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STRANGERS

 


 


 



PROLOGUE

 


 


As he sat in the corner of the tiny
structure that served as a café and gossip center, the man sipped
his cup of coffee, lazily, while reading the newspaper. He sat
alone with his back to the wall, facing the dozen or so wood- hued
tables and chairs occupying the minute space.

He was friendly enough, nodding and
smiling at his neighbors who drifted in and out of the building.
His fellow islanders greeted him in return, but they respected his
privacy. Rarely did he include himself in conversation or gossip.
Years ago he had appeared among them as a tourist, and stayed to
establish himself as a resident. Still, he remained a stranger
among them.

Since the day of his arrival on the
island he would come into the café and order a cup of coffee and a
breakfast roll. He would then wander to a bin where an assortment
of old newspapers were stacked, sort through them, withdraw one,
and then sit at his favorite table where he would sip, eat and
read. The newspapers were usually left in the café by tourists, but
he didn’t seem to mind that some had been there so long they had
yellowed from age. He read each page meticulously, his actions so
perfectly timed that he completed his coffee and roll the same
instant that he finished reading. Afterward, he’d neatly fold the
paper, take a writing pen from his pocket and put a mark on the
front of the issue so that he wouldn’t withdraw the same newspaper
from the bin again. This had been the man’s routine for years. It
never varied—until today.

The café owner was caught off-guard
when the man stood so suddenly that he knocked the coffee cup off
of the table. The earthen mug fell to the floor, shattering into
pieces. Startled, the owner looked up in time to see the look of
shocked disbelief on the man’s face as he stared at the newspaper
page in his hand. Before the owner could get to the table to clean
up the thick dark liquid seeping into the worn wooden floor boards,
the man had rushed out of the building carrying the newspaper page
in his hand. He hadn’t finished his roll, nor had he read the rest
of the paper. He also got to leave the generous tip that he always
left.

Resigned, the owner
gathered the remaining sections of the newspaper and wondered what
could have possibility caused the man to leave so unexpectedly.
Glancing at the masthead of the newspaper pages left behind, he
noted that this particular edition was a few years old and was some
entertainment publication called Variety.

 


 


 



CHAPTER 1

 


 


Dana Mansfield was close to
hyperventilating. She had to get a hold of herself before she
passed out. Her body was trembling and she tried hard to pull
herself together as she made an attempt to understand what was
happening. First, there had been the telephone call and
then—

“Hello?”

Dana jumped. The voice was
deep and masculine and it was coming from the waiting room which
she thought was deserted. Her mind raced. Her eyes shifted toward
the open doorway Who could that be?
She hadn’t been expecting anybody. The staff had
gone for the day and she was here alone, or so she thought. Could
it be the caller? Her first impulse was to rush to the door, close
and lock it, but it was too late as the voice suddenly materialized
into the shape of a figure blocking the doorway.

The man was tall—very tall—at least
six feet six, with a muscular build. He was dressed casually in
blue jeans, a t-shirt and sneakers. Some sort of tattoo adorned the
bulging muscle beneath his t-shirt sleeve. His complexion was
golden brown. His head was shaved bald. He sported a neatly trimmed
goatee and he wore sunglasses. His persona certainly didn’t calm
the anxiety that she was feeling. He could be the stranger who had
called.

“I didn’t mean to scare you,” he told
her, reacting to her fearful eyes meeting his shaded ones. “The
office door was unlocked and nobody was at the receptionist’s desk.
I called out, but there was no answer—” He stopped
short.

The demeanor of the attractive woman
staring back at him put him on instant alert. She appeared
shaken.

“Is that the package?” Dana asked
sharply, glancing at the small parcel in his hand. It was wrapped
in brown paper and tied with string. The man looked down at the
box.

“Uh, yeah, I guess so,” he said
vaguely. He held it out to her.

“What’s in it?” Dana didn’t take her
eyes off of him.

He shrugged. “How should I
know?”

“Well, you brought it in here,” she
snapped. How dare this man stand there and act as though he didn’t
know what was happening.

“Listen lady, I don’t know what your
problem is, but all I want to do is drop off a key. When I was in
the hall I saw this package in front of the door, picked it up and
came inside.”

Placing the neatly wrapped bundle on
the desk, he reached into his pocket and withdrew a door key. He
slammed it down next to the package.

“Now here’s the key. Give me my
deposit check and I’m outta here.” He returned her insolent
glare.

Dana gave the abandoned key a cursory
glance before returning her attention to him.

“I don’t know what you’re talking
about! What key? What deposit? What are you saying? Are you asking
for the ransom right now?”

“Whoa!” The man took a step backward
with both hands held up as if to ward off a blow. “Ransom? What
ransom? Let’s start over here. I’m James Starr, Mrs.
Mansfield…”

“How do you know my name?” Dana’s
voice bristled with suspicion.

“I’ve seen a picture of you with your
niece,” he replied, referring to singing superstar, Darnell
Cameron. “I’ve also read that you’re her attorney. Plus, your
brother-in-law, Ray Wilson. is a friend of mine.”

He was also aware that Ray was
Darnell’s stepfather. Yet, the mention of Ray’s name drew no
reaction from the woman. He persisted.

“I’m the guy who rented your condo. I
got your place through Ray.”

Dana looked at him blankly, trying to
reconcile what he was saying with the reality of what she was
presently facing. She vaguely remembered that her older sister,
Bev, had made arrangements for the rental of Dana’s L.A. condo
while Dana was away at her family’s home recuperating from an
accident.

“So you’re not one of
them?”

“No, I guess I’m not,”
James answered, disturbed by the question. “But who are you talking
about when you say them?” His suspicions were rising. He hoped that what he was
thinking was wrong.

Dana didn’t answer as she walked away
from him. James noticed that the fear in her eyes was still
there.

“Ray’s friend,” she mumbled as if
trying to process what he was saying. “Yes, I remember. Bev told me
something about you.” She whirled to face him. “You’re the guy from
New York City.”

“Yes.” James was relieved that she
seemed more rational. “I moved to L.A. a while ago
and...”

“Aren’t you a cop?” Dana looked
wary.

“Not anymore. I’m a partner in a
security firm now.”

“A security firm…a security firm,”
Dana repeated absently. She was finding it hard to focus. All she
could think about was the telephone call that she had
received.

Withdrawing his wallet from his back
pocket, he pulled a business card from its interior and handed it
to her. Dana glimpsed at the card but didn’t take it.

“Business has been good in L.A.,”
James continued. “We’re expanding to Northern California. I’m
headed to San Francisco today to open a second West Coast office. I
called earlier and told the woman I spoke to that I would drop off
the key to the condo. She said my deposit would be here
and—”

James’ voice drifted off. Dana wasn’t
listening. Her eyes were fixed on the package that he had placed on
her desk.

Returning the card to his
wallet, James gave a frustrated sigh. Oh
hell! What have I stepped into?

He had been a cop for over twenty
years and was familiar with the look on this woman’s face. Dana
Mansfield was terrified, and his presence in her office wasn’t the
reason. He hadn’t missed the word “ransom” in their conversation
and there was this package wrapped in brown paper that seemed to be
causing her distress. Toss in the fact that she was a high class
attorney, with a rich and famous client, and even a rookie could
read between the lines of what was happening here.

“Mrs. Mansfield,” he said as a pair of
sad eyes looked up at him. “Has somebody that you know been
kidnapped?”

 


****

 


In California, in the picturesque town
of Carmel-by-the Sea, Mrs. Sharon, the housekeeper for the Stewart
family, pulled into the garage of the multi-million dollar home in
which she was employed. Glancing at her watch, she checked the
time, hoping that her trip to the store hadn’t cut into the extra
time she needed to fix the meal that her employer, actor, Thad
Stewart, had requested. He and his wife, Darnell, were returning
home after having been gone for a week. He had called Mrs. Sharon
and asked her to make his favorite meal to celebrate their return.
Tonight was special. They had been away from their daughter, Nia,
for much too long and the reunion would be a joyous one. The
five-year-old was now enrolled in kindergarten and was no longer
traveling with her parents.

While they were gone Nia was staying
with Darnell’s half brother, Sinclair Reasoner, and his wife,
Nedra. The Reasoner family lived down the street. However, Mrs.
Sharon had been picking Nia up at school this week, along with her
cousin, Gillian. But, Thad called earlier and informed her that a
limo was being sent to the school for his daughter in celebration
of her parents’ returning home. The news had given the housekeeper
extra time to go to the grocery store and to fix the welcome home
meal.

Taking the groceries out of the trunk,
she could hear the telephone ringing in the house. Hurrying inside,
she placed the grocery bag on the island counter and raced to
answer the call. The ringing stopped before she reach the
telephone. Caller I.D. read Nedra Davis-Reasoner.

“She probably wants to know if the
Stewarts are home yet,” Mrs. Sharon muttered aloud. “I’ll give her
a call back later.”

At the moment, she had too much to
do.

 


 


 



CHAPTER 2

 


 


“I received a call on my office
telephone,” Dana relayed to this stranger who had walked into her
life so unexpectedly. “The voice was distorted but he said that I
would receive a package proving that my great niece, Nia, and my
young cousin, Gillian, had been kidnapped. Of course when you
walked in…”

“You thought I was delivering the
package,” James concluded.

Dana nodded, wondering if she had
sealed her loved ones fate by having told him a narrative that she
wasn’t suppose to reveal. But since he had been a police officer
maybe he had some sort of solution to this dilemma.

“You say that Nia is your
great-niece?” There was an unspoken question in James’ inquiry.
Dana knew what he was asking.

“She’s Darnell and Thad Stewart’s
daughter.” That simple statement explained why the child was
abducted. The celebrity couple was one of the wealthiest in the
entertainment industry. “Gillian Reasoner is Darnell’s brother’s
child. Her parents are wealthy too.”

She began to pace back and forth
aimlessly while James watched her restless movements. He couldn’t
help but note that Dana Mansfield was an attractive
woman.

He would guess her to be about 5 feet
4 inches tall and her age to be somewhere in her late thirties. She
was slender, but there were curves evident beneath the finely
tailored skirt suit that she wore. Its vibrant color was
complemented by her cocoa brown complexion. Her oval shaped face
was framed by a short haircut, and perfectly arched eyebrows
enhanced her dark brown eyes. Full lips were accented with rose
colored lipstick, and at the moment those lips were tight with
anguish.

Dana felt trapped between a rock and a
hard place. She had the lives of two innocent children in her hands
and she didn’t know which way to turn. She stopped pacing and fixed
James with a apprehensive glare.

“You’re not going to the authorities
are you?” Dana wanted to kick herself for having said anything to
this man. What had she been thinking?

“If you didn’t want me to then why did
you tell me?”

Dana wondered why herself? The words
seemed to have tumbled from her lips without rhyme or reason. She
could think of only one explanation.

“Well, you are an ex-cop.”

“And?” he prompted.

“And I’m not sure what to do. I had to
tell somebody.” She felt like a balloon filled with helium and was
about to burst.

Turning away from his watchful gaze,
her attention returned to the package. James read her
mind.

“You’re wondering what’s in it, but I
would advise you to handle it with care. There might be
fingerprints and they could prove valuable.”

Dana nodded in understanding, but made
no move toward the package. Fear of what she might find inside kept
her frozen in place. James came to her rescue.

“I’ll open it if you don’t
mind.”

Dana was grateful that he offered. She
watched with curiosity as he carefully took a pencil and removed
the string holding the brown wrapping paper in place. The ends
weren’t taped and it fell easily from the small cardboard box.
There was no tape on the top of the box. Using the pencil he lifted
one flap and then the other. The pencil disappeared inside the box
and came back up with the handles of a brightly colored child size
purse dangling from its end. Dana’s breath caught in her
throat.

“That’s Nia’s purse. My sister, Bev,
bought it for her. She carries it everywhere she goes.”

Wrapping her arms around her torso,
Dana gave an agonizing groan. Her eyes filled with tears that she
refused to shed. Reason was needed if she wanted to get through
this, and her first hurdle would be a big one.

“How am I going to tell Darnell and
Thad?” Her hand flew to her mouth in distress. “Oh Lord! And
Gillian’s parents! I’ve got to tell them too.”

“You’re on overload. Take a deep
breath and try to focus,” James urged.

There was a quiet authority in the
man’s voice that caught Dana’s attention. He took a seat across
from her desk, crossed his muscled arms, and placed his ankle
across his knee. While Dana’s mind was trying frantically to charge
through a tornado, he looked as though he was romping on a sandy
beach. James was calm, cool and collected. Why shouldn’t he be? The
lives at stake meant nothing to him. She should have never told him
what was happening and was starting to regret having confided in
him. Maybe if he left her office, he might forget all about the
situation and not say anything to anyone. She had her doubts that
would happen, and nearly snorted aloud at the thought. Yet, it was
worth a try.

“Listen, Mr. Starr. This is not your
problem. I shouldn’t have involved you in the first place. All I
ask is that when you leave here you don’t mention this to
anyone.”

James looked at her steadily. He
understood her fear and anxiety, but there was a reality to
face.

“Lady, you’re a lawyer so you know
that kidnapping is a federal offense. Maybe you don’t want to hear
this, but the best advice I can give you is that you need to call
the authorities.”

He was right. Dana didn’t want to hear
it. Her voice was steel.

“I haven’t called the parents of these
children yet. My family has got to know what’s happening first.
They have to make the decision where to go from there.”

Dismissively, she turned away from
him, walked to her desk and picked up the telephone.

Looking at her rigid back, James stood
to leave. This was none of his business. He was heading north today
to open a new office. He had to find a place to live and hire a
staff. His list of priorities was endless. He didn’t have time to
get involved with some kidnapping. It was obvious that the woman
was stubborn and was going to do what she wanted. The best thing
for him to do was to walk out of the door and never look back.
Still, there were two little girls out there somewhere and they
were in danger. How could he walk away? With that thought in mind,
James sat back down in Dana’s office and waited.

 


****

 


The tiny room was dim. There were no
windows. A goose neck lamp sitting on the floor beside a single
twin size mattress provided the only light. An air vent was in the
ceiling, but it wasn’t allowing much air to penetrate. The room was
hot and stuffy and getting more uncomfortable with each passing
minute.

Gillian Reasoner’s dark brown eyes
took in every detail of the room as she slowly surveyed the
surroundings in which she and Nia Cameron Stewart were imprisoned.
The walls were gray and the paint was peeling. The plastic was
still on the twin size mattress on which Nia and she reclined, but
no sheets had been provided. There was only one pillow and it had
no pillow case.

The door leading out of the room
wasn’t new. It was old and made of heavy wood. The door knob was
removed, and the hole where the knob should have been was covered
with a piece of wood. The door was locked from the outside. Gillian
couldn’t help but wonder what kind of lock it was. There was a
doggy door at the bottom of the wooden structure, but it was only
big enough for a very small dog to get through. It looked as though
it had been recently installed.

A short while ago, Nia and she watched
as a tray of food was slipped through the doggy door. That had been
after they both recovered from the horrible smelling substance that
had rendered them unconscious. They didn’t know how long they had
been locked in the room, but they wanted out.

The door was too heavy for two young
girls to knock down, but that doggy door— Gillian’s eyes returned
to the small square opening. It was hinged from the top and swung
in and out. Common sense told her that the small door wouldn’t have
been there if they thought a kid could get through it, but that
didn’t mean she couldn’t try. After all, she was to blame for them
getting into the limo and being in this situation. She was mad
enough to spit nails!

She should have known something was
fishy when the chauffer drove up to the school and informed the
teacher on dismissal duty that Nia’s parents had sent the limo for
her as a surprise. Mrs. Sharon picked them up every day, and
Gillian knew that the housekeeper would have called the school and
informed them of any change. Yet getting limo service was exciting,
and the reason the chauffer gave for being there made
sense.

The dismissal teacher had questioned
the change in procedure, but the chauffer presented a letter of
authorization on the limo company’s letterhead. It was signed by
Darnell Cameron Stewart. The signature was verified by school
records.

It had been Gillian’s enthusiastic
endorsement of the arrangements that had put the girls inside the
limo. The driver tried to prevent Gillian from coming, insisting
that the directive was only for Nia. An indignant Gillian explained
that if she didn’t go, Nia wasn’t going. Those words sealed both of
their fates.

The girls hopped inside the limo
happily, feeling important as they drove away from the school. It
was when the driver made a turn off the highway in an area that
Gillian didn’t recognize that she started to ask questions. He told
her that he needed to stop the car and adjust their seat
belts.

Getting out of the limo he opened the
back door and as soon as Gillian started to tell him that her belt
didn’t need adjusting he silenced her with a cloth over her nose
and mouth. The next thing she knew Nia and she had awakened in this
room.

Her cousin’s large eyes were now
looking at her in confusion, but she wasn’t whimpering or crying.
Gillian was proud of her because she knew that the little girl was
scared. She was too, but right now anger was the stronger
emotion.

She had tried to fit Nia through the
doggy door, but as young as she was her body was still too large to
get through it. As Gillian looked around their tiny prison, she
knew that getting them out of this mess was her responsibility. For
the first time in her life she was actually glad that she was small
for her age. She would be twelve years old soon and she wasn’t as
tall as her Aunt Carla’s ten year old twins, but her petite size
might work to her advantage if she planned to get them out of here
through the doggy door. Right now she couldn’t figure another way
out.

“I’m hungry.”

Nia’s voice interrupted her thoughts.
Gillian gave her hand a reassuring squeeze, glad that she could do
something immediate regarding that particular predicament. She
picked up the tray and took it over to the mattress, placing it
between them. It contained two sandwiches from a fast food
restaurant. There were also two bags of potato chips and two sodas.
Nia dug into her bag of chips first. Meanwhile, Gillian examined
the silverware. Too bad the knife was plastic because if it had
been metal she might have used it to help them escape. She could
have sharpened it and tried to hurt whoever had taken them, or
maybe—

While Nia dug into her sandwich,
Gillian returned her attention to their present dilemma. Rising
from the mattress she fell to her knees at the doggy door and
listened closely for sounds. Hearing none, she pushed the small
wooden door out a bit, and then a bit more. When it was wide enough
she lay on her belly and stuck her head out of the doggy door as
far as it could go. There was nothing to see but an empty
hallway.

Gillian pulled her head back through
the opening. She sat back on her haunches and studied the doggy
door again. Turning on her back she eased her head through the
opening one more time. Her undertaking didn’t take long this time,
but she did observe that there was a latch lock keeping them locked
inside the room. When she pulled her head back into the room the
second time she studied the doggy door for so long that Nia finally
broke the silence.

“Can we go home?”

Her inquiry sounded so hopeful that
Gillian wanted to cry. She was aware that Nia didn’t understand why
they were in this strange place, sleeping on a mattress. She had
asked Gillian was it a game. Gillian had to explain that the limo
driver who brought them there did no without the permission of
their parents, who didn’t know where they were. She knew that her
words scared Nia, but the little girl didn’t cry. She wanted to be
thought of as a big girl.

Gillian returned to the mattress and
sat back down beside Nia. Pushing the tray aside, she gently placed
her hands on the little girl’s shoulders.

As they faced each other, Nia knew
that something important was about to be said. She wanted her Mommy
and Daddy, but since Gillian was with her she wasn’t as scared as
she would have been alone. Her cousin had told her that everything
was going to be all right and she believed her. There was
practically nothing that Gillian didn’t know and couldn’t do, so
she turned trusting eyes to her waiting for her
directions.

“We’re strong girls,” Gillian told
her. “And we’re from a strong and brave family.”

Nia nodded. Every child in the large,
extended Stillwaters clan had heard those words before.

“These are bad people who put us in
here,” Gillian declared. “But if they think we’re going to stay
they’ve got another think coming.”

Nia nodded with fervor this time,
certain that every word spoken was true.

“We’re getting out of here!” Gillian
exclaimed with determination.

Nia’s eyes widened.
When? How?
Her cousin had the answer.

“This is what we’re going to
do.”

 


 


 



CHAPTER 3

 


 


Dana wanted to tell her niece, nephew
and cousins face to face what was happening, but there was no time
to do that. Darnell and Thad should be on the Peninsula by now
headed for home from their business trip. Nedra and Sin would both
be leaving work soon and when they arrived home they would find
that the girls weren’t there.

After the call from the kidnapper she
called the Reasoner household. Their housekeeper, Mrs. Lucia,
informed Dana that the girls were late and that she assumed that
Mrs. Sharon might have stopped to run an errand before bringing
them home. That had happened before. Dana had shared that
information with James Starr.

The kidnappers hadn’t made a follow-up
call and she wasn’t sure what to do. The events of the day had
Dana’s errant emotions in disarray. She couldn’t think straight. It
seemed that this stranger, who she didn’t know an hour ago, was
thinking more clearly than she was as he offered her
counsel.

“The FBI has the expertise to track
those girls down and to keep this whole thing out of the media.
That’s another reason that you should call them. I’m sure that you
don’t want this to get out.”

Dana recoiled at the idea. They both
knew that a leak to the press could put the girls in greater
danger.

“But I’ve got to tell their parents
before I do anything. Like I said, it’s really their decision, not
mine.”

James nodded in agreement. “Then you
need to make that call now. You don’t have any time to
waste.”

 


****

 


Sinclair Reasoner pulled up to the
tall iron gate that had been added years ago to protect the privacy
of the residents on their exclusive cul de sac. His half sister,
Darnell Cameron and her husband, Thad, had financed its
construction and upkeep. When the celebrity couple married, they
wanted to assure that the quiet anonymity their neighbors enjoyed
before the two superstars took up residence would
continue.

Punching in the number code, he glided
his luxury automobile past the five exquisite structures that
dominated this idyllic setting. The architectural diversity of the
houses ranged from California traditional to the ultra modern house
in which his family lived. Each home was set back from the street
by a sea of perfectly manicured lawns. Only one house couldn’t be
seen from the street. The Stewart home was set apart from the
others by a high gated wall.

As he passed their place he thought
about Mrs. Sharon. He was grateful for her assistance in picking up
the children at school. Usually, he or his wife did pickup duty,
but things were hectic at work this week for both of them. Neither
was able to do the job. Their own housekeeper, Mrs. Lucia, stayed
with the girls until Nedra or he arrived home.

At the end of their lengthy driveway,
Sin jumped out of his vehicle to look into the mailbox. It was
empty. Hopping back into the car he hoped that Nedra was home. If
the girls were preoccupied, maybe he and his wife might be able to
get in a little quickie. He smiled at the thought.

Nedra Davis Reasoner watched from a
window in the living room as her husband drove toward their house.
He couldn’t get there fast enough. She was frantic.

When she arrived home she knew that
their fifteen year old son, Trevor, wouldn’t be there. He was on
the school debate team and was at a practice session, but she
expected to see Gillian and Nia. She was surprised not to find them
at home. Before she left for the day, Mrs. Lucia informed her that
although the Stewart’s housekeeper hadn’t called to inform the
household of a delay, she was sure that she would be along shortly.
Reassured, Nedra hadn’t started worrying until nearly an hour
passed and the girls still weren’t home.

She called Mrs. Sharon’s cell phone
and the Stewart landline, but got voice mail both times. When Mrs.
Sharon returned her call a short while ago and asked how the girls
liked the limousine ride home that was when Nedra became
concerned.

After listening to the housekeeper
recount the telephone call that she received from Thad, Nedra
disconnected and was about to dial Darnell’s cell phone when she
spotted Sin’s car coming up the driveway. While she was watching
him pull into the garage, Nedra’s phone rang. It was
Darnell.

Thad Stewart noted the excitement on
his wife’s face as he drove along the highway. Each mile was taking
them closer to home and closer to Nia. They had missed her
terribly. After their little girl started school, Darnell and Thad
arranged their schedules to make sure that one of them was at home
whenever the other one was away on business. Unfortunately,
necessity had taken them both away from her this time.

They had paid the price for that
decision with loneliness and longing for their only child. Thad was
as excited about going home as his wife. He couldn’t wait to hear
Nia squeal Daddy when she saw him. To him, that one word was worth
everything in the world.

“We’re getting close so I’m calling
her now,” Darnell told him as she withdrew her cell
phone.

Thad and she would often play a little
game with their daughter if either one was away on a trip. They
would call and describe how close they were to her until they
arrived at the front door and then yell, “I’m here!” They would
then smother her with hugs and kisses. Darnell could hardly
wait.

She was just about to hit speed dial
when Dana’s call to her delayed her own.

“Well, hello!” Darnell greeted her
aunt cheerfully.

“Where are you?” Dana asked. The
levity with which she was greeted was not returned.

Darnell caught the sober tone. Her
smile faded.

“Thad and I are coming in from the
airport. We’re on the highway not far from home. Why? What’s
wrong?”

The last two words caught Thad’s
attention. He glanced at his wife.

On the other end, Dana sat behind her
desk wanting more than anything for this to be a nightmare from
which she could awaken. Glancing briefly at James Starr, who was
sitting sat across from her, she gave a shaky sigh.

“Ask Thad to pull over. I’ve got
something to tell you both.”

Darnell’s heart lurched. Whatever was
wrong was serious. Relaying her aunt’s message to Thad, she watched
him take the exit that would lead to their house and pull to the
side of the road. He gave Darnell a fear filled glance. His wife
put her cell phone on speaker.

Dana could think of no way to soften
the blow. “Nia and Gillian have been kidnapped.”

Shaken, neither Thad nor Darnell
wasted any time asking questions. Darnell disconnected the call and
hit speed dial. Nedra answered.

“Is Nia there?” Darnell demanded
simultaneously.

“No she’s not.” Nedra couldn’t mask
the tremor of fear in her voice. She told them what Mrs. Sharon had
said about a limo picking the girls up.

Darnell gave a strangled gasp. Thad’s
expletive was explosive before he confirmed the worst.

“I didn’t call anybody!”

Sin could hear Thad’s booming voice
coming from his wife’s cell phone when he walked into the living
room. One look at his wife’s tear stained face had him hurrying to
her.

“What’s going on?”

“It’s the girls.” That was all that
Nedra could manage to say. She handed him the telephone and walked
away. She placed her hands on her mouth to stifle the scream that
threatened to erupt from the depths of her soul.

Sin was unprepared for what his
brother-in-law had to say. The words were like an arrow piercing
his heart.

“We’re ten minutes away from your
house,” Thad told him as he skidded back onto the highway. “Call
Dana.”

 


****

 


Dana suspected that Thad broke speed
records getting to the Reasoner house. She and the couple had been
on FaceTime less than five minutes when Darnell and Thad burst into
the family room.

Both couples looked shell shocked as
Dana recounted the message that the distorted male voice had
relayed. She also told them about the package that had been
delivered to her office.

“What’s in it?” Sin asked
grimly.

Dana swallowed the lump in her throat.
“Nia’s pink purse.”

Without thinking, she reached for the
opened box to show it to them. James grabbed her wrist, halting her
action. Their eyes met. He had taken his sunglasses off and Dana
had been startled by the color of his eyes. They were light gray.
As she looked into them they sent a silent reminder not to touch
the contents with her hands.

Dana’s hesitation in producing the
package alerted the others that she was not alone. James had been
sitting to the side, out of sight.

Sin tensed. “Who’s there with
you?”

James moved in front of the screen.
“My name is James Starr.”

Sin blinked. James remained stoic.
Dana and the others were too preoccupied to notice the flicker of
recognition between the two men. Dana explained how James found the
package.

“And why is he still there?” Sin
wanted to know.

Dana wasn’t sure how to answer that.
She said the first thing that came to her mind.

“He’s an ex-cop. His expertise might
be useful.”

“A cop? Thad shrilled. “What the hell,
Dana! You said that the caller warned you not to get the police
involved!”

James understood the man’s
apprehension. “As she said, I’m an ex-cop, but I have advised her to
contact the FBI.”

His words brought instant reactions
from both couples. There was a chorus of competing voices as
everyone gave their opinion, both for and against that suggestion.
Sin remained silent as he continued to stare daggers at the man who
had appeared beside Dana so unexpectedly.

“How do we know that you’re not
involved?”

Sin’s words halted all conversation.
Everyone’s attention turned back to the man on the screen. James
looked at him steadily.

“The authorities will rule that out
when they get here. As for now, the longer we wait to contact them
the more danger those girls are in.”

Sin’s jaws tightened. Despite his
feelings toward the man sitting at Dana’s side, he could not
dispute what he was saying. He turned toward the others.

“It is urgent that we get to our girls
quickly.”

Giving James another hostile glare, he
went to Nedra. Taking her cold hands into his, he looked into her
eyes. He wasn’t coy.

“Chances are whoever took the girls
wanted Nia.”

Nedra needed no further explanation.
She knew instantly what he meant. Gillian might be
expendable.

Nedra was optimistic. “But they had to
know that the girls are related. They must know that they could
increase the ransom by having both of them.”

Thad agreed. He addressed
Dana.

“On our way over here I called Mrs.
Sharon and asked her about the person who called about the limo.
She said that it was a man who sounded exactly like me. She hadn’t
recognized the telephone number when she answered the phone, but
she didn’t think anything of it because we could have been anywhere
when the call was made. That’s happened before. Whoever it was did
their homework. They knew at least one of our landline numbers.
They knew that we were out of town, and that Mrs. Sharon was to
pick the girls up. They must have been watching us to know our
schedules. If they knew all of this
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