again. “Thank you, God,” she whispered. “Thank you.” And then let the darkness take her as Colton’s strong arms held her.

  


  
    Four Weeks Later


    “Do you think we’ll ever just be a normal family?” Meg asked her mother as she set the table for dinner.


    Jillian looked at her and considered the question. She moved her shoulder, satisfied it was healing nicely. “What’s normal?”


    Meg snorted. “Normal is no one trying to kill us.”


    “Well, in that case, probably not. Your father is always making someone mad.” She sighed.


    Meg’s eyes went wide. “Seriously?”


    Jillian laughed. She was so glad she could laugh. She hugged Meg. “Oh Meg, honey, I love you so.”


    “I know. I love you too.”


    “I think now that Carmen is in jail for a very long time, we can pretty much live normal lives.”


    The door slammed and Colton entered to find them embracing. He lifted a brow. “Is this a private party or can anyone join in?”


    Jillian smiled and slid over to make room for him. He’d moved heaven and earth to find them, and she still couldn’t get over the love he made sure to shower them with each and every day. She shivered and Colton’s arm tightened around her shoulders. “We’re safe.”


    “I know.” She smiled.


    A knock on the door separated them. Hunter and Alexia, followed by Dominic and Serena, stepped into the kitchen. The three children with them raced in.


    “Meg!” Six-year-old Brynn wrapped her arms around her favorite babysitter’s legs.


    Meg dropped to her knees to hug her and the twins.


    “We brought Chinese,” Alexia announced.


    Serena laughed. “We brought Japanese.”


    “And we fixed Thai,” Jillian said, her grin spreading.


    “I’m sensing a theme here,” Meg said from her position on the floor. All three children scrambled for room on her lap.


    Colton laughed. “Well, since we decided on a vacation to somewhere Asian, I can see everyone brought their favorites. So what will it be? China, Japan, or Thailand?”


    “I really don’t care,” Meg said. “As long as it’s boring. I’ve had enough adventure to last me a lifetime.”


    Colton patted her on the head. “Amen, sweetheart. But I’ll warn you now. Our lives will never be boring.”


    She sighed. “I was afraid of that.”


    Jillian shook her head. She could see the twinkle in Meg’s eyes and thanked God they’d all survived. And as long as her family stayed safe, she was ready for the next adventure. She lifted her chin and picked up the glass of water she’d poured a little earlier. “Here’s to adventure.”


    Everyone cheered and Jillian couldn’t help the sense of contentment and gratitude that washed over her. Quietly, she breathed, “Thank you, Lord, for bringing us through.”


    “Amen,” Colton whispered in her ear.
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