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To Brian, the love of my life – thank you for your love, your encouragement, for your never wavering faith in me even when I didn’t have faith in myself.  Thank you for making my dreams come true.  I love you with all my heart.

To Dorothy, Glen and Betty – for your love, your guidance, for all those moments together I will treasure with all my heart.
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Chapter One
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The whole place reeked of disaster. The city, the strip, the little cliché Elvis chapel. Dis-as-ter.

Abbey wrapped her arms around herself as she fought to suppress a shiver. It wasn’t the cotton lavender sundress she wore that sent chills through her. Something deep in her soul nagged at her, warned her to get out of Las Vegas. She couldn’t shake the bad feeling invading her like a deadly virus. Something was about to go horribly wrong.

Three happy, blissfully-in-love couples had arrived in “Sin City” for Gordon and Mary’s wedding. Abbey couldn’t shake the feeling that only two would return home still together.

Abbey shook her head. She knew Gordon. She knew how much he loved her mother. He would never hurt her. And Mary couldn’t be happier marrying her Irishman. Abbey had never seen her mom so content in her entire life. Still that feeling. She couldn’t shake it.

She wandered over to a gaudy vase filled with sunshine-yellow and mauve artificial flowers. She picked at the ugly petals relentlessly.

“Is there something the matter, luv?”

Abbey glanced over her shoulder. Sloan leaned against the arm of a white painted pew, his long, muscular legs stretched out in front of him. He was dressed in his customary black Armani suit, which only accented his sinfully sexy, chiseled physique, warm black hair, and ice-blue eyes. Amelia slept peacefully in her car seat set on the floor beside him, her pink blanket tucked snuggly around her.

He took Abbey’s breath away. She stared at him for several moments before turning back and continuing her assault on the plastic plants. “It’s just this wedding,” she spat out.

“What about it?”

She spun around. “My mom deserves a real wedding.”

He looked at her, clearly puzzled. “A real wedding?”

“Yes. With a church and guests and a banquet and a cake. You know...a wedding.”

Sloan glared at her silently for a moment. “So, you’re saying unless you’re married in a church with at least a hundred witnesses, it isn’t a real wedding? Getting married in a Vegas chapel isn’t a real wedding? Or, let’s say, in front of a justice of the peace in a courthouse? That’s not a real wedding, either?”

She opened her mouth to protest but quickly closed it. Her heart sank in her chest when she saw the hurt in his eyes. She took a deep breath and smiled. “You’re right. I’m sorry. It doesn’t matter where someone is married, or who is watching, or how big the cake is. The only thing that matters is saying you’ll spend the rest of your life with the one you love and keeping that promise.”

“That was an abrupt change of heart.”

“I was reminded that the most beautiful wedding I went to was in front of a New York City judge.”

“There was no church. No guests.”

“But there was my best friend.” She wrapped her arms around his waist and gazed into his eyes. “I was the luckiest woman in the world because I got to marry him.”

He held her close, pressing a kiss to her forehead. “I suppose I can’t give you too much grief. It wasn’t supposed to be our real wedding in the first place.”

“Yes. If I remember correctly, I was marrying my recently divorced illustrator so he could stay in the USA.”

“Aren’t you glad that wasn’t the case?”

“Hmmm.” Abbey brushed his lips with hers. “I’m glad my illustrator wasn’t married because he’s married to me now.”

She drew him to her for another kiss, this one deeper than the last. She heard his moan through their lips as his powerful hands violently gripped the back of her sundress. She shivered as his tongue invaded her mouth and stroked hers.

“Seriously, can’t you guys hold on until you get back to your suite?” Bartholomew laughed.

They broke apart, finding Bartholomew, Maggie, and Robert standing in the doorway of the chapel watching them. Abbey felt her face grow hot as she curled closer to Sloan. “Where’re Mom and Gordon?”

“They are talking to the minister and signing their marriage certificate. They’ll be here shortly.”

Abbey lost herself in Sloan’s eyes for a long moment and then pulled free from his embrace. “I suppose Maggie and I should go attend to Mom. I’ll bump Gordon back in here to you guys.”

“Give me a couple of minutes. I have to return a call to the CIA. They seem to think that since they helped me to return to the States after my escape from Belfast, that I need to take the citizenship test.”

“I thought you said that you wanted to.”

“I do. But on my terms.”

“I understand. I’ll give you a bit before I send him in.”

“All right, luv. See you in a bit,” Sloan whispered.

She beamed one last loving smile to him before she grabbed Maggie’s hand and went looking for Mary.

Within moments, everyone gathered in the chapel for the wedding to start. Abbey stood beside Mary as the minister began. The ceremony was simple and quick, just the exchange of vows and rings. Abbey sighed as she smiled. She had never in her entire life seen her mother so happy. Mary’s eyes twinkled in anticipation as she promised her eternal love to Gordon.

She glanced at Gordon. He looked just as excited as Mary as he slipped the ring on her finger. Her eyes met Sloan’s. He grinned at her, just as pleased as she was when the minister pronounced Gordon and Mary husband and wife. Everyone in the room was blissfully happy. But that feeling still nagged at her.

Abbey pressed a kiss of congratulations to her mother’s cheek as she watched Gordon share a rare hug with Sloan. She grinned as she was caught in the arms of her new stepfather.

“Congratulations, Dad,” she gushed as she hugged him tightly.

“Thank you, little one.” Brushing his lips to her forehead, he let Abbey loose and then took Mary’s hand in his. “Should we go get some lunch? On me.”

The wedding party, full of laughter and conversation, strolled down the Vegas Strip to the first five-star restaurant they came to. Although the dining room was packed, it only took a few moments for them to be shown to their seats. Abbey glanced around at the wait staff as they passed. “I didn’t realize just how powerful you are,” Abbey commented to her husband. “Instant seats.”

Sloan chuckled as he pressed his lips to her ear. “You flatter me. I made reservations, luv. This isn’t a coincidence that we’re eating here.”

She pulled a chair out to set Amelia’s car seat on and then settled herself beside it. “Every day is a mystery with you, Mr. O’Riley.”

“Likewise, Mrs. O’Riley.”

Gordon gently tapped his spoon on his glass once the waiter disappeared with their orders. “I want to say thank you to all of you for sharing this special day with Mary and me. You may not realize it, but we feel that all of you are our children. We have an announcement.”

He glanced at Mary and then back to them. “We have changed our plans for our honeymoon. Instead of leaving tomorrow for Dublin, like we originally had planned, we’re going home to Iowa for a couple of days. We’re taking little Amelia with us so that the five of you can have some fun.”

“But it’s your honeymoon,” Abbey protested.

“I know, little one, and we want to share it. Go spend a few days alone with your husband.”

Abbey turned as she felt a hand wrap around hers. She smiled as she gazed into Sloan’s eyes. She laid her head on his shoulder as she looked back at Gordon. “Thanks, Dad and Mom. That would be great.”

* * * *
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ABBEY PULLED THE DOOR of the suite closed firmly behind her. She turned and met the excited look on her sister-in-law’s face.

“Are you ready for tonight?” Maggie gushed.

“Sure. It’s hard to adjust to being without Ame.”

Maggie winked at her. “You’re a great mother, Abigail. It’s only a couple of days. Besides, it’s not like you’ll be alone.”

Abbey felt her face grow hot. Yes, she had to admit. The only salve of sending her daughter away for two days with Mary and Gordon was the idea of spending those two days with Ame’s father. And two glorious nights of hot, passionate lovemaking. She spun around and spread her arms out, displaying the black and silver glittering evening gown that hugged her breasts and stopped at her knees. “How do I look?”

“Incredible. Sloan won’t be able to keep his hands off you. And me?” Maggie twirled to show off the ice-blue satin dress that was an exact match to her eyes.

“Bartholomew will be putty in your hands.”

“Excellent. We should probably be going before the men start calling and demanding to know where we are.” Maggie slung her purse over her shoulder and started down the hall.

Abbey followed her a few steps and then stopped cold. Ahead, just before the elevators, were three servicemen surrounding a maid’s cart full of supplies. She watched them warily. Their room was on the executive suite level. No one was allowed up there, not without their knowledge or their request. No one told them there would be any sort of service work being done, especially for something so trivial as cleaning rooms that late at night.

“Maggie, I left something in my room. I need to go back,” she announced.

Maggie turned around to follow Abbey. Abbey stopped at the double doors that led to the O’Rileys’ massive room. She toed off her stilettos and then nodded to Maggie to do the same. Confused, Maggie followed.

“What did you forget?” Maggie asked.

“Nothing.” Abbey glanced over her sister-in-law’s shoulder. The men rummaged violently through the cart. A lump lodged in Abbey’s throat as she saw the barrel of a gun. “Do you see the fire escape behind us?”

“Yes.”

The largest of the three men kicked the maid cart out of the way as he held the semi-automatic weapon across himself. “Run.” Abbey pushed Maggie toward the exit, following on her heels as they slammed through the door and raced down the stairs.

Abbey didn’t know how far behind them the men were. All she could hear was the thundering of boots on the steps above her. After five or six floors, she grabbed Maggie’s arm and tugged her through another door into the hotel hallway, urging the girl into a sprint. When they reached the glass elevators, Abbey slammed her hand on the call button.

Abbey’s eyes grew wide as the men bore down on them. The elevator door opened, and she shoved Maggie inside. She punched the button to close the door and then hit the button for the ground floor.

“What the hell, Abbey?” Maggie sobbed.

“I think they’re friends of your brother.”

“Call Sloan.”

“My phone is in my purse. I don’t have the time to dig for it. Just run. We’ll get to the guys, and Sloan will handle it.”

Abbey searched the atrium for their attackers as her thoughts scrambled together. They needed a plan. The three men chasing them were in the adjoining elevator, descending right behind them. She turned to see the crowd of guests milling around the atrium. “Follow right behind me. We’re going to weave through all those people. We probably won’t lose them, but it’ll buy us some time. All right?”

“Sounds like a plan.”

Abbey grabbed Maggie’s hand as the door opened a crack. She tugged her through the crowd as they wound through the atrium to the lobby. They hurried into the Las Vegas streets. They took a split second to get their bearings before running down the sidewalk in the direction of the restaurant where Sloan, Bartholomew, and Robert were waiting for them. They ducked into an alley between two massive casinos in hopes of losing them. In the distance Abbey could see the sign for the restaurant just a block or two away.

Three armored SUV’s screeched to a stop in front of them, cutting off their path. Abbey turned to retreat. Another two blocked her escape. The doors of the vehicles opened, expelling at least two dozen large, muscular men, each armed to the teeth. One opened a final door, holding it for the last occupant. A gray-haired, well-built man roughly the same age as Gordon stepped out. His pointed face and black eyes exuded pure evil. He smiled contentedly as he strode across the street to the girls.

“What is the meaning of this?” Abbey demanded. “My girlfriend and I are trying to get to the clubs to go party and find some hot guys. What’s the big deal?”

The man chuckled as his eyes raked across Abbey. “I’m not stupid. I know who you are.”

His accent wasn’t Irish or British. Abbey scowled. Was it Scottish? “I’m a girl looking to get laid. You’re the assclown who’s stopping me.”

He raised his hand and brought it across Abbey’s face, laughing as she slumped to the ground. He crouched next to her, grasping her chin in his hand and roughly forcing her to look into his eyes.

“I know who you are, Abigail Morrison. You’re going to help me. You see, I need your husband’s incredible talent, and I don’t mean his artistic ability. He’s going to build me a bomb. With you in my possession, he can’t tell me no.”

Abbey quaked where she kneeled. No one had ever called her that. No one knew Sloan’s real name but them. “My husband doesn’t know anything. He was framed.”

“He knows more than he’s told you.”

“Let Maggie go,” she pleaded.

“Tom Morrison’s sister? No. She can be useful to me also.”

Abbey saw his eyes rise to watch something going on behind her. A quick, sharp pain pierced her neck. She felt a foggy, heavy haze fill her head as the noises and lights that surrounded her slowly went black.

* * * *
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SLOAN PACED THE SIDEWALK outside the restaurant, growling at the crowds of people that shoved past him on the busy Las Vegas Strip. He squinted his eyes to peer through the bodies. Where in bloody blazes were they?

“They should have been here by now,” he stated.

“Maybe they’re taking a little extra time to get ready,” Robert replied. “You know, they are women.”

“Or Abbey called her mom to check on Ame,” Bartholomew volunteered.

Sloan crossed his large, powerful arms over his chest. A cold, unsettling feeling washed over him like a wave. Something was amiss...

He startled as he heard his cell chirp. He sighed, relieved, as he gazed at the photo of Abbey that popped onto the face of the phone. He slid his thumb over the touch screen to answer it.

“Abigail, where are you?” he demanded.

There was a long, cold silence. “Morrison.”

Sloan’s heart slammed in his chest. He recognized the voice. He knew the Scottish brogue. He would until his dying day. “Gavin MacPherson. Where did you get Abigail’s phone?”

Gavin laughed. “It seems we have a common acquaintance, Morrison. Check the photo message I sent.”

Sloan pulled the phone from his ear as he examined the small, digital envelope on the screen. His stomach turned as he pressed it. Bile rose in his throat at the sight of Abbey duct taped to a chair, unconscious. An IV snaked from her arm to a clear bag of fluid overhead. In the background, he could see Maggie in the same position.

He pressed the phone to his ear again. “MacPherson, I swear if you harm Abigail, I will tear you apart with my bare hands. That’s a promise. You know I’m fully capable of doing so.”

“With your beautiful wife in my hands, you shouldn’t be so reckless as to threaten me.”

“Just let her go. She’s innocent.”

“She lost her innocence when she agreed to marry you. You know what I want.”

“Go to hell.”

“Gladly. I will take your precious Abigail with me. I’ll enjoy the company while she and I burn together.”

Sloan felt tears sting his eyes as he slammed his hand on the wall next to him. His voice faltered as he spoke, “What do you want?”

“I have buyers. They want an explosion that will destroy at least two dozen floors.”

“It wasn’t me. I didn’t plant that bomb in the marketplace. I was sixteen. I didn’t do it.”

“I’m well aware of that. I also know that Liam and Simon taught you how. You may not have committed the act, but I know that you possess the knowledge. And according to my sources, your design is far more effective. And deadly. You better get started for Abigail’s sake. You have three days. I will send you the address where I want to meet. Be there Sunday at five with the bomb. If you have it, I’ll give you your wife and sister back. If you don’t, there won’t be enough pieces of your darling Abigail for you to lay to rest.”

Sloan rubbed his eyes to stop the flow of tears. It didn’t help. “I’ll be there. I’ll have it. Don’t hurt Abigail or my sister. If you do...”

MacPherson’s laughter rang through the phone as the call ended. Sloan slipped it in his pocket and buried his face in his arms against the wall.

“Sloan, what’s going on?” Robert asked, concerned. Bartholomew followed behind him.

“Night’s over,” Sloan muttered. “MacPherson has Abigail and Maggie. I have work to do.” He shoved away from the wall and stormed down the sidewalk toward the hotel.

****
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SLOAN DIDN’T WAIT FOR the sun to rise before he pulled on a pair of jeans and a T-shirt and left the suite. He rubbed his tired eyes. He didn’t sleep. He couldn’t, not with Abigail in danger. He’d spent every second studying schematics, making phone calls, and developing a plan. His first stop was the scrapyard for wires, connectors, and pieces of steel. Once he purchased what he needed, he journeyed on to find an auto shop that would let him use their equipment.

It took less than an hour to form the brackets that he needed, but even that short time welding in the hot Las Vegas morning left him dirty and sweaty. The mechanics attempted to chitchat with him as he worked. Sloan did his best not to rip their heads off. The lads had no idea what was at stake. The lives of his wife and sister, his whole world, was on the line. He couldn’t lose.

He made a brief stop at the electronics and the hardware stores, leaving with bags full of circuit boards and assorted bottles of cleaning chemicals. He certainly was an odd sight as he walked back to his hotel. He steeled himself for the confrontation he was bound to have with his best friends. They were sound asleep on the sofas snoring away when he’d slipped out. He hadn’t even leave them a love note goodbye. He threw the suite door open.

“Where the hell have you been?” Robert demanded. “We have been all over town searching for you. Great time to be out shopping. Bartholomew is still out looking. That and trying to keep himself together with his wife being a hostage and all. They’re newlyweds, and all this crap happens.”

“I wasn’t shopping per se.” Sloan growled as he dropped the bags on the coffee table. He reached inside each sack, pulling free the contents inside. He lined them up neatly and then set the brackets he’d made beside them. “I found a body shop that let me use their welding torch. I’ve been gathering everything I need all day. When I wasn’t getting all that, I was making arrangements for the other supplies I need.”

Robert stared down at everything on the table. “Dear lord, Sloan. No. You can’t do this.”

“I don’t have a choice.”

“Yes, you do. You have a lot of choices, all of which are better than this one.”

“Name one that doesn’t put Abigail and Maggie’s lives in more danger than they already are.”

“Fight back. Between the three of us, we have the experience to get in there, annihilate MacPherson and his men, and get the girls out safely.”

Sloan shook his head. “I can’t risk it.”

“If you deliver this,” Robert motioned to the rectangle, “it won’t stop. MacPherson will want more of them. He will own your soul.”

“Well, great news. I have no soul for him to own. Haven’t since I was a child. So there is nothing to lose. Except Abigail and Maggie. I won’t lose them.”

Sloan stormed into the bedroom, slamming the door behind him. He fired up the shower and stripped out of his dirty clothes. As the hot water streamed over his skin, he clenched his eyes shut. All he could think of was Abigail. Please. Please, they needed to be all right.

* * * *
[image: image]


MORNING AGAIN CAME way too early. Sloan kicked little clouds of dust with his Italian leather boots. He squinted his eyes to stare across the empty desert. His gaze wandered to the vacated gas station.

The two-hour drive from Las Vegas into the vast, empty area had been excruciating. The two-mile walk from where he’d parked his rental car to this dilapidated building had been even worse. He couldn’t let his steps be traced. Especially with the items he was about to pick up.

He sighed as he rubbed his face and then tugged his sunglasses back down from the top of his thick, black hair. He had sworn to himself he would never get involved in this life again. It had kept him from his home, his ma, and his sister. All he had been doing was experimenting with bombs, and they took away his life. Nothing, nothing in this world was worth building one of these cursed contraptions again.

Then MacPherson took his Abigail, and Sloan had found his breaking point. Now he was standing in the wilderness, waiting for an arms dealer with a block of C4.

Sloan slowly turned at the sound of steps on the hard dirt. His breath caught in his throat. It was truly the last person he thought he’d ever see in the middle of the Nevada desert. He rubbed his eyes. Nope, not a mirage. “Liam,” he breathed.

Liam’s blazing red hair radiated against the drab background. “Whatcha’ doing out here, lad?”

“I’d have to ask you the same question, Liam. You’re a far way from Belfast.”

“Simon called. Said he needed me to come check on you. Told me you were about to do something stupid. Asked me to stop you.”

“Of course he did. Sorry, Liam. To me he’s Gordon now. Why didn’t he come himself?”

“He’s in Iowa, protecting your baby daughter. MacPherson has no issue harming a child to get what he wants. Simon, I mean Gordon, can either stay there and protect Mary and Amelia, or he can come here and leave them unprotected and in danger. Which do you choose?”

“You can’t stop me, Liam. I have to do this.”

“Why do you have to do this?”

Sloan swallowed hard against the lump forming in his throat. “I know what MacPherson does to his hostages. I know what MacPherson does to women he isn’t holding for ransom. It’s horrifying. Most of those girls...death would be a blessing. Abigail is my wife. What he would do to her...” His voice trailed off.

“So you’re going to give him a weapon.”

“To free Abigail, yes.”

“What happened to the boy Gordon and I raised?”

“What do you mean?”

“The boy we raised wouldn’t hand the weapon over. He would fight back.”

“Put Abigail into further risk? No. I can’t.”

Liam strode across the desert floor until he was nearly nose-to-nose with Sloan. “You have the most skilled men available, ready and willing to go to war beside you for Abigail and Maggie’s freedom. You, boy...I never knew anyone who could be more sneaky, more devious than yourself. Between you, Robert, Bartholomew, and me, we can make this happen. We can get them out safely. And alive.”

Sloan stared across the barren landscape silently for several long moments. He turned back to Liam. “All right, old man. Formulate your plan of attack. I’ll fight.”

“Formulate my plan?” Liam chuckled. “What do you think I’ve had Robert and Bartholomew doing this whole time? By the time we return to the hotel, they will have found out where MacPherson is holding the girls, scoped out the building, and discovered our point of attack. How do you think I knew where to find you? They told me.”

Shaking his head, Sloan laughed. Liam slapped him affectionately across the back. “Until then, I’ll wait with you for your friend and apologize for wasting his time. He can take the C4 back to where it came from. Then maybe I’ll give you a ride back to your car. Do you think you can be ready in time?”

Sloan shot him a sly grin. “I know I can.”
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Chapter Two
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The first tinges of dawn began to streak the sky. No great amount of sunlight had appeared yet, just enough to turn the black of night to a midnight blue. It was the perfect time to mount an attack.

Liam, Robert, and Bartholomew, dressed from head to toe in black, crouched behind the dumpster pressed against the fence. Each of them took a turn watching the boarded up brick warehouse in the deserted, fenced lot below. They checked the scopes attached to their semi-automatics. When they charged the building, there would be no light. The scopes would be their only beacons in the dark. They all spun at the sound of boot steps on the cement, each brandishing their weapon.

“Put those bloody things down,” Sloan hissed in a whisper. “Are you trying to kill me?”

“It’s an idea,” Robert quipped.

“Did you see any surveillance ?” Liam questioned.

“Yes,” Sloan confirmed as he tightened the screw on the scope of his own rifle. “Five cameras trained to each entrance. They are no longer operational. Whenever you lads are ready, we can get this party started.”

“Then start it already. The sun is about to rise and blow our cover.”

Sloan cocked a grin at Bartholomew and indicated toward the structure with a nod. “Do the honors, B. MacPherson has your bride too. Lead us into battle.”

A smile slowly spread across Bartholomew’s face. With a wave of his hand, he motioned for them to follow as he shot around the corner of the dumpster. Each sprang to his feet, and in a sprint, headed for the cracked dock door near them.

The early hour of the morning made infiltration easier than expected. Sloan was silently thankful for that fact. He didn’t expect MacPherson to let his complete guard down. Considering who MacPherson was dealing with, that would have been beyond foolish. Yet, the few number of men they had to encounter in the pitch black was encouraging.

All Sloan could hope for was that MacPherson himself was among the dead.

“Sloan...Bartholomew...over here.” Liam’s whispered brogue drifted across the warehouse floor. Sloan followed the sound of his voice to the shadow of an open door.

His heart thundered in his chest as he shined the light of his scope in the room and found Abigail unconscious, still duct taped to her chair in the evening gown she had planned to celebrate in only a few nights ago. The needle of her IV drip was still buried in her skin. Maggie was bound the same, just a foot away from her. Four large, burly guards stood between them and the men, and one had seen the flash of light from Sloan’s scope. No words were said. Gunfire erupted as Sloan, Robert, Liam, and Bartholomew ducked for cover.

Crouching against the wall, Sloan and Robert inched back toward the door as Bartholomew and Liam returned fire. Sloan dug in his pocket and then pulled a small cylinder out. Yanking the tab off, he tossed it in the room. Each man covered their face until the smoke bomb stopped hissing and fizzling. He glanced back in to find each one out cold.

They jumped to their feet and stormed into the room, stepping over the unconscious bodies on the floor. Bartholomew was already kneeling next to Maggie, pulling the tape from her dress and skin and catching her in his arms as she slumped forward. Maggie’s IV tower was now in pieces on the floor.

Sloan shoved past Liam as he gripped the tube leading to Abbey’s arm to pull it free. He stopped as the light from his rifle haphazardly flickered across the tray on the IV pole. He looked at the syringe tube closer. He glanced at the chart of papers beside it. Closing his eyes, he felt the lump in his throat form again. He couldn’t swallow past it. Dear lord, no. It was his worst fear confirmed.

“Sloan, what are you doing? We have to go now.” Robert barked.

Sloan snapped out of his thoughts. He pulled free the papers, wrapped them around the vial of liquid, and then slipped them all into his pocket. He then pulled the needle from Abbey’s arm, ripped the duct tape free, and gently lifted her small frame over his shoulder. He dashed outside after the other three men and into the dawn.

None of them stopped running until they reached the van they’d rented parked several blocks from the warehouse. Bartholomew and Sloan gently set the sleeping girls on the seat as Liam dialed his cell. “I don’t know what MacPherson pumped into those two lasses. Think up something to tell the doctors, lads.”

Liam took a deep breath and then spoke to the voice on the other end of the phone. “Gordon, my brother. Mission accomplished. I’m sorry my call woke little Amelia.”

Sloan watched Liam’s triumphant smile fade quickly. “I see. I see. Yes, I agree it’s best for you to bring Mary and Amelia back here. Never in my worst nightmares. All right. See you soon.” Liam pressed the End button.

“What?” Sloan demanded.

“Seems MacPherson’s men were divided into two separate missions. He sent a dozen of them to Mount Vernon. They opened fire on Gordon’s house and on your house, Sloan.”

Sloan felt his chest tighten. He couldn’t breathe. He couldn’t let this happen. He had to stop this...

“Abbey was here. Sloan was here. What was the purpose?” Robert questioned.

“To kill Amelia,” Sloan choked out.

“Mount Vernon is no longer a safe place for you, Sloan. We’ll have to plan our next course of action later. For right now, let’s get to the hospital, boys,” Liam gently prodded. 

The four men climbed into the van, slamming the doors shut behind them. Sloan glanced at Abbey sound asleep beside him. He studied her peaceful features, memorizing every detail. It would be a very long time until he saw them again.

As Liam stopped in front of the emergency room door, he turned to the rest. “We all don’t need to parade in there. Robert and I will take the girls in. You two stay put. Understand?”

“Yes, sir,” Sloan murmured. He pressed a long, gentle kiss to Abigail’s forehead before Robert scooped her into his arms. The van was silent as Liam and Robert disappeared into the hospital. Sloan wasted no time. He knew Liam’s instructions. Stay put. He couldn’t. He needed to act now before he changed his mind. He threw open the door and stepped out.

“Where the hell are you going?” Bartholomew demanded.

Sloan didn’t answer. He slammed the door shut the hurried down the sidewalk toward the Las Vegas strip. He slipped inside the elevator in his hotel, punched the top button, and slowly blew out his breath. He had been through some impossible situations. None of them compared to this. “Abigail, please forgive me,” he murmured to himself. “For what I’m about to do is unforgivable.”

He changed into his suit. He took the vial he had recovered from the warehouse into the bathroom and carefully flushed the amber liquid down the toilet before slipping it and the papers into his laptop bag. He glanced into the hall for Bartholomew, Liam, and Robert. Once he was clear, he made his way to the lobby and hailed a cab for the airport.

* * * *
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IRRITATED, ABBEY SHUFFLED across the wooden floor of the living room as the doorbell rang again. Even though she wrapped her arms around herself tightly, she could still feel herself shake. Whatever that lunatic Scot injected into her had sent all of her nerves quaking. Whatever the hospital had followed up with hadn’t helped much. All she was told was that it was the after-effects of the sedation medication, and it would wear off. It needed to get over with sooner rather than later.

To make matters worse, Abbey had been sent home with Ame alone. Completely alone. She had no idea where her husband had gone, and no one else did, either. She had been sent home to a house pulverized with bullet holes, some of the foundation showing a disturbing amount of daylight through it. Inspectors were coming soon. The house would, without a doubt, be condemned. That morning, Gordon had sent her to get a few essentials and then come right back to their house where Abbey and Ame were living until the verdict on their own abode was rendered. Before he could insist on going with her, she picked up Amelia, waved him off with a weak smile and left. Knowing Gordon, he was outside right then, even though their house was only a block away. She had no idea why he was being so over-protective because MacPherson wouldn’t attack again. Would he? Mount Vernon was so small and he couldn’t strike again without the whole town knowing.

With a sigh, Abbey yanked the front door open. She swallowed back a snarl. “Nathan,” she greeted coldly.

Nathan slowly scanned Abbey’s tousled bedhead and her wrinkled snowman pajamas. “Abigail.”

“Why are you here?” she snapped.

Nathan didn’t say a word. He handed Abbey a large, manila envelope.

“What is this?” Abbey demanded.

Nathan didn’t answer. He just nodded slightly toward the packet, encouraging Abbey to open it. She tore the flap free and reached inside to retrieve the stack of papers. Her voice caught in her throat. “Divorce? Sloan filed for divorce?”

“That’s right,” Nathan sneered as he pulled a pen from the pocket inside his jacket and pointed to a blank line on the page. “According to the pre-nup I wrote for Sloan, all of the assets belong to him. You have until midnight to move out of this house. There is an envelope inside with the papers. Leave them on the counter when you go. I will be in contact with you about custody of Amelia. Sloan has asked me to handle this and he doesn’t want you to contact him. Understand?”

Abbey glared at Nathan through tear-filled eyes. He stared at her for a moment before he turned and stepped off the porch.

She closed the door and then slumped against it for a moment. As soon as her tears started, they stopped. She stiffly walked into the dining room and then the kitchen, tossing the envelope on the counter. She picked up her cell and flipped through the contact list. She pressed Send and held the phone to her ear.

“Hey, Abbey.” Maggie’s voice chirped. “How’re you doing?”

“Still a little shaky.”

“Ah. I know. I am too.”

“Maggie, could I ask you for a favor?”

“Sure. Anything for my favorite sis. What do you need?”

Abbey felt herself instinctively cringe at the word “sis.”

“With the damage to the house, there are going to be inspectors and insurance adjusters, and who knows what, parading in and out for the next couple days. Besides that, I’m still really shaky. Is there any way you and Bartholomew could keep Ame? I know it’s a lot to ask with you still under the effect of the drugs...”

“It’s okay, Abbey. We’d love to. Uncle Bartholomew can carry Amelia. I’ll just play with her. Do you want us to come now?”

“Yes, please. That would be great.”

“Okay. See you in a little bit.”

Abbey hung up. She slowly, deliberately, climbed the stairs to Amelia’s room. Opening each drawer, she gathered clothes, diapers, bottles, and toys. She dropped the items into a bag. Abbey turned as she heard a soft cooing coming from behind her.

She slowly crossed the nursery and peered into the crib. Amelia looked up at her mother, her bright blue eyes smiling. Abbey gently picked her up and held her close. She swallowed back another sob as she pressed soft kisses to the baby’s face. Losing her daughter would devastate her. She couldn’t imagine life without the little girl.

Abbey grabbed the bag as she heard the doorbell ring. She descended the steps with Amelia clenched tightly in her arms and shuffled to the door once again. Plastering a smile on her face, she opened the door.

“Hey, Abbey,” Maggie and Bartholomew echoed in chorus.

“Hey, guys.”

“Is Ame ready to go?” Maggie asked.

“Yes.” Abbey handed the bag to Bartholomew. She gazed lovingly at Ame for a moment longer, memorizing her blue eyes, her black curls, her soft, chubby baby cheeks. She suddenly held the baby out to Maggie.

Maggie studied Abbey with a confused expression as she gathered Ame in her arms. “Is the car seat in your car?”

“Yes,” Abbey murmured.

“I’ll get it,” Bartholomew volunteered. He leaped down the porch steps and disappeared behind the bushes as he jogged to the garage.

Maggie smiled at Abbey. “We’ll call tonight. Okay?”

“Sure,” Abbey agreed.

Maggie carefully balanced Ame on her hip as she walked down the porch stairs, stopping with a giggle as Bartholomew joined her. The couple gently secured the baby in their car and drove away, waving at Abbey as they left.

Abbey stepped in the house and closed the door. She mechanically slipped from the back door and strode across the back yard to the garage. She opened up the door and then flipped the switch to light the dark building. “Dang it, Sloan,” she muttered as she struggled with the stepladder. Midnight would come fast. She was going to have to talk to Gordon and Mary and ask if she and Ame could stay with them a little longer. 

How was she going to explain this to them? Gordon was going to be furious. Abbey sighed as she wiped away a stray tear as she started looking for boxes.

It didn’t take long to find a couple on the top set of shelves near the garage door. Abbey groaned as she dragged the ladder across the cement floor. Her shaky body bounced it against Sloan’s truck a few times and dumped over the can of gasoline. She huffed as she watched the fluid puddle on the floor. The scent was stifling. She’d have to clean it up in a minute once she had the boxes down.

She trembled as she climbed one step at a time and then reached the first box. She brushed the cardboard with her fingers as her knees buckled. Catching herself, she waited until she was steady to reach again. She didn’t recall touching anything, but something very hard struck her at the base of her skull. She tumbled off the ladder. Her head hit a bucket on the floor as she hit the ground. She groaned in pain as she fought the spinning in her head. In her dim
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