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      Grady “Mac” McFarland stared at his boss, Rex Grayson. Normally, he gave his former army captain a lot of respect, but Rex seemed to have gone off the deep end this time. This mission was unlike any of the others Grayson’s Guardians had sent him on. To the point that he wasn’t sure he’d heard him correctly. “You really want me to be a bodyguard for a rich woman and her seven-year-old kid?”

      Rex nodded. The captain was only four years older than Grady’s thirty-two, but the grim weariness in his boss’s gray eyes betrayed the emotional toil they’d suffered during their last tour in Afghanistan. Grady—he was only Mac to his army buddies—knew that Rex had taken the loss of their teammates hard and that he’d ended up getting divorced after he’d returned stateside. From what Grady could tell, his boss was still grieving. “Yeah, that’s exactly what Ms. Lauren Chandler is asking and paying us for. I really need you to do this.”

      “Why me?” The question popped out before he could stop it. The truth was that someone from the team had to take this assignment. Granted, they were usually sent on rescue or recovery missions. None of them were experts in keeping an eye on a socialite and her daughter.

      “Because you have good instincts and even better investigative skills.” When his phone dinged, Rex reached for it. “Ms. Chandler has some strong opinions on who she’ll accept as her bodyguard. Besides, I have a feeling that we’re going to need to work with the police and the FBI on this.” Rex held up his phone. “She’s here.”

      Grady swallowed a groan as he rose to his feet. The door to the office swung open, revealing a stunning blonde wearing a long leather coat that probably cost more than his house back in Cody, Wyoming. Lauren Chandler looked rich, even without the sparkly diamond studs in her ears and the expensive-looking clothes. A large leather handbag, which matched her coat, was slung over her shoulder. She looked to be roughly his age. Her pale skin indicated she didn’t get out in the sun much, or maybe it was just that it was early February in Chicago. The young girl beside her had long brown hair that was held back from her face with a pink headband, and she had the same brilliant blue eyes as her mother. The little girl also wore a thick navy-blue parka in deference to the freezing-cold Chicago temperatures.

      Not unlike Wyoming, he thought with a sigh. No such luck he’d be sent to Florida or some other southern state in the winter.

      “Ms. Chandler, this is Mac, er, Grady McFarland. Mac, this is Ms. Lauren Chandler and her daughter, Lucy.”

      “Nice to meet you.” He forced a smile on his face as he stepped forward to offer his hand. To his surprise, Lauren shook it with a firm grip.

      “Thanks for agreeing to help me.” She glanced at her daughter, and amended, “Help us.”

      “I was just about to fill Mac in on what’s been happening.” Rex gestured to the chairs beside his. “Please have a seat.”

      Lauren removed her leather bag and dropped gracefully into the chair beside his. Her daughter took the seat on her other side, almost as if Lauren had purposefully put herself between him and Lucy. He frowned, not appreciating being viewed as a threat to the little girl.

      “A seven-year-old girl was abducted two days ago,” Rex said, breaking the silence. “Her name is Ariel Turner, and she happens to be one of Lucy’s closest friends. They attend the same private school together.”

      Grady frowned. “And Ms. Chandler believes that the abduction is an indication Lucy is also in danger?” To his mind, that was a leap, even if Lucy’s parents were rich.

      “Please, call me Lauren. I have the video on my laptop.” She surprised him by removing a computer from her large bag and opening it. “I think when you see this, you’ll understand my concern.”

      Rex inclined his head, indicating she should go ahead with the video. Grady leaned over to see the screen as Lauren queued up the video. A whiff of her perfume teased his senses, but he ignored it. As a client, Lauren was off-limits, even if she wasn’t rich and had a daughter. Three strikes, you’re out, he thought wryly. Besides, he wasn’t interested in dating anyone after his former fiancée broke things off. His job caused him to travel across the US, and frankly, he liked the different missions Rex Grayson assigned to them. Until this most recent request, he silently amended.

      Beside him, Lauren expanded the video on the screen and hit the play button. A young girl wearing a navy-blue parka and a pink headband walked down the sidewalk. She wore white tights beneath a navy blue and green plaid pleated skirt. At first, he thought the girl was Lucy, as they both had brown hair and the same pink headband, but as he searched the girl’s facial features, he realized it wasn’t.

      A man wearing a ski mask suddenly appeared on the screen. He swooped the girl into his arms, covering her mouth with his hand as he darted away. The kidnapping happened so fast Mac blinked in surprise when the short video ended.

      “What in the world?” He glanced at Lauren. “Do the police have any leads on who did this? Is there more video that shows the vehicle the kidnapper used to escape?”

      “No.” Her expression was strained. “The most interesting thing is that Ariel was released less than three hours later.” She paused, then added, “After the kidnappers realized they’d grabbed the wrong girl.”

      A chill snaked down his spine. Okay, now he understood. He caught a glimpse of Lucy’s concerned face and framed his comment as carefully as possible. “You believe your daughter is in danger.”

      Lauren’s blue eyes flashed. “I know she is.”

      “Ariel was scared.” Lucy’s voice was small. “But the bad man didn’t hurt her.”

      Mac’s throat tightened at the thought of Lucy being snatched the same way Ariel had been. He sat up straighter, absorbing the gravity of the situation. “Do Ariel and Lucy always dress alike? I mean, other than wearing their school uniform.”

      Lauren nodded. “They like to pretend to be twins.” Her brow furrowed. “Although not anymore.”

      “Ariel’s mother doesn’t like me.” Lucy’s blue eyes were bright with tears. “She said we can’t play together anymore.”

      “It’s okay, Lucy.” Lauren wrapped her arm around her daughter’s slim shoulders, hugging her close. “Ms. Turner is just upset about what happened. I’m sure that once the bad man is behind bars, everything will go back to normal.”

      “I hope so.” Lucy’s voice was muffled against her mother’s coat. “Ariel is my best friend.”

      “I know, sweetie.” Lauren’s stricken gaze turned to Mac’s. “Lucy needs protection. And we also need to understand the source of the threat.”

      Grady glanced at Rex, then slowly nodded. “I’m sure the local police and the FBI are working on that as well.”

      “They are, but not with the sense of urgency I expect.” Lauren’s blue eyes glittered with anger. “Ariel being released has lulled them into complacency. They aren’t taking the threat as seriously as I’d like.”

      He arched a brow at that. When Rex didn’t say anything, he nodded. “Okay, let’s start with who might have a grudge against you.”

      Lauren glanced at Lucy, then back at him. “I’d be happy to discuss this at length when we get home.”

      Grady almost argued, but then realized Lauren didn’t want to go into details in front of her daughter. With a resigned sigh, he nodded. “Fine. What’s your address? I can meet you there.”

      She arched a brow. “I’m not leaving without you. My driver dropped us off and escorted us up to the tenth floor. From here, I expect you’ll be handling all aspects of our transportation.”

      She expected him to be her chauffeur? Great. He did his best to hide his annoyance. “I’m driving a Jeep, not a limo.”

      “I didn’t expect a limo.” Her tone held a note of disdain. “And there’s one more thing we need to discuss.”

      He glanced again at Rex, who grimaced as if he knew what was coming. He braced himself for the worst. Did she expect him to wear some sort of chauffeur’s uniform? Or some other uniform to make sure he blended into the background when she did—whatever rich socialites did?

      “I need you to pretend to be my fiancé.” Lauren turned to face him. “I don’t want the world to know my daughter is in danger.”

      He blinked. That was so not what he’d expected. “Your fiancé?”

      “Yes.” A faint blush stained her cheeks. “From what I understand, you’re not involved with anyone, correct?” When he managed to nod in agreement, she went on. “Then there’s no reason the public in general won’t buy our story.”

      “Except for the fact that we’ve only seen each other for the first time today,” he drawled. Or the fact that he was a former army sergeant from Cody, Wyoming, about as far from the high society page as you could get.

      Annoyance flashed in her eyes as she glanced toward Rex. His boss cleared his throat. “Mac, er, Grady will gladly take on the role of your fiancé to keep you and your daughter safe.”

      He would? Swallowing a flash of irritation, he forced a nod. “Of course. Whatever you think is best.”

      “Thank you.” Satisfied with the arrangement, Lauren rose. She dug a check from her handbag, which doubled as a computer case, and set it on Rex’s desk. “For the first week as agreed. I’m hoping you, Grady, and the police are able to figure out who is responsible for abducting Ariel by then.”

      “Thank you.” Rex glanced at the check, then rose. He held out his hand. “Mac, er, Grady will protect you and your daughter with his life.”

      “I’m counting on it.” Lauren’s expression was grim as she shook Rex’s hand, then turned to him. “Would you like to be called Grady or Mac?”

      He cleared his throat. “Grady is fine. It’s only my army buddies that call me Mac.”

      “Fine.” She nodded briskly. “Let’s go then.” She placed her computer in her bag and was about to sling it over her shoulder when he held out his hand. It took a moment for her to realize he intended to carry it for her. “It looks like a purse,” she said, clearly flustered by his action.

      “That’s okay.” He didn’t care what it looked like, he wasn’t about to let her carry it. He shrugged into his leather bomber jacket and took the bag from her hand. “I’ve got it.”

      “Thank you.” She turned to her daughter. “Let’s go, Lucy.”

      As he followed Lauren and Lucy out of the office, he turned to shoot one last look at Rex. He wasn’t the only single agent Rex had working for him. They were all single, although Brody was seeing someone last Grady had heard.

      The only reason he was going along with this pretend fiancé/bodyguard deal was the video of the masked man snatching Ariel off the street in broad daylight and knowing Lucy was the intended target.

      Rex was right about one thing. He’d protect Lucy and her mother with his life if necessary. Although he grimly hoped it wouldn’t come to that.
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      Lauren glanced furtively over her shoulder as she stepped out of the office building into the bright sunshine. Her face felt like it might crack from her forced smile. Every nerve ending was on high alert, waiting for the masked man to pop out of the shadows at any moment.

      She hadn’t slept in the two days since Ariel had been abducted by mistake. And even with hiring a bodyguard, she couldn’t relax. One man could only do so much. She’d been tempted to ask for an entire team of bodyguards, but that would only advertise the danger.

      “Stay a few feet in front of me.” Grady’s low, husky voice had her glancing at him. Then just as quickly, she looked away. He was tall, broad-shouldered, and incredibly handsome if you liked rugged-looking men with hair that was too long and needed to be cut.

      Which to her dismay, her long-dormant hormones did.

      Grady put his arm around her waist, keeping her positioned to his left. She kept Lucy close, then stiffened when she realized Grady held a gun in his right hand.

      Well, what did you think? she mentally chided herself. Of course, her bodyguard would be armed with a weapon.

      “You’re supposed to be my fiancé,” she whispered as he directed her to his car. He’d said he drove a Jeep, but somehow she’d expected something with a rag top that he’d use to go four-wheeling in the mountains, not a brand-new Jeep Grand Wagoneer. It was an expensive-looking car. Something she wouldn’t mind driving.

      “Yeah, but this fiancé plans to be ready for anything.” He hustled her to the passenger-side door. “Does Lucy need a booster seat?”

      “Technically, yes, but for now, she’ll be fine.” The booster seat was the least of her worries, although she was a little surprised he’d mentioned it. Most single guys were clueless about that kind of thing. Unless Grady had kids? Whatever. It didn’t matter, as long as he did his job.

      Except it did matter if he was going to put his life on the line for her. She waited for Lucy to get settled in the back seat, before climbing in herself. When Grady slid in behind the wheel, she asked, “Do you have kids?”

      “What? No.” He looked startled by her question. “Why do you ask?”

      “I was surprised you knew about booster seats.”

      “I may have grown up in small-town Wyoming, but I didn’t live under a rock.” His western drawl was back. “I’m friends with a guy who has eight siblings. I’m familiar with what it’s like to be around kids.”

      “I see.” She flushed. “I didn’t mean any disrespect.”

      “None taken.” He said the words easily, but she sensed his annoyance. She closed her eyes and tried to calm her racing heart. There was no reason to care what Grady McFarland thought about her. He was her bodyguard and fake fiancé. Once this nightmare was over, she’d never see him again.

      As he waited for a break in the traffic, she twisted in her seat to look behind them. She hadn’t seen anyone suspicious following her and Lucy, but that didn’t mean someone wasn’t lurking back there, waiting for the opportunity to make his move. The truth was, she had no idea who would want to kidnap Lucy.

      The motive had to be money because that was the only thing that made sense. She hadn’t mentioned how she’d been kidnapped once as a child, after her father had made the news as the first Chicago billionaire. Granted, that was twenty-five years ago, when she was about Lucy’s age.

      That her daughter would be targeted in the same way bothered her. She’d cooperated with the police and FBI investigation and had racked her brain for a list of suspects. But as far as she could tell, the police were no closer to finding this guy.

      Which did not bode well for Lucy.

      “I’ll need your address,” Grady said, interrupting her thoughts.

      She rattled off the building number, then gestured to the skyscraper looming to the right. It looked closer than it actually was. “It’s the black building behind that one. It’s called Savion Enterprises. We live in the penthouse apartment.”

      “Underground parking I presume?” He glanced at her.

      “Yes.” She wasn’t sure why Grady made her feel nervous. If anything, it should be the other way around. She had been born and raised here in the Windy City of Chicago, and he was a fish out of water. Or he should have been, except that he carried himself with an air of confidence that she envied.

      Then again, his child wasn’t the intended target of a kidnapping for ransom. She and Lucy were just another job for him. Her father had recommended Grayson’s Guardians when she’d asked him for advice. Apparently, Rex Grayson was some sort of war hero who had led a team in combat. A team who had all earned bronze stars for their bravery under fire.

      She’d jumped at the opportunity of having someone with battle experience protecting her daughter. Now that she was sitting there beside Grady, doubts pummeled her.

      He looked competent enough, but she hadn’t anticipated his being so—big. Muscular. Rugged. Strong.

      She put a hand to her throbbing temple and told herself to stop being ridiculous. Her lack of sleep was getting to her.

      “Are you hungry?” Grady’s question caught her by surprise. “I’m happy to stop and grab something if you’d like.”

      “No thanks. Clara, our housekeeper, probably has dinner cooking by now.”

      “Okay.” If he was surprised to hear she had a housekeeper, he didn’t show it. “Do you know anything else about the vehicle used in the abduction?”

      “The car was a black SUV.” His Jeep was black too. “I believe it was a Honda.”

      His green gaze flicked to the rearview mirror, then back at her. “Lots of black SUVs on the road.”

      Her heart thumped painfully against her sternum. She twisted in her seat again to look through the back window. “Do you see something suspicious?”

      “Just stating a fact.” His calm demeanor did not make her feel any better. “Traffic is so congested here that it’s hard to spot a tail. That’s why I was thinking it would be good to stop and get food. See if the two black SUVs behind us stick around or keep going.”

      “Mom? Is the bad man back there?” The fear underscoring Lucy’s tone wrenched at her heart. No child should be afraid of being kidnapped.

      “I don’t think so, sweetie. Mr.—ah, Grady is just being cautious.” She flashed him a pointed look. “Right?”

      “Right.” Grady made eye contact with her daughter. “Don’t worry. Nothing bad is going to happen while I’m around, okay?”

      “Okay.” Lucy’s tremulous smile tugged at her heart. Having divorced Nelson five years ago and obtaining sole custody of Lucy, she knew her daughter didn’t have any memories of her father. Since Nelson was in jail for manslaughter, Lauren preferred to keep it that way. How she’d been so blind to Nelson’s dark side, she had no idea.

      Maybe it was wrong to be glad Nelson was in jail. Their divorce had been contentious despite the prenup she’d required him to sign. She’d soon learned Nelson had only married her because of her wealth.

      Whatever. That was old news. As much as she could easily envision Nelson doing something as low as abducting his own daughter for a hefty ransom, he was in jail. And therefore, he couldn’t be responsible.

      Someone else was behind this. Too bad the list of suspects pretty much included everyone who resented the wealthy.

      “I changed my mind. Let’s stop for pizza.” Once the idea took hold in her mind, she couldn’t let it go. She glanced at Grady. “You can have whatever you like, but we need to order one pepperoni pizza for Lucy.”

      “Really? Pepperoni pizza?” Lucy sounded excited. “Yay!”

      A reluctant smile tugged at the corner of her mouth as she glanced back at her daughter. “We’ll have to blame Grady for wanting pizza so Clara doesn’t get upset with us.”

      “Oh yeah?” Grady’s wry drawl made her glance at him to see if he was truly upset. The twinkle in his green eyes indicated he wasn’t. “Sure, make me the bad guy right out of the gate.”

      “It’s just that she fusses over us and takes it personally when we don’t eat what she’s prepared.” Lauren shrugged. “Normally, that’s not a problem, as I prefer to serve Lucy healthy meals.”

      “Healthy is fine, but this is a special occasion,” Grady said. When she frowned in confusion, he rolled his eyes. “Our engagement! Surely you haven’t forgotten our engagement already.”

      She blushed at his teasing. The people around her tended to cater to whatever she wanted. Which, quite frankly, got old fast. She wasn’t used to being teased.

      “Of course, I didn’t forget. That’s a great excuse for us to use.” She decided not to point out that if they were truly engaged, they’d be celebrating with steak, lobster, and champagne. For a moment, she envied Grady’s simpler lifestyle. Then she gave herself a mental shake. There was no point in wishing for something else. She’d been given many blessings. And she’d made it her mission to champion various charity events. Her favorite by far was the work she did as the spokesperson for St. Mary’s Children’s Hospital in Chicago. When Lucy had been born, she’d needed emergency open heart surgery. From that point forward, Lauren had made it her mission to make sure all children received the care they needed, regardless of their ability to pay.

      Thankfully, she was in a position to make that happen. Not only were her parents wealthy, but her father’s parents had left her a large trust fund. A fund that Nelson had hoped to get his hands on.

      The jerk.

      “What’s your favorite pizza place?” Grady asked, interrupting her thoughts.

      “Um.” She didn’t want to admit that when they ordered pizza, Clara took care of the details.

      “I like Captain Jack’s pizza,” Lucy announced. “That’s the kind Ariel’s parents get from the store.”

      Grady shot her a quizzical look, probably wondering what kind of world her daughter lived in. “Any pizza you think looks good is fine with us,” she hastily added.

      “Got it.” He made an abrupt turn to the right. She braced herself with a hand on the dashboard when she heard a loud crack.

      Confused, she looked around, wondering if someone had gotten in a car crash.

      “Down!” Grady shoved her head down as he drove the Jeep up and over a curb. The jarring motion made her teeth snap together.

      “Mommy?” Lucy’s plaintive voice had her turning to look at her daughter. When she noticed the rear window was shattered, she belatedly realized the banging sound wasn’t a car crash.

      It was gunfire!
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      Mentally kicking himself for not being better prepared, Grady recklessly drove up and over the curb to get off the traffic-packed street. After driving through a narrow alley, Grady went down another curb, forcing two cars to stop so he could merge into traffic heading the opposite way. Ignoring the blaring of horns—Chicago drivers used them often regardless of annoying driving—he managed to put more distance between his Jeep and the black SUV that had taken shots at them.

      “Lucy, are you okay?” Lauren’s voice trembled with concern. “You’re not cut by glass, are you?”

      “No.” The little girl sniffled and wiped at her face with her mitten. “I’m scared.”

      “I know you are, sweetie.” Lauren turned to look at him. “Did you get a good look at the car?”

      He shook his head, the bitter taste of failure coating his tongue. Less than thirty minutes into their time together and he’d almost gotten them killed. So much for being a good bodyguard. “It was a black SUV with tinted windows. The cars were so close together I didn’t get a good look at the front end to identify a make or model. Much less a license plate.” He risked a quick glance at Lauren, before turning his attention back to the street. He forced his Jeep into the next lane of traffic so that he could get off the main thoroughfare sooner rather than later.

      No doubt Lauren would call Rex to let him know she wanted someone else assigned to her case. He honestly couldn’t blame her.

      For now, he needed to get them to safety. Their plan of stopping for pizza was not happening. He felt bad for Lucy, who’d seemed enthusiastic about having pepperoni pizza for dinner.

      It had been foolish of him to think he could do something so mundane as stopping for something to eat.

      He took another right-hand turn, then wedged his Jeep across the next lane of traffic to turn left at the next intersection. More horns blared at his aggressive driving.

      For a moment, he wished they were in Cody, Wyoming. He was more familiar with his hometown compared to the maze of skyscrapers and narrow side streets he navigated around now.

      “Do you mind if I turn up the heat for Lucy?” Lauren’s soft-spoken question surprised him. He’d anticipated she’d be screaming at him for allowing this to happen. Maybe she was holding back until they were safe.

      “Of course not.” He pressed a button to increase the heat blowing from the vents. “I’m sorry about this. We’ll be at your building soon.”

      “I understand.” Her voice was strained. She turned in her seat to face her daughter. “I’m sorry, Lucy. We won’t get to have pizza tonight after all. But I’ll make sure we can order out for pizza tomorrow.”

      “Okay.” Lucy’s small voice tugged at his heart. Grady hadn’t wanted this case, but handing Lauren and Lucy off to one of the other guys didn’t sit well with him.

      Not that he would have much choice in the matter.

      Taking side streets, he managed to get closer to the black skyscraper, Savion Enterprises. He searched for the entrance to the underground parking garage.

      “It’s on the other side of the building,” Lauren said, reading his mind.

      “Thanks.” He threaded his Jeep through traffic to circle the building. When he finally got to the entrance, he was stopped by the gate. The barrier was thick and heavy enough to prevent anyone from ramming through.

      A man in his mid-fifties, bundled in a thick black coat and hat against the cold weather, stared at him through the window of an enclosed booth. Grady lowered his window, then leaned back so the guy could see Lauren.

      “Hi, Trent, it’s me and Lucy. This is Grady McFarland, my fiancé. We just got into a fender-bender accident.” The explanation for the shattered rear window was weak, but Grady didn’t say anything to contradict her. “Please let us through.”

      “Sure thing, Ms. Lauren.” If Trent was suspicious of the fender-bender story, he didn’t let on. “Nice to meet you, Mr. Grady, and congrats on your engagement.” Trent pressed a button to lift the heavy gate. Grady didn’t waste any time driving through.

      “You shouldn’t have introduced me as your fiancé.” Grady glanced at Lauren as he drove through the parking garage. “That’s going to make it harder to replace me with someone else.”

      She frowned. “Why would I replace you?”

      He risked a glance at Lucy in the back seat. She looked calmer now that they were off the street. He kept his voice low. “Because I failed you. Which reminds me, we need to notify the police about the shooting attempt. That’s very different from kidnapping.”

      Lauren shrugged, then gestured to the right. “We have preferred parking over there. See the Porsche? Pull into the spot beside it.”

      Seeing the white Porsche, he pulled in beside it. The fact that Lauren hadn’t instantly fired him was a surprise. He’d expected her to be demanding and somewhat unreasonable.

      She was proving to be neither.

      He killed the engine and quickly pushed out of the car. He opened the back door for Lucy, then went around to the passenger side for Lauren. She had her oversized laptop bag slung over her shoulder, and since he had already underestimated the danger once, he decided to keep both his hands free in the event they stumbled across another threat.

      Removing his gun from its holster, he carried it pointed down at the ground in his right hand, resting his left in the small of Lauren’s back. He scanned their surroundings, not liking the fact that there were so many cars parked on this level.

      Too many places for a gunman to hide. Despite the security guard, Trent, Grady felt certain sneaking into the structure wouldn’t be that difficult.

      “Stay close,” he murmured as he steered Lauren and Lucy to the elevator vestibule. The clear glass walls made it easy to see that the area was empty.

      Once they were inside the glass enclosure, Lauren rummaged in her bag. She pulled out a small keycard that she used to summon the elevator.

      Less than a minute later, they were inside. Lauren’s key card worked on the inside panel, too, and they headed straight up to the penthouse level without stopping. Thirty-six floors, he thought wryly. As security went, it was decent.

      “Wait.” He held his arm out to keep Lauren and Lucy inside the elevator until he could look around. The penthouse apartment sported two white double doors. There were no other doorways in sight.

      Personally, he couldn’t imagine living in such a place, but his opinion of Lauren’s lifestyle didn’t matter. He stood to the side as Lauren used the key card to unlock the door.

      “The same keycard works on the elevator and the main entrance?” He frowned as he stepped across the threshold behind her. “It would be better to have two different key cards.”

      Lauren frowned at him over her shoulder, then turned to Lucy. “I’ll take your coat. Why don’t you run and let Clara know we’ll have a guest for dinner?” Lauren smiled as she ran her hand over her daughter’s silky hair. “Grady and I need to talk for a few minutes, okay?”

      “Okay.” Lucy glanced at him, then turned to do her mother’s bidding.

      Lauren shrugged out of her leather coat, then proceeded to hang them in the hall closet. He reached past her for a hanger to do the same.

      “Please, have a seat.” Lauren led the way into a large sitting room that was bigger than his entire house. The entire wall of windows offered a breathtaking view of Lake Michigan. The buttery soft tan leather furniture was surprisingly comfortable, and he eyed the baby grand piano in the corner of the room with interest. Did Lauren play? Or was Lucy taking lessons? The décor of the penthouse apartment was plush, and he found himself examining the soles of his sturdy boots to make sure he hadn’t dragged dirt and debris inside.

      This place was about as far from Cody, Wyoming, as a person could get, but he kept his thoughts to himself. Instead, he watched Lauren. She looked a little nervous now as she dropped onto the sofa beside him, crossing one black-clad leg over the other.

      “I’m not replacing you. It’s probably my fault that the kidnapper knew where to find us. He must have followed my limo driver to the office building.” She grimaced, then added, “I know you have questions about who is behind the abduction. The person who would normally be on the top of my suspect list is my ex-husband, Nelson Derringer, but it just so happens he’s serving a seven-year stint for manslaughter and still has two more years to go before he’s eligible for parole.”

      The news surprised him. “Who did he kill?”

      “His best friend, Bobby, er, Robert Morton.” A flicker of distaste flashed in her blue eyes. “Bobby and Nelson were in the same college fraternity at Loyola. Nelson was driving under the influence, and since that was his second offense, and the fact that Bobby died in the crash, the judge threw the book at him.”

      “I take it that worked out well for you in the divorce.”

      “Yes, but we were already separated, and I had a solid prenup. Nelson wasn’t going to get a dime no matter what.” She stared down at her hands for a long moment, then looked up at him. “Nelson is the reason I wanted you to play my fiancé. He’s sent numerous letters from prison. I read the first few, thinking maybe I could save them for Lucy, but all he did was beg me to take him back. And he never once mentioned our daughter.”

      “Lucy is better off without him.” Grady made a mental note to dig into her ex-husband’s background. Even from jail, the guy could have hired someone to go after Lucy.

      “That’s correct.” Her blue eyes hardened. “He hasn’t seen her since she was a baby, and I plan to keep it that way.”

      “So you want Nelson to believe you’ve moved on with someone else.” He held her gaze. “What happens when the kidnapper is found and we’re no longer a couple?”

      “I’ll figure something out.” She waved that off. “The charade is not just for Nelson, but for other men who seem to think I might be interested. It’s a bit of a meat market out there.”

      He could only imagine how men trailed after her. She was beautiful, rich, and likely seen as the hottest bachelorette in the city. “Okay, that’s fine.”

      “As far as Lucy goes, I was granted full custody after the drunk-driving accident.” She shrugged. “The truth is that other than Nelson, I can’t think of anyone who would want to kidnap Lucy for ransom. Unless it’s some stranger, which will make him more difficult to find.”

      “And you’re convinced ransom is the ultimate goal?”

      Lauren frowned. “Yes, why else? Oh, you mean like sex trafficking?” She shook her head. “No reason to let Ariel go if that was the case. Besides, people who tend to kidnap kids for something like that look for easy targets. Not kids of wealthy parents.”

      She had a point, so he nodded. “Okay, we’ll operate under the assumption someone wants to grab Lucy for money. Have the police fully vetted your house staff? Clara and whoever else you have helping you?”

      “We have Clara, who has a key to get in and out of the penthouse. The rest of the staff, security guards like Trent, are hired by my father to keep the building secure. They’ve all worked here for years, hard to imagine any of them are involved.”

      “Your father owns this building?” That surprised him. He’d grossly underestimated the magnitude of Lauren’s wealth. A building like this had to be worth a hundred million or more. It was a staggering amount of money. No wonder she’d assumed the goal was ransom. A kidnapper could ask for ten million without putting a dent in her father’s pocketbook.

      “Yes. This building along with others.” She shifted on the sofa cushion to face him. “I have two charity events on Friday and Saturday. Lucy is upset that I won’t let her attend school until we catch this guy, but I think she needs to stick close to me where it’s safe.”

      “Why not just cancel your charity events?” He didn’t understand why she would risk going out. “You could stay here with Lucy. I’ll work as a liaison with the local police and/or the FBI to make sure they continue their investigation.” The thought of doing that was far more appealing than showing up at her side for some silly dinner.

      “February is Heart Month for St. Mary’s Children’s Hospital. It’s important for me to raise money for them.” She lifted her chin, eyeing him stubbornly. “They were amazing when Lucy needed open heart surgery a year after she was born. I currently have pledges for over five million dollars to support families in need. I expect that by Friday that amount could be doubled. Canceling the event isn’t an option. I’m attending, no matter what.”

      He stifled a sigh. Okay, maybe it was for a good cause. He still didn’t think it was worth the risk. “What about having someone else stay here to watch Lucy?”

      “I’ve considered that.” Lauren bit her lower lip. “I think it’s best if Lucy comes with me. We need to stick together.”

      Grady didn’t necessarily agree, but since he didn’t have a choice, he nodded in agreement.

      Despite the luxurious surroundings, he grimly realized that keeping Lauren and Lucy safe would not be as easy as it sounded.

      And he could only hope that he didn’t fail them again.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Lauren was far too aware of Grady sitting beside her. Why she found him attractive, she had no idea. Nelson had proven she had lousy taste in men, and she wasn’t going to go out with anyone who might be looking for easy money.

      “You mentioned calling the police.” She glanced at her watch. “I think we should wait until after dinner. I’ll ask Lieutenant Olson to come here to meet with us.”

      “That’s fine. In the meantime, I need you to think hard about who else might be holding a grudge against you.” Grady’s expression was grim. “It could be someone with a beef against your father since he’s the one with the money.”

      “I have a trust fund, too, but you’re right in that my father is worth more than I am. And of course, he would pay a ransom to get Lucy back.” She glanced over when Clara entered the room. “I’ll make a list for you after dinner.” She rose. “Clara, this is my fiancé, Grady McFarland. Grady, I’d like you to meet Clara. She’s been with us since before Lucy was born.”

      “Nice to meet you.” He rose and crossed the room to shake her hand. “Something smells good.”

      “Nice to meet you too. Dinner is ready, Ms. Lauren.” Clara quickly turned to leave.

      “I hope you like grilled swordfish,” she murmured, leading the way into the dining room. “If you have any food allergies or strong dislikes, you should probably let me know.”

      “I’m not picky. Swordfish sounds great.” He grinned, then added, “Although I can see why Lucy wanted pepperoni pizza. I didn’t have swordfish until I was an adult.”

      She sighed, knowing he was probably right. But she didn’t care. She wanted Lucy to experience a variety of healthy foods. “She had open heart surgery as a baby.”

      The smile faded from his eyes. “I can only imagine how difficult that was for you.”

      “Hence the healthy diet.” In the dining room, she took the seat next to her daughter, indicating Grady should sit across from them. “My father is out of town on business for the week, or he’d have joined us.”

      “Okay.” Grady held her gaze for a moment, then folded his hands in his lap and bowed his head. It took a moment for her to realize he was praying. She hastily looked away, wondering if he was putting on a show for her benefit. Then she realized there was no reason for him to do that. Despite their pretend engagement, once this kidnapper was caught, they wouldn’t see each other again.

      She didn’t know anyone who prayed before meals. She’d spent a lot of time in the hospital chapel while Lucy had been a baby undergoing surgery, but this was different.

      Clara interrupted the moment by bringing in a tray of food. Along with the grilled swordfish, there was roasted asparagus and parmesan-crusted red potatoes. After setting the various platters on the table, Clara stepped back. “Would you like anything else, Ms. Lauren?”

      “No, but thanks, Clara. Everything looks delicious.” The adults had water, while Lucy had a glass of milk. She glanced at Grady, wondering if he wanted something else. “We have soft drinks if you prefer.” She didn’t serve alcohol at meals.

      “I’m fine with water. And yes, this looks amazing.” Grady smiled at Clara in a way that made the older woman blush. “Thanks.”

      “I wanna go to school tomorrow,” Lucy said once they’d started eating. “I miss my friends. Especially Ariel.”

      “Maybe next week.” Lauren kept the timeline vague. “Mrs. Poole sent your assignments home, so you can work on those tomorrow.”

      Lucy’s lower lip trembled. “That’s not the same. I wanna go to school.”

      She glanced at Grady, who had dug in to his meal with relish. His comment about pepperoni pizza aside, he appeared to be enjoying the swordfish. He surprised her by sending Lucy a stern look. “You need to listen to your mother. She’s only keeping you home from school because she’s worried about you.”

      Lucy bent her head and picked at her food. “I don’t care. I’d run so fast the bad guy couldn’t get me.”

      Swallowing a sigh, she gave Grady a nod of gratitude for his support. One minute Lucy was scared of the masked man, the next she made comments like that. “You can video chat with Ellie after dinner.”

      Lucy stabbed a piece of fish and ate it. “Okay, but that’s not the same as going to school either.”

      Tomorrow was Thursday, and the kidnapping of Ariel Turner had been on Tuesday. Keeping Lucy home wasn’t unreasonable, but logic didn’t mean much to a kid. “Grady, tell us what it’s like to live in Wyoming,” she said, anxious to change the subject. “We’ve never been there.”

      “It’s cold, like it is here. We have a lot of snow too. Ours comes in from the mountains; yours is impacted by Lake Michigan. But we don’t have big skyscrapers like this.” Grady gestured to their surroundings. “Our tallest building is a hotel that’s three stories high. The windows overlooking Lake Michigan are nice, but we have a view of snowcapped mountains and forests outside our windows. They’re pretty impressive.”

      “I’m sure they’re beautiful.” She’d skied down the mountains of Switzerland but hadn’t visited Wyoming. Strangely, she felt bad about that. Maybe she should make a point of taking Lucy to visit more of the states that made up their home.

      “I own a small house in Cody,” Grady went on. “I’ve considered selling since I don’t spend a lot of time there, but it’s nice to have a home base.” A wry grin tugged at the corner of his mouth. “My friends, the Sullivans, have been using it in my absence. They’ve kindly fixed the damage they’d inadvertently caused.”

      “Damage?” Imagining wild parties, she shook her head. “That’s rude.”

      “Oh, they didn’t damage the place on purpose. Only because they happened to be in danger and kept getting found.” He glanced at Lucy, then hastily added, “They’re fine now, though. No injuries or other problems.”

      “I see.” Except she really didn’t. It seemed strange that his friends would borrow his house while knowing they were in danger. She couldn’t imagine doing something like that here. She’d heard rumors of lack of lawlessness while living in the Wild West, but she had assumed they were grossly exaggerated.

      Apparently not.

      She’d thought Grady’s military experience would come in handy. Maybe his life in Wyoming had contributed to his confidence too.

      When they’d finished eating, she told Lucy to take her dishes into the kitchen before she made her video call. Lucy sighed dramatically but did as she was told.

      Grady rose to stack his plate too. “Oh, you don’t need to do that,” she said.

      “House rules.” He winked and carried his dishes into the kitchen. Flustered, she followed. Grady didn’t act like most men she knew. Maybe it was his western upbringing.

      When the table was cleared, she watched as Clara pulled on her coat. “Did you need anything else, Ms. Lauren?”

      “No, thanks, Clara. Have a good evening.”

      After seeing Clara to the door, she pulled out her phone to call Lieutenant Olson. He answered on the first ring. “Ms. Chandler? Is everything okay?”

      “Not exactly. I, uh, need to report another incident that involves me and my good friend. I’d like you and Detective Kramer to come here to take a report.” She’d planned to introduce Grady as her fiancé, but now she realized that was more difficult than she’d anticipated. She hadn’t been seeing anyone when she’d met with Lieutenant Olson and Detective Kramer the day before. Lying didn’t come easily to her, but she pressed forward. “His name is Grady McFarland. He’s in town from Cody, Wyoming.”

      “I didn’t realize you had a friend visiting from out of town,” Lieutenant Olson said. “We need to make sure he’s not involved.”

      “He’s not. But you can speak with him about that yourself.” She hoped the police would take her statement about being engaged at face value. She’d call the chief of police if necessary but decided to hold off for now.

      “Barry Kramer and I will be there in twenty minutes,” Lieutenant Olson said. “And trust me, I will run your friend through the system.”

      She barely refrained from rolling her eyes. If he wanted to spin his wheels, that was fine with her. “Thanks. We’ll see you soon.” She closed her eyes for a moment and then tossed her phone onto the table. “This is getting complicated.”

      Grady arched a brow. “You’re the one who wanted to be engaged. We can stick with the we’re just friends angle if that’s easier.”

      “No, this is better. Especially for the two charity events.” She forced a smile. Maybe it was selfish, but she was glad to have Grady attending the dinners with her as her fiancé. That should keep the jackals at bay, at least for a while. “I’ll arrange for a tux to be delivered.”

      He shrugged but didn’t argue. “It’s more important that I pick out a ring.”

      “Oh, well.” She flushed. “Don’t worry about that.”

      “We’ll say it’s being sized for now.” Grady arched a brow. “But without a ring, nobody will take this seriously.”

      Her head started to ache, mostly from the lack of sleep. She hated to admit he was right. “I’ll get a ring. In the meantime, I’ll show you to your room. I, uh, don’t know if you have much in the way of luggage.”

      “Just a carry-on in my Jeep. I’ll grab it later.” He stood. “Show me where you and Lucy will be too.”

      “Of course.” She led the way down the hall to the bedrooms. The master suite was on the other side of the penthouse apartment, where her father stayed when he was in town. “This is my room, and it’s next to Lucy’s.” She pointed to the door hanging ajar. Her daughter was already chatting with Ellie. “This is the guest room. Sorry to say the view isn’t as nice.” She didn’t know why she was apologizing. Grady wasn’t there for the view.

      “It’s great, thanks.” He tucked his thumbs into the front pockets of his jeans. “I’ll need one of your keycards.”

      “Of course.” She ducked into her room to grab it. “Here you go.”

      The intercom buzzed from the living room. She crossed over to answer.

      “Detective Kramer is here.” The lobby attendant informed her.

      “Please send him up, thanks.” She turned to Grady. “He must have been close by.”

      Grady frowned and stood beside her. When she moved forward to answer the door, he held her arm and stepped forward to use the peephole. Then he opened the door. “Detective, I’m Grady McFarland.”

      “Nice to meet you.” Detective Kramer turned to face her. “I was surprised to hear you wanted to talk to us, because it just so happens I planned to talk to you too. We have a man in custody by the name of Jorge Dombach. We think he’s the kidnapper.”

      “Really?” Her jaw dropped in surprise. “The name doesn’t sound familiar.”

      “When did you arrest him?” Grady asked.

      Detective Kramer frowned at him. “Who are you again?”

      “Grady McFarland, a longtime friend and new fiancé of Lauren’s.” Grady didn’t flinch. “I really need to know when you arrested this guy.”

      “At four thirty this afternoon,” Detective Kramer said. “I would have been here sooner, but we’ve been trying to get him to cooperate. Unfortunately, he’s not saying much.”

      Grady shook his head in disgust. Lauren understood why he was annoyed. Clearly, Jorge Dombach, whoever he might be, wasn’t the kidnapper.

      And she was beginning to doubt the Chicago PD was capable of finding the man who was.
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      “He’s not our guy, unless he’s working with someone else.” Grady held the detective’s gaze. “Someone in a black SUV followed us from an office building downtown and fired shots at us. That was between five fifteen and five thirty this evening.”

      “Shots?” Kramer frowned. “Why would the kidnapper change his MO? Maybe we have the kidnapper and the shooter is someone else.”

      “Both using black SUVs?” Lauren shook her head. “I don’t think so. I believe I may have been followed when I went to our, uh, appointment.”

      Grady understood she was trying to avoid telling Kramer that she’d gone to meet with his boss to hire him as her bodyguard. He reached for her hand, in what he hoped was a concerned-fiancé type of gesture. “I agree with Lauren, this guy must have been keeping an eye on the building and managed to follow us as we got into my Jeep.” There was no other way the kidnapper could have known Grady would be with Lauren and Lucy. He hadn’t even known what case his boss had assigned to him. “What makes you think this Jorge Dombach is the kidnapper?”

      Kramer scowled, as if annoyed to learn about the shooting that had ruined his theory. “We spotted a black SUV on a traffic cam about a mile from the site of the kidnapping. He has a criminal record for drug possession and robbery.”

      “Can we see the video of his SUV?” Lauren squeezed his hand, as if thanking him for being there. “Maybe Grady can tell if it’s similar to the one that shot at us.”

      “Yeah, I guess.” Kramer still looked disgruntled as he pulled out his phone. Then he held the device toward Grady. He released Lauren’s hand to take it, moving closer to her and holding the screen so they could both watch the traffic cam video.

      The SUV in question was an older model Honda, with a large dent in the back bumper. It looked to him as if the paint was scraped off the rear portion of the roof of the car too. He suspected there were other dings and dents on the vehicle, but the angle of the camera was such that they could only see the back and part of the roof as the driver passed through the light. He shook his head and handed the phone back. “I don’t think he’s our guy.”

      “Based on what?” Kramer demanded.

      “You mentioned witnesses saw a black SUV at the scene of the kidnapping. I think they’d have noticed if there were dents in the car. And the vehicle I saw behind me had tinted windows and looked new. This one doesn’t.”

      “Maybe Dombach is working with someone else.” Kramer clearly didn’t want to believe they were on the wrong path. “He’s being arraigned in the morning. We’re going to ask the judge to hold him without bail because he’s a danger to children.”

      He shrugged and glanced at Lauren. “That’s up to you. But I don’t think you should stop investigating other suspects.”

      Kramer scowled again and pocketed his phone. “How many shots were fired?”

      “Only one, which I thought was strange at the time.” Looking back, Grady wondered why the gunman hadn’t fired several shots, barraging his Jeep with bullets. “He took out the rear window. I have my Jeep parked down in the parking garage if you’d like to see the damage for yourself.”

      Before Kramer could answer, the intercom buzzed. Lauren walked over to answer the summons. “Yes, please send Lieutenant Olson up. Thank you.” She turned to look at him. “We may as well wait until the lieutenant arrives. Then we can take them both down to the parking garage.”

      “Fine with me.” He’d snag his overnight bag while they were down there, although he doubted he’d get much sleep. Being in the army had taught him to fall asleep just about anywhere, but he couldn’t afford to let his guard down while protecting Lauren and Lucy.

      Despite the seemingly tight security, he wasn’t convinced that staying in a penthouse apartment with only one way out via an elevator ride or a zillion stairs was the best option.

      Lauren opened the door to let the lieutenant in. The two cops exchanged a look before the lieutenant turned toward him. “You heard about our arrest?”

      “Yeah. Did you know that someone in a new black SUV with tinted windows shot at us at between five fifteen and five thirty, well after that arrest?” He gestured to Lauren, getting the sense she was annoyed at how the men deferred to him, rather than addressing her. “We’ve looked at the traffic cam video. I understand why you grabbed this Dombach guy, his criminal record makes him a good suspect, but I don’t think he’s responsible.”

      “Why would a kidnapper decide to shoot at your vehicle?” Olson asked.

      “Good question.” He’d wondered about the change in MO too. “My best guess is that he figured he’d disable us long enough to make an attempt to get Lucy.”

      “Let’s head down to the parking garage.” Lauren looked as if she wanted both of the police to finish their report and get out of there. “It’s been a long day, and I’m exhausted.”

      He hesitated, glancing back at the bedrooms. “Maybe Lucy should come with us.”

      Lauren nodded and quickly went to get her daughter. Lucy glanced at the cops with interest, but she didn’t complain as they all headed out to the elevator and down to the parking garage.

      Lieutenant Olson frowned when he saw the shattered rear window of his Jeep. “Looks as if the gunman was aiming for you, McFarland.”

      “I know. And that’s why I think your guy isn’t the kidnapper. It seems more logical the gunman’s goal was to eliminate me from the picture to have access to Lauren and Lucy.” Even as he said the words, he realized that Lauren might be a target now too. Kidnapping a mother and daughter would increase the value of a ransom demand. And it would help the kidnappers to have the mother caring for the child.

      Detective Kramer took pictures of his damaged Jeep, then turned to the lieutenant. “I think we continue to hold Dombach for a few days. Maybe he saw something since he was so close to the scene of the kidnapping.”

      Grady opened the back of the Jeep to grab his duffel. He’d need to get the glass replaced very soon. He decided to call Rex Grayson in the morning to make the arrangements.

      As Lauren spoke with the two police officers, he scanned the parking garage. There were way too many cars for him to memorize any license plates. He pulled out his phone and took a video of the cars in the general vicinity of his Jeep and the white Porsche that he assumed belonged to Lauren.

      He pocketed his phone and followed the rest as they headed to the elevator. Lucy was unusually quiet as the rode to the penthouse.

      Outside the apartment door, Lauren turned to the lieutenant and detective. “Thank you for coming out to update us on your progress and to hear about the gunfire incident. I would appreciate being in the loop moving forward. Grady will be staying here with us.”

      The lieutenant sized him up. “I ran your background, it’s clean. But tell me again how you and Ms. Chandler met?”

      “Through mutual friends.” He nodded at both men. “Thanks again, please excuse us. It’s getting late, and Lucy needs to get some sleep.”

      And just like that, Lauren had opened the apartment, ushering Lucy inside and closing the door on the Chicago police before they could ask more questions. She arched a brow. “What mutual friends exactly?”

      He shrugged. “You tell me. Maybe someone who attended one of your charity events.”

      She thought about that for a moment. “My friend Suzanne and her husband, Eli White. They’ve been to Wyoming to ski. We’ll say that you somehow met with them there and introduced us.”

      He filed the names away in his memory. Then he glanced at Lucy who hovered near her mom. “Are you doing okay?”

      She nodded, but her expression was wary. “I’m afraid I’ll have nightmares,” she confided.

      “I’ll be right across the hall if you do.” He dropped to one knee so he could look the little girl in the eye. “Nobody will get to you as long as I’m here, okay?”

      Lucy nodded, her dark hair falling partially over her face. “Okay.”

      “Come, Lucy, time to get ready for bed.” Lauren flashed a grateful smile as she led her daughter down the hall. “We’re safe here. There’s no reason to be afraid.”

      Grady watched them go, then moved toward the wide double doors that led into the hallway and elevator vestibule. There were deadbolt locks on the door, but he still didn’t love the set up. Interesting that Clara didn’t live on-site, but maybe she preferred it that way.

      He headed to a short hallway that led to the master suite. There was a decent-sized living area in addition to a large bedroom and full-sized bathroom. Again, the main bedroom had a stunning view of Lake Michigan. Shaking his head at the extravagance of the place, he returned to the living room.

      Lauren joined him a few minutes later. “I hope Lucy doesn’t have nightmares. I feel bad for her. Children shouldn’t have to live in fear of being kidnapped.”

      “I know, but we’ll keep her safe.” He gestured for Lauren to sit. “I really need you to make a list of anyone who could remotely be involved.”

      “I’ve started one,” she admitted. “But I think this is the work of some stranger who thinks they deserve easy money.”

      “That’s possible, but don’t you think this guy is more likely someone you or your father knows?”

      She frowned, appearing lost in thought, before she looked up at him. “Twenty-five years ago, I was kidnapped from school by a man named Jerry Cromwell who had recently lost his job and decided he deserved to be wealthy. Things weren’t as electronic back then, but the FBI did try to trace his calls. My father paid the million-dollar ransom demand, and I was released as promised. I know most cases don’t end well, but mine did.”

      He stared at her in shock. “I had no idea you were kidnapped as a child.”

      “Yeah, well, that was a long time ago.” Lauren tucked her blond hair behind her ear. “The point is, this guy almost got away with it. The police grilled me for hours about where we were and what the man looked like. He didn’t use a face mask, like the guy who’d taken Ariel. I was able to give a reasonable description with the help of a sketch artist. A week later, the FBI caught him as he was boarding a plane to Florida.”

      “I’m glad they caught him.” Grady’s heart twisted at how frightened she must have been. Not just during the kidnapping, but afterward. It would’ve been a harrowing experience that had to be difficult to recover from. “Is Cromwell still in jail?”

      “I believe so.” She shrugged. “If not, he’s too old to be involved in this incident. He was thirty-five at the time, which makes him sixty now. The man we saw on video moved quickly enough that I anticipate he’s much younger than that.”

      “Age alone doesn’t preclude someone staying in shape,” he pointed out. “And sixty isn’t that old. People that age are still running marathons. Some men use being in jail to get into shape. Cromwell could have done that too. We need to make sure he’s still in jail.”

      “Maybe.” She sighed. “I can add his name to the list. My only reason for telling you the story was that I didn’t know Jerry prior to his taking me from school, and neither did my father. This was a case where he’d caught something about us on the news and decided to use me to get rich.”

      He nodded. It would be far easier if she had made someone mad, like her ex-husband or someone else, but she had a point about the suspect being anyone who needed what they perceived as easy cash. “I haven’t had time to research the statistics on kidnapping to know what we’re dealing with.”

      “The child abduction rate by a stranger is very low, less than two percent of all abductions.” She grimaced. “However, that number is skewed a little higher when wealthy people are targeted. The good news is that most kidnappings for ransom have a high success rate of the child being recovered.” Her smile was strained. “Like in my case. It’s the creepy pedophiles that are far more dangerous.”

      He reached for her hand. “I’m sorry you had to go through that.”

      “Thanks. Although it could have been worse.” She tightened her hand on his. “The charity event on Saturday night is to fight human trafficking, especially of women and children. I know it takes more than money, but I’ve funneled a lot of funds to various organizations who work on recovering those victims and supporting them afterward. It’s another cause that’s near and dear to my heart.”

      He nodded slowly. His opinion of Lauren being a socialite who spent her days at the spa was changing by the second. She might be rich, living in a fancy penthouse apartment, but she was doing her part in tackling the world’s problems. In her own way, which was more than most people did, he thought wryly. “That’s a very worthy cause.”

      “Yes.” She gazed at their clasped hands for a moment, then pulled free and stood. “Well, I need to finish my list of suspects. You should get some sleep.”

      He rose. “I’ll stay out here for a while. Your father isn’t expected to return home later tonight, is he?”

      “No, he has business in New York through the weekend. Good night, Grady. Thanks again for being here.”

      “Of course.” He found it odd that Lauren’s father would go on a business trip while knowing his granddaughter was targeted by a kidnapper. Then again, he didn’t know that much about the relationship between the three of them. “Lauren, what happened to your mother?”

      “She passed away fifteen years ago from cancer.” She managed a smile. “Pancreatic cancer from smoking. Cancer research is another charity we support, even though in my mother’s case, her cancer was related to her lifestyle choices.”

      “I’m sorry for your loss.” His own parents were retired and living in Arizona, far away from the harsh winters of Wyoming.

      “Thank you. Good night.” She turned and headed for her room.

      He stood for a moment in the living room that was larger than his house and thought about what she’d said. Stranger abductions were rare, but he knew they couldn’t afford to discount the possibility.

      But if that was the case, it would take a miracle to find the person responsible without something more to go on.

      He could only hope and pray that this kidnapper would slip up along the way, giving them the opportunity to find and arrest him.
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      Lauren racked her brain for names to add to the list of potential suspects. Her lack of sleep since Tuesday was getting to her. She’d watched the video of Ariel’s abduction so many times it replayed in her mind when she closed her eyes.

      There was nothing remotely familiar about the masked man. Granted, he was only in the frame for a few seconds, but she was very much afraid the guy was a stranger to her and her family.

      Yet the kidnapper would have had to see Lucy in person at some point. Her daughter was too young to have social media, and Lauren did not post any personal photos of herself and Lucy online. Obviously, Lauren’s picture was posted all over the society pages, along with the charity websites for those she sponsored. But none of them included her daughter. That was one rule she didn’t bend for anyone.

      That meant this guy had been somewhere close by. Either here in the building where they lived or at the school. She’d asked for and received a list of all the school employees, but none of them had a criminal record. She’d asked the police to verify all the male school employees’ alibis, but so far, they’d come up with nothing remotely suspicious.

      Her father had provided a list of building employees, too, but those were still being vetted. She figured the police had abandoned that search once they’d gotten this Jorge Dombach in custody. That thought had her quickly scanning the employee list for his name.

      It wasn’t on either list. Based on the gunfire incident, she didn’t believe Jorge was the man they were looking for so she didn’t bother to add his name.

      The names on her list blurred, and she pressed her fingertips to her eyes, trying to ward off a wave of exhaustion. She’d thought having Grady there would help her feel safe. Oh, she trusted Grady’s expertise, but she still couldn’t relax.

      Just imagining Lucy going through the same experience she had was enough to make her blood run cold. She could not let this man get anywhere near her daughter.

      Pushing away from her desk, Lauren changed into a pair of yoga pants and an oversized sweatshirt. If she had her way, she’d wear comfortable clothes every day, but her father expected her to look professional at all times. Rather funny now to think she’d worn an expensive pantsuit to meet Grady who had arrived in jeans and a black leather jacket.

      She washed her face, ignoring the dark circles under her eyes. Maybe Grady had a point about canceling her charity events. Not the event itself, but making up an excuse as to why she couldn’t attend.

      It was a decision she didn’t have to make now, so she turned and flipped the lights off on her way to bed. She’d barely crawled under the covers when she heard Lucy crying.

      In a heartbeat, she was up and inside her daughter’s room. “Shh, Lucy. It’s okay. You’re safe.”

      Her daughter lifted her tearstained face to look at her, then threw herself into her arms. “The masked man tried to get me,” she sobbed.

      “It’s just a dream. He’s not here. Grady is guarding us, remember?” She pressed a kiss to Lucy’s temple. “You’re safe, sweetie. I’m here and so is Grady.”

      Lucy’s crying turned into a few hiccups. Then the little girl swiped at her face. “I don’t want to have bad dreams.”

      “I know you don’t.” Lauren continued holding
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