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Chapter 1

Amanda Long stood on her garden terrace, sadness in her heart. The flowers that surrounded her didn’t bring joy. After retiring from the Air Force, she’d found employment in the private sector of Philadelphia. Her apartment was close to work, and she’d chosen it for the lovely outdoor terrace.

She sipped her coffee, still in a daze over the shocking news. Sleep had eluded her, so she’d risen before the sun to pace the floor and get some caffeine in her blood. It was a brisk but beautiful morning, which hardly seemed fair, considering the recent turn of events.

Her job had detained her last night. Her employer was Black Swan, a company staffed with former military in the business of executive protection. All the years of experience in communications served her well. She was posted in digital security, a position that matched her talents.

Much of her work was at her computer, but she did fieldwork on occasion. While on an important assignment, she couldn’t leave until her shift was over. In the protection business, skipping out on her duties could put lives at risk.

The military had stressed that duty came first, and that was how Amanda operated. Yet it had been difficult to focus. After the phone call that her sister was in labor, she wanted to head to the hospital and await the birth of her niece. The anticipation was too much, and she needed to know how her sister was doing.

Natayla was older than Amanda. Both sisters had wavy red hair and blue eyes, so in their youth they’d been mistaken for twins. As an adult, Amanda was a couple inches shorter, and toned from her military training. They still looked so much alike that there was no doubt they were sisters.

Although the two-year age difference didn’t seem like much, it mattered. Growing up, Amanda’s older sister had been her role model. She’d looked to her for guidance and admired her. She still adored Natayla and was lucky to have such a sister.

A stint in the military had separated Amanda from her sister, but she had kept in touch—as much as was possible. She’d been close to Nattie, as she called her. Once Amanda returned home, they’d spent hours talking, shopping, and doing other sisterly things.

Last spring, Nattie had married a sought-after bachelor, Griffen Tate, after a one-year engagement. Apparently, he hadn’t been seeking a bride until he met Nattie and fell madly in love. It had been so romantic, and the wedding was even more so.

Much to the couple’s delight, Nattie had gotten pregnant. The nine months had flown by. Amanda had bought all kinds of baby clothes; after all, she was to be an aunt. And her sister had the nursery prepared for her baby girl’s arrival.

Nattie was due soon, and had gone into labor yesterday, in the late afternoon. Amanda had cursed that she was working. She’d much rather be at the hospital, pacing the floor with Griffen—or even in the delivery room, if she was allowed.

As soon as Amanda’s shift ended, she’d rushed to the hospital. Excitedly, she’d glided down the hallway toward her sister’s room—only to run into Griffen. The instant she saw his expression, she knew that something was wrong.

Amanda thought about that painful moment. She’d touched Griffen’s sleeve, and he’d looked into her eyes. With a stiff jaw and moist eyes, Griffen told her that the baby had been stillborn. For a moment, the news hadn’t registered.

That couldn’t be possible. Even this morning, Amanda rejected the idea. Her sister was a healthy woman, only thirty-four years old. Surely, there was every reason to expect her to deliver a baby without complications.

Amanda had asked to see Nattie, but her sister had been sedated. She went into the room and took her sister’s hand. Seeing her dear sister on the bed, Amanda realized how devastating the news must have been to her.

Heartbroken, Amanda gazed out at the morning sky. She gulped the rest of her coffee, intent on arriving early at the hospital. Maybe she could provide emotional support. God knew her sister would need it. It was all a bad dream, yet it was one that Amanda had no hope of waking up from. And her sister’s hopes were even bleaker.

Jake Holland was her partner at Black Swan, since he was the head of digital security. As her supervisor, he could get her shift covered. Amanda texted to let him know she would be late. She told him it was personal, and she’d explain later.

The night before, Amanda had shared the news that her sister was in labor. No doubt Jake would assume her absence was related to that. She’d tell him what had happened when she saw him, not in a text. It was going to be difficult enough to share such a loss.

Amanda ditched her coffee mug in the sink and went to dress. It was light out, so the chance of being allowed to visit her sister was decent. The hospital didn’t tend to stick to visiting hours. She hoped that Nattie was awake.

*****

When Amanda arrived at the hospital, the parking lot was partially full. Yet it was relatively quiet, since it was so early. She wanted to see her sister, and just wished that circumstances were different. How in the world would she console Nattie?

The automatic doors slid open, and Amanda stepped inside. The sterile look of the white walls and austere furniture matched her mood. At the moment, things seemed terribly bleak. She was going to have to get it together. How could she cheer Nattie up if her own spirits were so dark?

Emotion weighed heavy on Amanda’s heart. Her niece was gone, before she’d taken her first breath of life. It was difficult to grasp that it had really happened. Nattie would be crushed, and Amanda vowed she wouldn’t blurt out something stupid, like it was going to be okay.

With leaden feet, Amanda walked down the hall. It was similar to attending a funeral, and, in fact, it was. A newborn who had been loved, whose birth had been anxiously awaited, was lost to the world. Being deprived of life, before it even started, was sad. At least an adult had a chance at life. What chance did an unborn baby have?

Amanda hesitated at the door to her sister’s room. She took a breath, struggling for some way to make this better—to think of what to say. While in the military, she’d witnessed her share of tragedy. Yet this was personal, and the loss cut deep.

A loud crash followed by the sound of shattering glass startled Amanda. She swung the door open and took in the scene. A vase had broken on the floor, and chunks of glass gleamed amid spilled water and yellow flowers.

“Get out!” Nattie shouted, then burst into tears.

A man in a lab coat backed up from the bed. “I’m only here to help.”

“Leave me alone,” Nattie said. “I don’t need you here.”

Amanda swooped in, then stood between her sister and the attendant. The man gave Nattie a curt nod. As he headed for the door, he said, “I’ll send in the nurse.”

Nattie put her hand over her eyes and sobbed. This was worse than Amanda had anticipated. Before she could take control of the situation, a nurse burst into the room and strode toward the bed. “I’ll give you something to calm you down, honey,” she said.

“No! I don’t want any more drugs.”

The nurse balked, and Amanda glared at her. “All right, then. I’ll send an orderly to clean up this mess. But if you change your mind, just push that red button.”

Nattie didn’t even look at the nurse. She grabbed Amanda’s hand, then burst into tears again. At a loss for what else to do, Amanda leaned over and hugged her sister. “I’m here. I’ve got you.”

An orderly came in quietly to clean up the mess, then looked questioningly at Nattie.

“I’ll stay with her,” Amanda said. “We’re fine.”

Alone at last, Amanda leaned back. “I understand how difficult this must be for you.”

Nattie sighed.

“Was that man your doctor?”

Amanda had asked the right question, or the wrong one. The mention of the doctor got her sister talking. A flood of disjointed communications poured out. Nattie seemed at her wits’ end.

In an effort to make sense out of what was happening, Amanda said, “If he wasn’t your doctor, why was he here?”

“He was sent to assist me with the emotional trauma. I guess he’s a psychologist or something.”

That made sense. Of course procedure would be to care for the patient’s emotional needs, as well as physical.

Only Nattie wasn’t pleased about that. “I want them all to leave me alone.” She slammed her fist into the mattress. “That idiot tried to tell me that I’m imagining things—the nerve. I got so mad, I…” She glanced toward the floor.

That explained the broken vase.

“What things, Nattie? What did he tell you was your imagination?”

The look in Nattie’s eyes startled Amanda. Something was wrong. Her sister was a mild-mannered woman, generous of heart. There had to be more to all of this.

Nattie stared at Amanda, making her heart skip a beat. “What is it?”

“My baby is alive.”

“What?”

“I realize it sounds impossible, but you have to believe me,” Nattie said. “If you don’t believe me, I don’t know what I’ll do.”

Feeling lightheaded, Amanda sat on the edge of the bed. Could such a thing be true? Why would the doctors do that? It would be a black-hearted deed to deceive a mother about her own baby.

“Amanda?”

“Yes, yes, I heard you. I’m not saying that I don’t believe you,” Amanda said, noticing relief in her sister’s eyes. “But tell me what makes you think that your baby is alive.”

With the back of her hand, Nattie wiped tears from her cheek.

Amanda wasn’t sure what to think. She handed her sister a tissue. “What happened?”

The question was met with silence.

“I’ll listen to you,” Amanda said. “You know I will.” Her sister looked exhausted, making Amanda wonder if all this was a response to the trauma of losing a baby. It was a situation she had no experience with.

Then Nattie began to talk. “The doctor tried to tell me about my baby…but she’s my baby.” Her expression filled with love. “I could feel her kick. She was healthy. It was a normal labor.”

“Did you have any warning that something was wrong?”

Nattie shook her head. “That’s the thing. There wasn’t anything wrong. All through my pregnancy, I felt good. The doctor told me repeatedly that I was doing fine and the baby was healthy. A recent sonogram showed that all was well.”

“So, what happened?”

“I went into labor, and there was no mention of anything unusual,” Nattie said. “The nurses were very attentive, and Griffen was nearby. After hours of labor, I could feel the baby move inside me.”

The look in her sister’s eyes ripped Amanda’s heart apart.

“Griffen will back me up,” Nattie said. “He was here. He put his hand on my belly and could feel her inside me. The baby was okay.”

Amanda dared not interrupt.

“Then…I think I was just about to deliver,” Nattie said. “The doctor was there, but most of what happened is a blank. I recall him giving me a shot. I think it was for the pain.”

“What then?”

“I must have passed out,” Nattie said. “I have this vague memory of the doctor saying the baby was stillborn. But I couldn’t move, couldn’t regain consciousness.”

Amanda squeezed her hand.

“It was awful,” Nattie said.

“Where was Griffen?”

“I don’t know. I didn’t see him.”

“Did the doctor let you hold the baby?”

“It wasn’t… I couldn’t communicate clearly,” Nattie said. “I was told that I said I couldn’t do it, that I didn’t want to. But why would I do that, Amanda? I wouldn’t say that about my own baby.”

“What about now?”

Tears rolled down Nattie’s cheeks. “It’s too late. I’m told I can’t now. I missed my chance.” She took a breath. “I was drugged. I wasn’t in my right mind. I’m so sorry.”

“It’s not your fault,” Amanda said. A flurry of thoughts went through her mind. Something had happened; she just didn’t know what. Her sister wasn’t prone to flights of fancy, and certainly wasn’t delusional. Whatever the truth was, Nattie believed what she was saying.

“Tell me, how you know that your baby is alive?”

Nattie swallowed. “My baby, my sweet Emma Rose. I told you that’s what we named her, right? I talked to her every day while I was pregnant. I felt her inside my womb. I know her.”

“And?”

“I would know if she was dead,” Nattie said, through a sob. “I have a connection with her, a mother’s connection. I’m certain that my baby lives and breathes.”

“Did you hear her cry?”

“No, but I swear I saw her move,” Nattie said. “In my haze, I remember the nurse holding her…and she squirmed in the blanket. I’m telling you that I didn’t imagine it.”

Amanda paused, willing to consider all options. She didn’t have a clue why a doctor would tell a mother that a baby was dead. This was a modern hospital. This was just too weird. “Will an autopsy be done to determine the cause of death?”

“Yes, but I’m told that I won’t have the results for weeks.” Nattie grabbed Amanda’s arm. “That will be too long. It will be too late. Anything could happen by then. And the stillbirth is not my baby, anyway.”

Amanda’s head was spinning. If this was her sister’s imagination, then it was some fantastic delusion.

“Emma Rose is calling to me,” Nattie said. “I can feel it.”

Amanda didn’t know about foul play in a hospital nursery. It was pretty far-fetched. Yet something was amiss. She didn’t doubt her sister. Growing up, Nattie was the one who sensed things. She was intuitive and had been right more often than she’d been wrong. It was wise to heed her feelings about things.

Nattie was distraught over her missing baby, and weak from hours of labor. But Amanda knew her sister well, and she was a strong woman. Losing a baby, through miscarriage or stillbirth, would devastate her—but it wouldn’t emotionally break her.

“You don’t think I’m crazy, do you?” Nattie said.

“No…I absolutely don’t.” Amanda looked into her sister’s eyes. “I swear to you, we’re going to get to the bottom of this.


Chapter 2

Jake Holland had been at his desk early that morning. He’d just finished hacking his way through data chains to gain the information he sought. He was the head of digital security at Black Swan Protection, and he was good at it.

His time in the Navy as a SEAL had been rewarding. Duty was his primary motivation, and the service had provided ample opportunity to demonstrate that. When he retired, he had no wife or children to go home to. But as luck would have it, his buddy Jonathan Hawkins Turner had offered him a career in the private sector.

Hawke, as he was known to friends, went into business with his teammate Ryker, and founded an executive protection firm in Philly. The company was staffed with former military. That suited Jake just fine, as he had confidence that the team had his back—and he returned the favor.

The headquarters was a warehouse with offices in one section. It was advantageous to be on the outskirts of the city, and the property had plenty of space. Executive protection offered many interesting jobs and a variety of clients.

Jake had rapidly learned that protection of executives, celebrities, politicians, and other VIPs was a high-demand business. The more dangerous life became, the more protection for those in charge was mandatory. Since he’d started, there hadn’t been a dull moment.

The company’s motto Must Love Danger held true. Recently, Jake had been in Europe with Ryker to rescue a high-profile client. Ryker subsequently proposed to the client, Mia Scott. But that was a long story. His buddy had fought for his love, and more than just emotionally.

Hawke was a stand-up guy, and Ryker was too. As companies went, Jake couldn’t think of a better situation. He worked hard, and long hours. But he was glad to do it, as he was used to working and took pride in using his experience and ability to protect the innocent.

Jake leaned back in his chair and stretched. He lifted his coffee mug, but it was empty. As he rolled back his chair, Hawke approached, probably for an update on the important case Jake was handling. While he’d been buried in his computer, other team members had arrived—but Jake had hardly noticed.

He lifted his coffee cup then motioned to Hawke. “I’m headed for a refill. Care to join me and I’ll catch you up on my progress?”

Hawke was recently engaged. His fiancée Emilia was in the biotech field and had developed some pretty impressive cures. Jake noticed that his boss appeared calm and satisfied. That had to be partially due to his relationship, because it was obvious that he was happy with his home situation.

It seemed the guys around Jake were hooking up in permanent relationships and would soon be married men. For Jake, that seemed outside the realm of possibility. He had a few rough edges, so didn’t









































































































OPS/CoverDesign.jpg
MUST LOVE DANGER
ot et

EMILY JANE TRENT

*.
i






