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      During the course of my career working for the FBI, I've learned that there's no shortage of evil in the world. But occasionally we find something good, something worth fighting for.

      

      When a case takes me out of my way one morning, I spy Chloe behind the counter of a local coffee shop. Blonde hair, blue eyes, and a sweet smile that lights up my dark world, I know she's meant for me.

      

      Suddenly, she's gone without a trace, abducted from the parking lot after her shift. There are no clues. No eye witnesses. And each minute that passes narrows the window of opportunity to bring her back to me safely. The clock is ticking, and I don't have a single second to lose…
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      JASON

      The scent of coffee grounds permeated the air, and just the thought of caffeine had my body tingling with anticipation. Unfortunately, I wasn’t the only person who needed the shot of adrenaline this morning, and a line of people filled the small shop ahead of me.

      I glanced at my phone and let out a little sigh. Goddamn. It was only a little after eleven o’clock, but I felt like I’d been up forever already. Although, with several active cases, I wasn’t getting a whole lot of sleep these days, anyway. I needed all the help I could get staying awake, hence my trip to the coffee shop. Though I’d had a cup first thing this morning after working out, I needed the jolt of energy.

      I didn’t make it to this side of town very often, but we were wrapping up a case a couple of blocks over and the Starbucks across the street had been closed so they could fix a broken pipe. A quick Google search had listed this place, and it was better than nothing.

      I mentally went over my list of things to do today, responding to emails as the line in front of me dwindled. Finally, I stepped up to the counter, ready to order. But the sight that greeted me halted me in my tracks.

      A pair of eyes the color of the sky on a cloudless day peered up at me. Framed by sensually long lashes, I felt my words dry up on my tongue as I tumbled headlong into them. They were the brightest blue I’d ever encountered, filled with a sparkling intelligence, and I felt myself drowning in the depths.

      “What can I get for you?”

      Embarrassment of being caught staring at her washed over me, and my shoulders tightened at the sensation. Christ. What the hell was wrong with me? I cleared my throat. “Just a large coffee, please. Black, no sugar.”

      “Sure thing.” She tapped the screen a couple of times, then smiled up at me, revealing a row of bright white teeth. The way it lit up her face, making those cerulean eyes glow, was like a punch to the solar plexus. “That’ll be $4.27, please.”

      I handed over my credit card, studying her efficient movements as she swiped it through the machine, then handed it back to me. While she waited for my receipt to print, she poured my coffee into a travel cup. “Haven’t seen you here before.”

      “Uh… No.” Her statement caught me off guard. “This is my first time.”

      She smiled and passed me the cup. “I thought so. We’re kind of off the beaten path, so we get mostly regulars.”

      A smattering of freckles, so light I’d missed them before, covered the bridge of her nose and the tops of her cheeks. Her blonde hair was pulled back, highlighting her heart-shaped face and full, sensuous lips. They looked soft and sweet, and I wondered how they’d taste beneath my own.

      Would it be too forward to ask her out? Probably. She was a little on the young side, maybe in her early twenties or so, but I wasn’t quite thirty yet.

      Jesus. I was already trying to justify asking her out, and I’d only just met her. I couldn’t explain exactly why, but I felt a draw to her. She was beautiful, and she caught my attention in a way no other woman ever had. I wanted to see her again—wanted to see if this feeling still existed, that it wasn’t some one-time occurrence that would fizzle out as quickly as it’d come.

      I was acutely aware of the line of people behind me as she printed off the receipt and handed it to me. “Maybe I’ll stop by tomorrow.” I almost cringed at the desperate quality my voice held. Fucking smooth, Jason. Seriously. “You know, if I’m still in the area.”

      Those big blue eyes stared up at me. “Then maybe I’ll see you tomorrow, stranger.”

      “Jason.” I held her gaze, unable to make myself leave just yet.

      A bashful smile curled her lips, and her cheeks flared light pink. There was no maybe about it. I knew I would be back tomorrow.
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      CHLOE

      The pungent scent of used coffee grounds rose into the air as I cleaned the machine and got ready to close up for the night. Behind me, Sara helped the final customer cash out, then locked up behind him.

      She joined me along the back bar with a little groan. “God, I feel like this was the longest day ever.”

      I offered a little smile. “I know. My feet are killing me.” I shifted on the anti-fatigue mats that lined the floor behind the bar. “I'm just ready to go home and crawl into bed.”

      “Me too. Are you ready for finals?”

      I rolled my eyes as I wiped down the machine. “Hardly. Whitaker is brutal.”

      “I know, right?” Sara commiserated. “I’m so over it already. I can’t wait to be done.”

      Thank God, I only had a couple more weeks before I was free. Sara and I were in the same microbiology class, and the stodgy old professor was a giant pain in the ass. “I'll be so glad when this semester is over.”

      “Have you found an internship yet?”

      I shook my head. “I've put in some applications, but I haven't heard anything back yet.”

      “Me either.”

      The directors at the school were supposed to help with job placement, but so far with the job market the way it was, it was extremely competitive.

      “I'll probably have to move out of state,” Sara lamented.

      Honestly, that didn't sound like the worst idea to me. “Do what you have to do, right?” I shrugged.

      “I know, but then I've got Ryan to think about…”

      Sara trailed off, and I threw a look her way. “How are you guys doing?”

      She rested one hand on the counter and turned to me. “I don't honestly know. Sometimes I think we're great, then other times he pisses me off and I wonder why we’re together. I swear, if he wasn’t so damn good in bed…”

      I knew exactly how she felt. I’d had an on-again, off-again relationship with my boyfriend for nearly two years before I finally broke it off for good a few months ago. I loved Aaron, but we made better friends than a couple. I hadn’t dated anyone seriously since then, always too busy with work or school to devote any real time to a relationship.

      I thought of the man who’d come in yesterday morning. Jason. I was a little disappointed he hadn’t been back to the coffee shop since. It was irrational, I knew, considering we’d talked for a whole two minutes while I poured his coffee. But I’d sworn there was some kind of spark there, and he’d hinted that he would come back. But he hadn’t.

      I tuned back in to my conversation with Sara. “I think every couple goes through that phase. But if things are meant to work out between you two, they will. Don't decline an amazing job offer on the off chance that you and Ryan stay here and live happily ever after.”

      Her mouth twisted. “Why is this so hard?”

      I cracked a smile. “Adulting sucks, doesn't it?”

      “No kidding.” She let out a little laugh at the same time her phone dinged with an incoming message. “Speak of the devil,” she said.

      I watched her fingers fly over the keyboard as she responded. “Why don't you take off?” I suggested. “I can handle the rest.”

      Sara’s eyes flicked to me. “Are you sure? I hate to leave you here by yourself.”

      “It's no big deal.” I waved off her concern. “We're pretty much good anyway. I'll get the dining room cleaned up a bit, then head out.”

      “If you don't mind…” Sara made puppy dog eyes at me, and I couldn't help but laugh.

      “Just go already.”

      “You're the best.” She bounced happily on her toes before grabbing her purse from under the counter and throwing a wave over her shoulder as she left. “See you in the morning!”

      I waved as she cut across the parking lot to her small silver sedan, then locked the door once more. I straightened chairs and wiped down tables as I made my way around the small dining area. Once I put all the cleaning materials to rights, I locked up the cash register and turned off the lights. As a safety precaution, the morning crew would handle the bank deposit, so I left the slip on the counter for tomorrow’s employees.

      I left through the front door, throwing a quick glance around before locking up and heading to my car. Employees had to park on the side to leave room for patrons to park right in front of the shop, so I headed in that direction. As I rounded the corner of the building, a large figure stepped out of the shadows. My breath suspended in my lungs, and my muscles went completely rigid before my brain sent out the signal to run.

      Just as I started to turn and bolt away, the man's arms came around my torso. I kicked frantically, my arms pinned at my sides where he held them tightly. Unable to form words, a series of low grunts left my throat as I thrashed against his hold. Finally, I opened my mouth to scream, hoping it would draw attention. As if he knew what I intended, the man's forearm moved up and constricted around my neck.

      He leaned back, forcing my back to arch, and the motion put strain on my throat. Black spots danced before my eyes as I struggled to draw in a breath. Two seconds passed, then three. My lungs felt tight, like they were burning, and the man tightened his hold a fraction. The blackness around the edges of my vision slowly bled inward, and I lost the fight to stay awake as my body went limp.
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      JASON

      A sick sensation twisted my stomach into knots as I stared at the coffee shop. To think I had just been here two days ago. Now she was missing, apparently abducted after her shift last night.

      I glanced at the other agents and policemen standing in the parking lot in front of the coffee shop. “What are you thinking?”

      “Never made it to her car,” one officer said. “It’s still locked, and her purse and keys were found on the sidewalk this morning by the manager.”

      The local police had called us in first thing this morning as soon as Chloe Danvers had been reported missing. Normally they would have waited since she was of legal age, but considering the circumstances they weren’t taking any chances and were treating it as an abduction.

      Like the previous three victims, Chloe had blonde hair and bright blue eyes. Three months ago, Kelly Greene was the first woman to disappear from the Chicago area. Her boyfriend had reported her missing when she didn't come home after work. A month later, Jacqueline Howard went missing. The young nursing student lived alone, and she hadn't shown up for her shift at work. After a couple of days, the authorities found her house empty. They still weren't entirely sure when she had been abducted or from where. The third, Caroline Alsept, disappeared last month, reported missing by her parents when she didn’t come home. No one had seen them since.

      When the locals got the call about Chloe, they had immediately assumed the worst. It appeared that whomever was targeting these young women had crossed state lines, elevating the case from state to federal level. That’s where we came in. There were enough similarities between the victims to believe that it could very well be the same person who’d taken them. Speculation had been flying around all morning, everyone trying to guess who the man could be and what had happened to the women.

      Chloe’s car sat at almost a 90° angle from the front door, and unfortunately, none of the cameras pointed in that direction. I glanced around, then gestured to a small ballet studio across the narrow alley. “Anyone check with them yet?”

      “They just opened,” replied the detective from the local precinct.

      I nodded to my partner. “Let's go check it out.”

      I scanned the façade of the building as we crossed the street, and I winced internally when I saw no evidence of a camera mounted outside. A little bell over the door jingled as we stepped into the lobbys, and a middle-aged woman greeted us with a smile.

      “Can I help you, gentlemen?”

      I nodded to her. “I’m Agent Jason Doyle from the FBI,” I said, flashing my badge. “This is Agent Sean Kennedy.”

      Her brows drew slightly together in question. “Nice to meet you, I’m Mary. What can I do for you?”

      “Would you happen to have any cameras that overlook that parking lot?” I asked as I pointed toward the coffee shop.

      She gestured to a camera positioned over the counter. “I have this one, but it’s mostly just to keep an eye on the door. I don't know if you'll be able to see much.”

      “Anything you have may help.” I briefly explained to her what had happened last night. As I spoke of Chloe’s disappearance, a lump formed in my throat. God, I still couldn’t believe it. Even though I didn’t know her all that well, I’d met her—she was real, and it made the case that much more personal. I shoved the thought to the back of my mind and forced my emotions back in check. “Would you mind if we take a look?”

      “Not at all.”

      “Thanks, Mary.” She stepped out of the way as we rounded the counter. “Is this the recording from last night?”

      She nodded. “It keeps about a week’s worth of footage before it starts recording over it.”

      I was familiar with the system, so I rewound to last night around 8:00 PM when the coffee shop closed. The black and white image on the screen was grainy, but the angle through the large bay window was surprisingly good. I watched on the screen as a young woman left in a small sedan. The minutes ticked away until I finally watched Chloe Danvers exit the coffee shop. As she approached the corner of the building, a lumbering shadow moved in front of her.

      I watched as she struggled against his hold until she went limp. The man dragged her backwards so she was off screen, and anticipation raced through my veins. A minute later, a light-colored van drove down the alley that separated the ballet studio from the coffee shop. A street light illuminated the passenger side window, highlighting the man’s profile, and I caught a glimpse of the man who had abducted Chloe. He wore a ball cap, but with the light behind him, it was too dark to see his features.

      “There's our guy,” I murmured. “Now, let's figure out who the hell he is.”

      I rewound the tape to about 7:00, watching intently for the van. It never came.

      “Wonder if he came in from another direction,” Kennedy mused.

      It was entirely possible. I threw a glance at Mary. “I’d like to review this a little closer.”

      “Whatever you need,” she agreed readily. “I hope you find something.”

      As I took the disc, thoughts swirled through my mind. We were already sixteen hours behind whoever had taken Chloe. The seconds were rapidly ticking away, and I could only hope we would find her before it was too late.
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      CHLOE

      I came to slowly, and I grimaced as I blinked my eyes open. My body felt cold, and I curled my arms tighter to my chest as goosebumps raced over my skin.

      The lighting was dim, and I strained my eyes to see my surroundings. A single bulb hung overhead, just enough to chase away the oppressiveness of the room while still managing to cast a menacing glow over its meager contents.

      I shifted slightly, and an answering groan met my ears as the ancient springs of the mattress I lay on squeaked under the movement. Every muscle protested as I pressed my hands flat and pushed to a sitting position.

      The room was cold and dank, and the smell of mildew lilted on the air. I took in a gray stone wall, stained dark with age. It reminded me of my grandparents’ basement, the wide old stone from the turn of the century—and not the most recent one. Wherever I was, this place was probably at least a hundred years old, judging from the packed dirt floor.

      I swallowed hard, then wished I hadn't. My throat ached, and I rubbed one hand gently along the base. It felt slightly bruised, but most of the damage seemed to be confined to the inside. Which meant no screaming for help. I almost snorted at that. Like anyone would be able to hear me anyway.

      I remembered clearly the man coming out of the shadows and snatching me from the sidewalk. After that, everything was a blank slate. I didn't remember seeing his face, and I don't think I ever heard him speak. There was no memory of the trip here, only him choking me until everything went black, then waking up in the cold room.

      I gingerly stood and stared down at the mattress. Even in the dim light it appeared filthy, stained with dirt and… Was that blood? Bile rose in my throat and I fought the urge to gag. I shook off the revulsion and quickly averted my eyes, taking in the rest of my surroundings.

      In the corner, just a few feet from the revolting mattress, sat a plastic bucket. It was the kind that home-improvement stores sold for odd jobs, and I had a sick feeling I knew exactly what it was for. Like everything else, it was splattered with dirt, the handle missing. That was a shame. I was sure my abductor had thought ahead and removed it so it couldn't be used as a weapon or a tool of some sort.

      I was vaguely surprised that whoever had captured me hadn't tied me up or at least bound my hands. That was more than a little unsettling, because that meant the person was positive I wouldn't be able to escape. That only served to strengthen my resolve and find a way out of this Godforsaken place. I was barefoot, though, and I didn't see any signs of my shoes in the immediate surrounding area. I assumed the man had taken them, and it would definitely be a hindrance not having shoes to run in. I didn't care. I would do whatever the hell I had to do to get out of here.

      Directly across from me, a solid steel door was situated in the middle of the stone wall. While the rest of the cellar appeared to be ancient, the door looked almost new. Which meant it would be strong, impossible to break. I knew it couldn't be that easy, but I had to check. Cautiously, I approached the door, wondering if someone waited on the other side. Keeping my body positioned to the side so I wouldn't get hit by the door if it swung open, I gingerly touched the handle, testing to see if it was locked. It was.

      My heart dropped though I hadn't expected any different. I pressed my ear to the steel and held my breath. Nothing came from the other side. I wasn’t sure how thick the door was, but if I couldn’t hear anything from the outside, then no one would be able to hear me in here. It was a setback, but I truly expected no less. The man had clearly considered every angle, and the thought sent fear streaming through my veins.

      I padded away from the door and began to make a slow circuit of the dim room. As I moved farther away from the single bulb over the mattress, it became harder and harder to see. I kept one hand on the stone wall for guidance as I waited for my eyes to adjust. I moved slowly, putting one foot in front of the other, gradually working my way toward the opposite end of the room.

      There was almost no light to speak of except from a dingy window so coated with dirt that I almost missed it at first. It was so high that my fingertips barely brushed the sill. Even if I could get my body up there, I doubted my shoulders could fit in the small rectangular space. Either way, I wouldn’t know until I tried.

      Placing my hands on the lip of the sill, I braced one foot against the stone wall. It was uneven, which was actually advantageous, and I curled my toes around the top of the stone for balance. I pulled my body up so my chin peeked over the sill. My arm and core muscles shook as I fought to hold myself up. Maneuvering myself as best I could, I braced myself against the wall and ran one hand around the inner edge of the window.

      My fingers hit a bump, and I traced the small object. Smooth and cool, the top was flat where it stuck out of the frame at a slight angle. A screw. The window had been screwed shut. I swore softly, not ready to give up yet. My muscles ached, shaking under the strain. The window was narrower than I thought, and even if I tried to break it, I doubted I could fit through the opening.

      I adjusted my stance, and my fingers hit a rough patch of stone. I ran my nails along it and found a tiny crevice. I dropped down from the window and shook out my arms. After I’d rested for a second, I reached back up, fumbling blindly at the spot. It felt like a piece of stone had cracked and come loose, and I picked at it until it finally came free.

      I turned it over in my hands, feeling along the sharp edges. Thinking it might come in handy later, I held onto it then continued around the room, ending back at the stained mattress where I’d started. Now that I could see the piece of stone a little better, I held it up to the light and inspected it. Closer up, it appeared to be a sliver of mortar that had once held the old stones together. One side was a sharp point, and it widened slightly at the opposite end.

      An idea began to brew in the back of my mind and I glanced between the mortar and the mattress. One way or the other, I was getting the hell out of here.
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      JASON

      Several hours later, we had a photo of the captor in hand. Kennedy and I headed back into the coffee shop once more to review their system. Now that we had an idea of who we were looking for, I wanted to see if the man had been in the shop earlier that day.

      The manager gave us permission to view the files, and we began yesterday morning as soon as the shop opened. It was a painstakingly long process, scouring the footage for the man in the ball cap. He never showed.

      I was frustrated but not surprised. As careful as he seemed to be, it would have been stupid for him to show his face inside. Still, I wanted to check with the workers. One never knew how psychopaths’ minds worked. If it was the same guy, he’d clearly gotten away with it several times already. The longer he continued, the cockier he would become—and hopefully he would slip up.

      The young woman who’d been working with Chloe last night was here again today, and I wanted to check with her first. “Do you remember anyone out of the ordinary here yesterday? Anyone who stood out?”

      She glanced at the screen and shook her head. “Not that I can remember, no.”

      I showed Sara the photograph. “Does this man seem at all familiar?”

      “Do you think...?” Her teeth cut into her bottom lip. “Oh God, I never thought...”

      “It's okay,” I reassured her.

      The young woman’s eyes filled with tears. “I never should have left her. I should've stayed so we could walk out together.”

      “You didn't know this was going to happen,” Kennedy soothed her. “In the meantime, though, it might be better to stick together at all times.”

      She nodded and swiped at the tears sliding down her cheeks. I met Kennedy's gaze and tipped my head to one side, letting him know to join me outside when he was done. I stepped out the front door and glanced around the parking lot and surrounding area again, trying to see it through fresh eyes. At the moment, we only had the footage from the coffee shop and the ballet studio across the street. It would take a while to get a warrant to search the other camera systems from the local businesses.

      I fucking hated red tape. Why couldn't people just cooperate? The guy had avoided the cameras all around the coffee shop, solidifying my theory that he had staked it out before making his move. Whoever this guy was, he was smart. He researched. Took his time. He'd gotten away with it before, and he would get away with it again unless we stopped him. What was his weakness?

      I propped my hands on my hips and glanced around. A group of women milled around a corner a few blocks west, and I stared at them for a moment, my mind whirling. I tried to put myself in the man's shoes. What would I have done?

      He would have stayed far enough away so as to not draw attention to himself, yet close enough that he could see Chloe when she left the coffee shop. It was pure luck for him that Sara had headed out earlier than expected. The man had probably parked down the street so he could fall in behind her when she pulled out of the parking lot. It was pure speculation, but it was all I had to go on at the moment, and I couldn't afford to leave any stone unturned.

      I threw a quick look over my shoulder and met Kennedy's gaze as he stepped outside. “Walk with me.”

      I tipped my head toward the prostitutes, and he fell in beside me. His eyes lit with understanding when he saw where we were headed. “Wonder why the locals didn't question them already?”

      “Probably weren't out this morning.”

      Several pairs of wary eyes turned toward us as we approached, and I lifted one hand in a little wave to staunch their concern. A young woman in a candy-red leather brassiere sidled toward me on sky-high heels. “What can I do for you, sugar?”

      “Were you by chance working last night?”

      Her head tipped slightly to one side. “Depends who's asking.”

      I pulled my wallet from my back pocket, then dug out a twenty and passed it to her. Without even glancing at it, she tucked it into the cup of her bra and nodded for me to continue my line of questioning. “A man came through here last night in a light-colored van. Would you happen to remember anything about the driver?”

      A little smirk tipped her lips. “Honey, I see a lot of cars come through here on any given night.”

      Kennedy held up the grainy black-and-white photograph we pulled from the ballet studio. “A young woman was abducted from the coffee shop down the street last night.”

      I pointed toward the corner. “I have a feeling he may have been parked down this way somewhere. I want to make sure we find this guy and keep you ladies safe.”

      A battle brewed in her eyes for a moment before she glanced over her shoulder. “Renee.”

      At the sound of her name, a young brunette ambled forward. “Yeah?”

      The first girl pointed at the picture Kennedy held. “You remember this guy last night?”

      Renee nodded. “Parked right up there.” She pointed about a block over. “Thought he might be looking for some fun for the night, so I spoke to him. Asshole was rude. Told me to leave him the hell alone.”

      “Do you remember what he looked like?”

      Renee shook her head. “He was the forgettable type. Couldn't really see all of his features anyway with the hat on.”

      Damn. I tamped down my disappointment. “Well, thank you anyway.”

      Kennedy and I turned to leave but were brought up short by the woman's voice. “Hey.”

      I threw a quick look at her. She pulled out her phone and took a second to flip through it before holding it up to me. “I took a picture of the van.”

      My heart rate jacked up as I took the phone. “He kind of creeped me out,” she said. “You never can tell with people.”

      “No, you can't,” I agreed. I enlarged the photo on the screen, and a sense of satisfaction welled up inside me. “Got you, you son of a bitch.”
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      CHLOE

      I stared down at the twin-sized mattress that had housed God knew how many women before me. Sliding my fingers underneath, I awkwardly maneuvered it so it was upside down. The bottom was just as disgusting as the top, and I grimaced. I picked up the sliver of mortar and moved to the top right corner of the mattress.

      Digging the sharp end into the fabric, I wiggled it back and forth until it cut a tiny hole in the material. Excitement surged through my blood, and I dragged the mortar downward, using sawing motions to cut away at it. Once I had a tear about a foot long, I turned at a right angle and continued to cut until I had a large rectangular piece of cloth. I tore a smaller strip off, about an inch wide, then tied it around the base of the mortar sliver.

      I kept adding layers until the cloth handle was easier to hold and wield. When I was done, I flipped the mattress over to conceal the missing fabric, then stood and grabbed up the mortar. It would serve as a makeshift shank in case the man came back, but I had other plans for it at the moment.

      Readjusting my grip on the mortar, I crossed to the door. There was no window, just a single slab of steel that probably weighed close to a hundred pounds. But that wasn't the important part. What mattered was that the door swung inward, so the hinges were on my side.

      I examined them, studying the way the pins secured the door in place. The pins were about four inches long, and there was one at the top, middle, and bottom of the door. If I could work those free, I could potentially move the door and escape. I didn't delude myself into thinking that it would be an easy task. But it was my only option at the moment, and I refused to just sit here and wait for the man to come back.

      Staring at the door, I decided that the top pin was going to be the hardest. Even standing next to it, the pin was still several inches above my head. The head of the pin was flat, but there was a tiny space between the head and where it rested on the hinge. I wedged the sharp end of the sliver under the head and wiggled. Nothing. I tried again, but it refused to move. I let out a frustrated sigh and shook my head. Damn it! This had to work.

      I repositioned the sliver, angling it upward and bumping it with the heel of my hand. My heart jumped in my chest as the pin slid upward. It was no more than a millimeter, but it was better than nothing. I kept going for what felt like forever. The pin was wedged tightly in there, and it was stiff with disuse. My shoulders and upper back screamed from the effort of constantly holding my arms over my head.

      After what had to be more than an hour, the pin was only halfway extracted from its hole but I didn't dare let go. I refused to sacrifice the progress I'd made. My muscles burned with exhaustion and every nerve ending felt like it was on fire. My hand was stiff, and blood dripped down my fingers where my nails had broken and my skin had been torn ragged from picking at the pin on the door. It was fight for freedom or die down here. Said that way, it was really no choice.

      Resolve strengthened, I forced myself to continue. With each minute that passed, the pin moved closer and closer to the top of the hinge, and my hope grew. I wiggled it back and forth, working it upward, and I nearly cried with relief when it finally popped free.

      I glanced at the pin in my hand. It was such a tiny thing, yet could very well be the deciding factor between life and death.

      Every part of me was physically and mentally exhausted, and I took a moment to relax. Just to be on the safe side, I trudged back to the mattress and stowed the pin, along with the tiny sliver of mortar, underneath. Although I had put it off as long as possible, I could no longer ignore my body’s pressing needs. I threw a look of disdain at the bucket in the corner. I relieved myself, then placed it far away from the bed.

      I had just gotten back to the mattress when a thump from the direction of the door made my heart jump in my chest. A metallic click echoed in the room a second before the door swung open.

      Fear rose up, threatening to choke me as a large, dark figure filled the doorway. Backlit from behind, all I could see was the bulk of his huge body. Without meaning to, I cowered in fear, shrinking away from him until my back hit the hard wall behind me. I pressed my hands to the cool stone, fighting to stay upright.

      The man stepped into the room, then closed and re-locked the door behind him using a key. My heart sank as he slipped the key into his pocket then slowly approached. I flicked a quick glance at the mattress. The mortar was underneath, along with the door pin.

      Did I risk going for it? As a weapon it would be fairly useless unless the door was open, or I had access to the key. The likelihood of me incapacitating him enough to get the key in his pocket was slim to none. I hated feeling helpless, but I was going to have to let this play out for the time being.

      His heavy footsteps echoed in my ears, and my pulse increased with every inch he drew closer. My lungs constricted and every muscle trembled as he stepped into the light. The dark shadows outlined his craggy face in stark relief, making him look even more imposing. Those soulless brown eyes pinned me in place, and I felt frozen, unable to think, unable to move—unable to do anything but drag shallow breaths into my lungs, tight with fear.

      He stared at me for what felt like forever before he finally spoke. “Strip.”

      Combined with the gravelly voice, it took a few seconds for the word to register in my brain. “W-what?”

      “Strip!” he thundered, his words bouncing off the walls.

      Panic ricocheted through me, and I shook my head. “Please don't do this, I⁠—”

      He took another menacing step forward. Beside his leg, his hand flicked forward and a long blade appeared, glinting in the dim light.

      “Oh, God, please…”

      I clenched my hands into fists as he grabbed my shirt and sank the knife into the fabric, splitting it easily from collar to hem. I shook like a leaf, my mind spinning as I fought to come up with a way to escape. “I… I’ll do it.”

      He studied me for a second, then finally nodded. Bile rose up my throat at the thought of exposing myself to him. The blood on the mattress caught my eye and I fought back the tears clogging my throat. I had to find a way out of this. If I could just get him to leave, even for awhile, I might have a chance at getting the door open.

      I shrugged out of my ruined shirt and dropped it to the ground next to the mattress. He watched intently as I moved to my pants next, pushing them down until I was in just my bra and underwear.

      I glanced up at him, and he jerked his head. “On the bed.”

      My stomach twisted with a combination of revulsion and fear. If I followed his directions, he would rape me or worse. “I⁠—”

      His hand shot out, grabbing my biceps and hauling me against him. I gasped, and the stench of his body hit my nostrils. Coupled with the feel of him against me, I fought the urge to gag. “P-please…”

      My feet skimmed the floor as he lifted me bodily and practically slammed me onto the mattress. The motion sucked the air from my lungs, momentarily stunning me. Before I could react, he was between my legs, his hands on me. Fear choked me as he gripped the strap of my bra then jerked it down, exposing me to his view.

      He roughly palmed my breast, and I bit my tongue to keep from crying out. He held me in place with one hand on my shoulder, while the other moved south. He cupped my mound outside my panties, and tears burned my eyes. Oh, God…. I couldn’t let him do this.

      I flailed my left hand toward the edge of the mattress, but my range of motion was limited. There was no way I could get to the mortar or the pin to stab him. I had no leverage with him between my thighs, so I was going to have to outsmart him. His mouth dipped and he captured my nipple in a slobbery kiss that turned my stomach inside out.

      In one last-ditch effort, I begged again, trying the only thing I could think of to turn him off. “Please don’t do this. Not now. I… I'm on my period.”

      The man halted, his hand hovering just over my underwear, those sinister eyes staring down at me. I forced myself to stay strong, to not cower under his gaze. “Show me.”

      My mouth dropped open a little bit. “What?”

      “Show me,” he repeated.

      Oh, God. He was testing me, just waiting for me to fail. What if he found out I’d lied to him? Still trembling, I dipped my hand beneath the waistband of my underwear and brushed my center. I slowly withdrew it and, keeping my hand in the shadow created by his huge body, held my fingers up to him. They were ragged and torn from picking at the pin on the door, and I prayed that he wouldn’t be able to see the blood had already dried and begun to flake off. He hesitated so long I thought for sure he would call my bluff.

      Suddenly, his weight lifted away as he clambered off the mattress. Without another word, he snatched up my clothes, spun on a heel and strode toward the door. I watched as he unlocked it, then slammed and re-locked it behind him.

      Silence fell in his absence and it was somehow both the most welcome and most intimidating sound I’d ever heard in my life. I wasn’t sure how long I lay there before relief welled up and I let out a sob. That had been too close. I didn't know if I would survive a second time. One thing was certain—he would be back again, and soon.

      Moving slowly, I tucked myself back into my bra then, climbing to my hands and knees, I crawled over to the edge of the mattress and fished out the piece of mortar. I didn't have a second to lose.
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      I leaned back in my chair and rubbed my eyes. They burned from staring at the screen for so long, trying to make sense of the barely visible numbers and letters. The back of the van was splattered with mud, and dirt obscured 90% of the license plate. I'd been running a combination of potential numerals but so far had come up empty.

      I glanced up as Kennedy approached. “How's it going?”

      I pointed to the screen. “Same as it was about an hour ago.”

      The first digit on the license plate I suspected was either an E or an F. The fourth digit was what I thought looked like a number nine. One of the techs was running all of the license plates with numbers that fell within that particular sequence, but even narrowing it down to white vans, there were still too many options. I had to find something else.

      I pushed away from my desk and headed to the kitchenette where I refilled my mug with the coffee that’d been sitting out for hours. The smell of it alone reminded me of Chloe, and my heart twisted. I leaned against the cabinets, stirring my coffee, lost in thought.

      Agent Kevin Mazzarra stepped up next to me. “Any leads on your case?”

      I sighed and shook my head. “Not yet. What are you guys working on? Still the investment fraud?”

      “Yep. Boring as hell.” He nodded and pulled the empty Diet Pepsi can from the koozie and tossed it in the recycle bin.

      My eyes lit on the logo printed on the insulator, and something sparked in my memory. “I'll catch you later.”

      “Good luck.”

      I headed back to my computer and studied the frame until I found what I was looking for. I enlarged the picture, focusing on the back of the van. Mud covered most of it, but what appeared to be several points, like a large sunburst, was situated in the lower left corner just above the bumper.

      I waved Kennedy over. “Think this could be a dealership logo?”

      He studied the screen, then nodded. “Could be. Too defined to be mud splatter.”

      “The van, or this plate at least, is registered in Illinois. Let's pull dealerships within a fifty-mile radius and see if any of them have insignias that might look like this.”

      Soon we had a list of 463 dealerships, both new and used, to sift through. Christ. This was going to take forever. One by one, we pulled them up and crossed them off the list. But on number forty-seven, we hit pay dirt. The five lines that stuck up in a sort of trident were a match to Norton Chevrolet. I picked up the phone and punched in the number for the sales manager.

      She answered a few rings later, and I introduced myself. “Ms. Miles, my name is Jason Doyle with the Federal Bureau of Investigation. I’m wondering if you can help me with something.”

      “I can try,” she offered. “What do you need?”

      The van itself was a newer model that they had just started producing about five years ago. I relayed to Ms. Miles the model number of the van. “Could you please provide me a list of purchases from the past five years?”

      “I should be able to do that,” she said slowly. “I’ll email you what I find, but I have to warn you, that’s a pretty popular model.”

      “No problem. Anything you can do will be helpful.” I gave her my email address then hung up and focused on the screen in front of me, racking my brain for another way to figure out who the hell this guy was.

      My thoughts were broken nearly an hour later when my email dinged with an incoming message. I opened it and barely held back a groan as I skimmed the long list of names. At least it was a starting point. I hit the button to print it, then made my way to the printer. I tipped my head toward Kennedy. “Just got the list of purchases from Norton. Want to help me check them off?”

      “Sure.”

      I handed him a couple of pages, then returned to my desk. It felt like hours had passed before Kennedy jumped up. “Hey, I think I've got it.”

      He passed me the paper with a highlighted name. Jeffrey Wainwright. I tapped the name into the database and held my breath. “Caucasian, 38 years old, brown hair, brown eyes. No priors.”

      Either this wasn't the guy we were looking for, or he'd been extremely careful up until now. “Let's check his home address,” I said as I pulled up the address on file with the DMV.

      I pinpointed it on the map and took a look at the surrounding areas. Located northwest of town, the area was fairly isolated. I used my forefinger to draw a little circle on the map. “No homes within a four-mile radius.” Which meant no one to run to for help. My gut twisted, and the hairs on the back of my neck lifted.

      Kennedy tipped his head. “I think it's a good bet. Let's check it out.”
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      My fingers ached and sweat dripped into my eyes, but I didn't dare stop. I wasn't sure how long ago the man had left. Hours, probably. I was exhausted, but I refused to sleep.

      I had finally gotten the bottom pin removed. All that was left now standing between me and freedom was the middle pin. And whatever lay beyond this room. But I couldn't think about that now. All I could focus on was doing one thing at a time. I needed to get out of here, away from my captor and whatever horrible fate he had in store for me.

      Wedging the tip of the mortar between the top of the pin and the hinge, I began to wiggle it. Just like the other two pins, the process was slow and grueling. Millimeter by millimeter it began to lift. I worked at it with my sore, bloodied fingers until it was almost free of the hole.

      My heart leapt with excitement as it teetered there in the hinge, just millimeters of cool metal separating me from freedom. Not a full second later, a sound beyond the room stopped me cold.

      Thump.

      Thump.

      Thump.

      Oh, God. He was back.

      My breath sawed in and out of my lungs as his tread moved closer and closer. I fought the urge to hyperventilate as my pulse kicked up. I had to stay strong; I had to get out of here. After he came in last time, I knew I didn't have a choice—next time he would rape me or worse.

      I clutched the mortar as tightly as I could with my damaged fingers and stood off to the side. The sound of the lock disengaging seemed magnified in the empty room, and I watched in a sort of slow motion as the door swung inward. With only the middle pin barely holding it up, the door wobbled in its frame.

      “What the…?”

      I took advantage of the man's surprise and shoved the door toward him as hard as possible. The remaining pin popped out of its place, dislodging the door. The heavy slab of steel toppled from its frame, and the man let out a terse curse as it smashed into him.

      I didn't waste another second. I bolted through the opening, following the dim light beyond to a narrow set of stone steps that led up to what I assumed was the house. Ignoring the man swearing a blue streak behind me, I sprinted up the stairs as fast as my feet could carry me.

      I paused only briefly on the landing, casting a quick look around. It took a second for my eyes to register what they were seeing. Huge wooden beams stretched high overhead, and a labyrinth of wooden stalls lay in front of me. I was wrong; it wasn’t a house. It was a barn.

      The man's footsteps pounded on the stairs behind me, and I knew I didn't have much time. I darted forward, frantically searching for a door. Where the hell was it? The light was dim inside the huge barn, and everything seemed to be made of wood. I couldn’t differentiate one wall from another. I spun in place, looking for any avenue of escape. My eyes connected with a ray of sunlight spilling in through a dusty window, and I lunged toward it.

      As I neared it, I realized the window was located inside an old stall. I threw the rickety door wide in my haste to get to it, and my feet slipped on the hay-covered floor as I rounded the corner. Pain radiated upward through my body as my hip slammed into the post, but I shoved it down and scrambled to right myself.

      Spying an old bucket lying on the ground I scooped it up, then swung as hard as I could, aiming for the window. It sailed through the delicate glass, and the window shattered with a satisfying crash. The bucket made a loud clang as it landed on the grass below amidst the shards of glass just as a loud growl sounded behind me. I placed my hands on the windowsill, ignoring the bite of pain as the glass cut into my palms. The man's fingers grabbed at me, but I evaded his grasp and launched myself through the opening.

      Agony ripped through me as I landed sideways on the hard ground, but I forced myself to keep going. Dredging up every ounce of will I possessed, I staggered to my feet and ran as fast as I could. I dared a single glance behind me just in time to see the man's angry face outlined in the window.

      It was a mistake.

      I never should have looked behind me. Because in the next second, a pair of strong arms wrapped around me, stealing my breath and stopping my heart.
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      Chloe's tiny body slammed into me, and I let out a small oomph of surprise as I wrapped my arms around her to steady us both. A shrill scream rent the air, and Chloe exploded into action. Her arms and legs swung wildly, jerky with terror.

      “Chloe.” I immediately released her, but stayed close. “I’m here to help you, Chloe. I’m with the FBI.”

      Her arms continued to windmill in my direction, desperately trying to fend me off. She stumbled sideways under the force of her movements, and I shot out one hand to catch her. “You're okay. You’re safe, Chloe.”

      I kept talking to her, kept using her name over and over, hoping it would eventually break through her haze of fear. “I'm not going to hurt you, I promise.”

      In my peripheral vision, I was dimly aware of my other team members circling the house and barn, trapping the man inside. They would take care of him. Right now, Chloe was my main priority.

      If I hadn't known Wainwright was responsible the second we pulled into the driveway of the rundown old house, the shattering of glass from the ancient barn was a dead giveaway. Watching Chloe tumble through the broken window had nearly stopped my heart.

      She was almost completely naked, her slender body clad only in a bra and underwear. Her skin was filthy, and streaks of blood covered her arms and legs. I couldn’t begin to decipher how badly she was injured.

      All of a sudden, her movement stopped. As if she’d just exerted every ounce of energy, she crumpled to the ground in a heap. I dropped to a knee next to her, speaking in a low voice as I did so. “You're safe now,” I assured her. “He can’t hurt you anymore.”

      Her arms covered her face and head as she curled into herself on the dewy grass, and her body trembled violently. “Chloe, do you remember me? My name is Jason. We met at the coffee shop a few days ago. I⁠—”

      Before I could blink, she launched herself into me, her arms wrapping around my neck like a vise. Her sobs filled the air, her erratic breathing leaving her mouth in great, gasping pants next to my ear. I pulled her to me, holding her tight as protectiveness washed over me.

      “You're okay. You're safe.” I gently patted her back as she clung to me.

      I watched over her shoulder as my team apprehended Wainwright. His dark gaze was fixed on Chloe wrapped in my arms, and the look on his face was enough to send chills down my spine even from this far away.

      “You're so brave, Chloe. I'm so proud of you.” I continued to speak to her, offering soothing reassurances until the police and medics showed up. By then, her sobs had quieted and her body relaxed in my arms.

      “I need to have the medic check you out,” I said to her in a soft voice. “Is that okay?”

      Her arms tightened around my neck, and her head moved against my shoulder in what I assumed was a nod. I glanced down at her feet. They were a bloody mess, and the sight sent fury spiking through me. “I'm going to carry you over there, okay?”

      Her head bobbed another nod, and I lifted her into my arms as carefully as I could. “They got him, Chloe. Everything will be okay.”

      She kept her arms linked around my neck, face tucked into my chest, like she couldn't bear to look at the place she’d just escaped. I didn’t blame her.

      “We’ll get you all taken care of,” I promised.

      The low sound of approaching sirens filled the air, and her tear-stained face slowly lifted from my chest. “Is he gone?”

      I glanced over to the police cruiser where Wainwright sat ensconced inside the backseat. “He will be soon.”

      She pressed her forehead to my chest and shook her head. “I don’t want to see him.”

      “You don't have to,” I said fiercely as the ambulance pulled onto the scene. “You just keep your eyes on me. Okay?”

      Her head moved against my throat, and a little flicker of regret moved through me as I stepped up next to the medic. They already had the stretcher out and ready to go. They would need to treat all of her wounds and probably get an IV started, judging from the looks of her. I gently lay her down, then stepped back.

      “Wait!” Her eyes flew to me, and one arm shot out in my direction. “Don't leave.”

      “Okay.” I started to reach for her hand then stopped, not wanting to hurt her further. I rested my hand on the gurney next to her. “I'm right here. I won't let anything happen to you.”

      Her chest rose and fell on a deep breath and she gave a little nod. As I climbed into the ambulance behind them, my words reverberated in my mind, and a strange feeling welled up inside me. Protectiveness, but something else. Something stronger. I battled it down, shoving it to the back of my mind.

      My gaze fell to her hands resting gently over her abdomen, and my stomach flipped at the sight. Rage simmered in my veins as I took in the raggedly torn nails, the battered, bloody flesh. I swore with every fiber of my being that he would pay for hurting her.
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      I tipped my head back against the mound of pillows and let out a sigh. Ever since I’d been admitted to the hospital yesterday afternoon, it had been a whirlwind of activity. My mom and dad had both stopped in to see me, but that was more exhausting than comforting.

      Divorced since I was four, they were the epitome of dysfunctional. Both had remarried, and I had five stepsiblings, none of whom had come to visit me. Not that I minded. That was more than I wanted to deal with at the moment.

      My mother was always super dramatic, and somehow she managed to turn every situation around and make it about herself. My father, after making sure I wasn’t mortally wounded, had lectured me on the importance of paying closer attention to my surroundings.

      A little over a half hour ago, I had feigned sleep and they had both finally left me in blessed silence. I turned my head and stared out the window. I couldn't sleep. Over the past twenty-four hours, I had dozed for probably a total of thirty minutes.

      Every time I closed my eyes, I saw him. I could feel his arms coming around me outside the coffee shop, choking off my air. I smelled the dank mildew of the cellar, saw the bloodstained mattress in the corner.

      A shiver racked my body and my fingers clenched the thin white blanket that covered the bed. Thank God the police had shown up when they did. Had they arrived even a few minutes later, I likely would've been back in the cellar… Or dead. I wasn't entirely sure which would have been worse.

      Two quick knocks came from the door, and my heart jumped into my throat as I snapped my head in that direction. Jason stood outlined in the doorway, looking slightly uneasy. “May I come in?”

      I drew in a deep breath to settle my heart. “Of course.”

      He moved to the chair next to the bed, never tearing his eyes from me. “How are you feeling?”

      I lifted one shoulder. “Fine.”

      “This isn't an interview.” He lifted a hand and reached for me. Suspended in midair, just inches away, he froze. I saw his gaze linger on the bandages that had been wrapped around my hands, protecting my damaged fingers. He swallowed hard, his Adam’s apple bobbing with the movement.

      “It’s okay,” I said softly.

      He shook his head but didn’t say anything else for several seconds. He seemed lost in thought, and my stomach twisted with apprehension as I waited for him to break the tense silence.

      He looked… furious. Nothing like the man I’d met at the coffee shop several mornings ago. He hadn’t even looked like that yesterday when he’d pulled me into his arms to protect me.

      My gaze followed his movements as he finally settled his hand on the bed right next to my forearm. I stared at it, a dozen emotions rocketing through me. Relief that he hadn’t touch me. Disappointment for the same reason.

      It was irrational, but a huge part of me wanted to feel his skin on mine. I wanted the comfort and compassion. I wanted to feel as safe as I had yesterday when he’d carried me to the ambulance to keep from further damaging my feet.

      “Scared,” I finally admitted, answering his initial question. “Angry. Disappointed.”

      “Disappointed?” I could feel Jason studying me as I nodded. “Why are you disappointed?”

      “Because.” I swallowed hard, the memory of leaving the coffee shop that night pressing in around me. “I should have asked Sara to stay. I never should have left alone. If I had just looked around, been a little more cautious⁠—”

      “Don't you dare take the blame for that.” Jason's voice brooked no argument. “He made those choices, not you.”

      I lifted my eyes to his. “I know, but…”

      Jason shook his head. “That could have happened to anyone. Hell, it could even happen to me.”

      I was positive he was just trying to make me feel better, and I let out a little snort. “I seriously doubt that.”

      “What I'm saying is, it's easy to take advantage of someone when you catch them by surprise. What matters is that you escaped. You stayed strong. You never gave in.”

      His dark eyes drew me in, and I was helpless to resist. “I couldn't,” I whispered. “I knew if I stayed down there I would die. I kept looking at that disgusting mattress and wondering how many times he’d done it before. How many families are out there needing closure?”

      Something flashed across Jason's face, and he scooted a fraction closer. “What you did is absolutely incredible. My team is working the scene right now to see if we can answer any of those questions.”

      “Good. What happens next?” I asked.

      He stared at me for a second, gauging my emotional stability. “I’m fine,” I assured him. “Knowing what to expect will help.”

      He gave a little nod. “Right now he's over at County waiting for his arraignment.”

      “What does that mean?”

      Jason blew out a little breath. “Basically what happens is they'll take him to court and ask him to plead either innocent or guilty, then⁠—”

      “But he's guilty,” I cut in. “You know that. You literally saw me running away from the house.” My voice had raised several octaves with hysteria, but I couldn't help it.

      “I know,” Jason said, “but that's how our justice system works. Everyone is given the benefit of the doubt. It's going to be a long process, and it will most likely get worse before it gets better.”

      “I don't understand.” Tears burned my eyes. “You saw…”

      My voice broke, and Jason leaned forward. “I know. And that's exactly why I'm going to do everything in my power to put that fucker away for the rest of his life.”

      The fierceness in his tone and the promise in his eyes should have scared me. But it didn't. “Okay,” I whispered. “I trust you.”

      Jason’s dark gaze swept over my face, searching my eyes before dropping lower. For a split second I thought he was going to kiss me. I watched his shoulders rise and fall on a deep breath before he sat back in his chair, and disappointment slammed into me. It was irrational I knew, but I couldn't help it.

      After everything that had happened, I shouldn't want anyone to touch me. And truthfully, I didn't. But this man in front of me was so strong, so trustworthy. I knew I could depend on him. I swore I felt something between us, but I wasn't ready to act on it yet. Everything was still too fresh. I swallowed down my insecurities, shoving them aside to deal with later.

      “Thank you... for everything.”

      An emotion I didn’t recognize darkened his eyes. I felt the slight tug of the blankets as his fingers skimmed upward until they settled on my forearm, just above the bandages. I was transfixed by the sight of his skin against mine, the heat and the feel of him. A million emotions rocketed through my body. His fingers were long and strong, and I could feel the slightly hardened edge of the calluses tipping the ends. His touch was both unsettling and extremely comforting.

      Jason gave an abbreviated shake of his head, but his hand stayed in place
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