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        December 24, 1937

        Lausanne, Switzerland

      

      

      Rosie Delaney stood on the empty platform, gripping the handle of her cherry-red suitcase with ice-cold fingers. She desperately wished that she’d remembered her gloves.

      Thick, heavy snowflakes poured from the black winter sky, dusting the tracks in an eerie white glow. Save for the giant clock ticking overhead, the silence in the Swiss train station that night was deafening to Rosie’s ears, which had never been so alert.

      Despite her nerves, Rosie was certain she’d covered her tracks well. She’d put on quite the show with Alexandre before slipping out of the annual Morel Holiday Gala unnoticed. She’d even resisted the overwhelming urge to say good-bye to the one person she would miss.

      Her mother.

      Swallowing the lump in her throat, Rosie thought of the lovely sights of Paris and the even lovelier man who would be waiting for her there, in her favorite city, in only a few short hours.

      Jacques Chambord.

      She’d made the right choice.

      Of course she had.

      She’d left behind a closet full of shimmering evening gowns, fur coats, jewels, and high heels. Her meager suitcase contained only a few changes of her most practical, modest clothes and a box of letters.

      Those letters meant more to her than any jewel-studded closet ever could.

      Running her thumb over the newly bare skin on her ring finger, Rosie remembered how suffocating Alexandre’s elaborate diamond ring had felt on her left hand. And it wasn’t only the ring that had been suffocating.

      The memory of him made her forget how to breathe.

      If only the train would get here.

      A nervous glance at the clock revealed that it was 11:37 p.m.

      They would surely be wondering where she had gone by now. She could almost see Alexandre’s dark furrowed eyebrows, his beady brown eyes combing the party, searching for his fiancée, his trésor, his poupée.

      Rosie was finished being Alexandre’s treasure, his doll.

      She was finished keeping him and his elitist, power-hungry family happy.

      A train whistle thundered through the night, and adrenaline shot through Rosie’s veins as she glimpsed the steam locomotive barreling down the snow-covered tracks.

      Only one word soared through Rosie’s mind at the sight of the Orient Express on that snowy winter night in the Swiss Alps.

      Freedom.
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        December 23, 2012

        Washington, D.C.

      

      

      Blinding white snow surrounds my sister’s silky chestnut locks, her violet eyes screaming out to me.

      “Jillian…Jilly. Come! Please come.” Isla’s delicate red lips form another sentence, but the blustering winds are unforgiving as they swallow up her quivering voice. Iridescent flakes stick to her long lashes, blanketing the tips of her ears, her pink nose, and finally resting atop her high cheekbones, until that beautiful face—the face that I love more than any other—vanishes.

      I see only white as I reach for my twin, shouting her name until my throat hurts. “Isla, come back! I’m here, Isla. I’m here!”

      Combing through the mountains of snow gathering at my feet, I curse the flakes, which fall in huge, thick clusters, making it nearly impossible to see even a foot in front of me. My feet are as heavy as bricks, stuck to the bitter, wet ground, the snow swallowing them whole.

      “Isla!” I scream once more into the white blasts. But a tornado of wind and snow whip around my head until the cold turns my fingertips blue, my tongue freezing inside my mouth. I cannot scream for Isla any longer.

      The freeze travels up to my eyelids, transforming my tears into ice.

      I’ve been crying these frozen tears for Isla our whole lives.

      Isla’s face appears one last time, a single drop of scarlet blood rolling down her pale cheek.

      She doesn’t speak this time. Her violet eyes say it all.

      “You’re too late, Jilly. You’re too late.”
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      My eyes pop open, two fresh tears leaking from the corners. Dread coats my stomach as I spot Natalie, my editor, hovering nearby. Disapproval is written all over that scrunched-up forehead of hers as she crosses her bony arms and takes one purposeful step closer.

      “Jillian Chambord. In my office. Now.”

      I lift my head from its resting place between three lipstick-stained coffee mugs, a scattered assortment of pens, and stacks of newspaper clippings. I clear my throat to speak, but my feisty boss is already jetting across the newsroom in her tall black boots.

      I tie my wavy brown hair back into a messy bun as I chase her through the bustling offices of The Washington Daily, my place of employment and second home for the past six years. The sounds of fingers tapping furiously on keyboards, the ringing of phones, and the exchanging of story ideas comfort me as I ignore the fatigue that threatens to swallow me into a black hole of endless sleep.

      What I wouldn’t give for just one full night’s rest.

      But this would be worth the past two weeks of insanity. It has to be.

      Inside Natalie’s upstairs office, which overlooks the madness of the newsroom, she nods for me to sit, but I ignore her, instead pacing in front of her desk. A flurry of snow gathers on the windowsill; her view of the snow-dusted grass on the National Mall leaves an uneasy feeling in the pit of my stomach…but I’m not quite sure why. Maybe it has to do with the fact that I’ve already had two cups of coffee this morning on an empty stomach. Or the fact that I can count on one hand the number of hours I’ve slept over the past two weeks.

      “Jillian, what is going on with you?” Natalie starts in, tapping a sharp black pen against a stack of rival newspapers on her cluttered desk. “You’re running yourself into the ground, and I have yet to receive a page of decent copy from you this week. This isn’t like you.”

      I open my mouth to respond, but a vision of my twin sister’s deep violet eyes—exact replicas of my own—forces its way into my consciousness. Sparkling white snowflakes fall around her troubled face, making her blink as red tears pour from her eyes. I stop pacing, gripping the edge of Natalie’s desk while I try to erase the scary image from my mind…but I can’t shake the notion that I’ve already seen Isla’s face drowning in the snow once today.

      “You have five minutes, Chambord. Spill.” Patience has never been Natalie’s strong suit, but that’s what makes her such a damn good editor.

      I clear my throat, forcing the eerie image of my sister’s snow-covered face and blood-red tears out of my mind. It must’ve been a nightmare I’d had earlier.

      I’m always having nightmares about Isla.

      “I’m one step away from breaking the Senator Williams story,” I say, feeling the adrenaline pumping through my veins, drowning out that nagging voice in the back of my head, telling me to call my sister back. “You have no idea how huge this is.”

      Natalie’s razor-straight, shiny black hair swishes atop her crisp white blouse as she shakes her head at me. “I told you two weeks ago to leave that story alone. You already covered the murder of those two teenage girls, and you don’t have any evidence to link Senator Williams to their death. That anonymous tip you received isn’t going to cut it. So unless you have something else for me, cut the bullshit and get back to work.” Natalie dismisses me with a flick of her wrist, then turns up the volume on the flat-screen television mounted on her back wall, the constant stream of news blaring through her chilly office.

      “I have a source who’s willing to go on the record that Senator Williams, with the aid of his chief of staff, is funneling money from a child prostitution ring directly into his campaign.”

      Natalie stops her violent pen tapping, turns the volume back down, then raises a perfectly lined brow at me. “Go on.”

      “The two teenage girls who were murdered two weeks ago, as you already know from my coverage of their story, were a pair of sisters from Anacostia. They’d been sold into an underground prostitution ring by their mentally deranged mother. What we didn’t know at the time was that there’s a third sister. She was present when the girls were killed that night, and she claims that Senator Williams is not only behind the murders but is also heading up the prostitution ring with the help of his chief of staff.”

      “If this is even true, why has this alleged Sister Number Three waited until now to come forward with her story?”

      “Apparently, Senator Williams has his own private room at Haven, the high-end gentleman’s club where the sisters were murdered, and the three girls had been taken there often, against their will. This particular night, they had a plan to drug the senator and escape, but things got messy. One of them was killed by the senator’s security detail, and the other was strangled by a masked Williams. The third managed to get away, but not before stealing a glimpse of Williams without the mask on.”

      Natalie’s stone black eyes show more than a flicker of interest.

      “The senator fled the scene immediately, of course,” I continue. “Sister Number Three has been hiding out ever since. She’s terrified of coming clean because she believes Williams will have her murdered. And based on conversations she overheard at the nightclub between Williams and some of the other men, she’s certain he’s in cahoots with local law enforcement to keep his record clean at all costs.”

      “So how in the hell did you find her?” Natalie asks.

      “I’ve been out every night for the past two weeks doing exactly what you’ve trained me to do—find a story.”

      “Which means what, specifically?”

      I don’t have the energy to recount the past several evenings I’ve spent in the slums of Anacostia looking for the third sister or the shady things I’ve done only to have one face-to-face meeting with her. Nor do I possess the desire to tell Natalie about the late nights I’ve spent undercover at that vile gentleman’s club since it reopened last weekend, meeting equally vile men and trying to dig up dirt on what goes down in those private, expensive rooms…or more specifically, who visits them.

      “You know I’ve never played by the rules, Natalie. That’s what makes me such a damn good reporter. Who else would’ve drudged up this insane story for you?”

      “One of these days, Chambord, your inability to follow rules is going to bite you in the ass.”

      Ignoring my boss’s ridiculous prediction, I drive my point home. “What matters is that I’ve reached the third sister, and she’s agreed to give us an exclusive with her statement.”

      “You do realize that Senator Williams and his staff have the power to ruin you, me, and this entire paper if we go to press with this and even one tiny detail in this girl’s outrageous story doesn’t check out. You’re playing with fire here.”

      A tired smile graces my lips. “He and his chief of staff can throw all the fire they want when they’re spending the rest of their lives behind bars, the sick bastards.”

      “Let’s hope that’s the outcome,” Natalie quips. “Otherwise you’ve missed three deadlines this week, all for some trashy girl who wants to cash in on a few murders.”

      I smack the palm of my hand on her desk, startling the smug expression off her face. “She isn’t lying!”

      “How can you be so sure? Claiming the senator is running a child prostitution ring, funneling money from said prostitution ring into his campaign, and having sex with and murdering teenage girls is a monumental accusation. This isn’t just another story to advance your career, Jillian. This is the type of story that will end that man’s life. Do you understand?”

      “I understand perfectly, and I couldn’t give a damn about advancing my career. I became a reporter to expose the truth. To expose despicable human beings like Williams.”

      A heavy silence settles between us, and I wonder if Natalie can smell the hatred that boils in my bones every time I say Williams’s name. I wonder if she can see the desperation in my eyes…the desperation I feel to see him and everything he stands for go up in flames.

      I don’t care if I’m putting my career in jeopardy. For what that perverted man did to Isla, and now to another innocent set of sisters, I would stop at nothing to put him in prison.

      I lean over Natalie’s desk, narrowing my eyes at her. “In all the years I’ve worked for you, name one time when I’ve reported a story that was less than one hundred percent truth.”

      Natalie doesn’t speak. She doesn’t speak because she knows I’m right. And she knows she’d be a fool not to allow this innocent girl to come forward with her story so that we can be the paper that brings down such a nasty, demented politician.

      “I know I don’t have as many years in this business as you do,” I say. “But I know one thing for sure: if we don’t break the story first, someone else will.”

      “Desperate girls looking for money are capable of coming up with the best lies, Chambord. Breaking a story full of meaningless accusations⁠—”

      “The girl isn’t lying,” I say once more, feeling a fierce need to protect her. It’s a need I can’t explain to Natalie. A need I can’t and won’t explain to anyone.

      Only Isla will ever know the truth.

      “She’s coming in today at 3:00 p.m. to go on the record with her statement,” I continue. “And she’s requested that we notify law enforcement as well. She’ll need protection once this story breaks. We’ll need someone clean, someone she’ll trust. I’m thinking Officer Reynolds. This is the real deal, Natalie. I wouldn’t have taken it this far if I weren’t absolutely certain.”

      Natalie stands from her desk. “I assume you’ve been working alone on this story these past two weeks?”

      “Seeing as how you explicitly told me not to follow this lead, yes; I didn’t want to drag anyone else in.”

      “Well, now’s not the time to hog all the glory, Chambord. Get Cooper, Martinez, and Mitchell to dig up everything they can on Senator Williams, his chief of staff, and this mysterious third sister. Does she have a name by the way?”

      I’d promised the girl I wouldn’t tell anyone her real name. Not until she knew she was fully protected and Senator Williams was in custody. She trusted me, and as someone who understood her pain, I would never betray her confidence.

      “Well?” Natalie asks, resuming her obsessive pen tapping.

      A harsh rapping on the door stops me from having to explain to my editor why even she can’t be in the know this time.

      “Can it wait?” Natalie calls, but Dave, one of our new interns, peeks his head in anyway.

      “I’m sorry to bother you, but there’s a detective here to see Jillian. He says it’s urgent.”

      Natalie shoots me a questioning glance. “About the Williams story, I suppose?”

      A nervous tingle shoots down my spine. Only one of my other colleagues knows that I’m onto this creep. I hadn’t even used my usual police contacts to get to the bottom of this story. I knew I’d never get a word out of the third sister if I didn’t gain her trust on my own. Plus, her allegation that Williams had someone covering for him in D.C. law enforcement probably wasn’t too far off. Powerful, sleazy men like him usually had equally corrupt cohorts working for them all over the place.

      So why in the hell is there a detective here to see me?

      “Send him in,” Natalie says.

      As soon as the intern reveals the mystery detective, I feel my stomach tying up in a fit of knots.

      Samuel Kelly crosses the room before I can let a word slide past my lips, his cool green eyes and sharp black suit bringing back memories I’d long ago chosen to bury.

      He doesn’t bother shaking my hand or introducing himself. Instead, the man I’d sworn off forever stops just inches from me, and by the lack of a smile on his rugged face, I’m certain he’s not here to reminisce.

      “Jillian.” Samuel nods at me, his expression all business. “I need to speak with you privately.”

      The sight of his tall, firm body, his broad shoulders, and those full lips steals my focus and my breath in one fell swoop.

      I don’t trust myself alone with Samuel.

      Not today. Not ever.

      “Whatever you need to talk to me about, you can say it right here.” I cross my arms and glare at him underneath a mask of lust, anger, pain, and love. I will not show him the power he still has over me.

      Samuel shoots a reluctant glance toward Natalie, then levels his determined gaze at me. “Three women have been reported missing after taking a luxury train traveling through the Swiss Alps, en route to Paris. I’m sorry to be the one to tell you this, but your sister, Isla, is one of those three women.”
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      “That’s impossible,” I say, ignoring the memory of Isla’s snow-covered, blood-streaked face from my terrifying dream.

      “Of course that’s impossible,” Natalie echoes, stalking around her desk, one hand on her hip. “That’s impossible because Jillian doesn’t have a sister.”

      Samuel raises a questioning brow at me, but I can’t respond. All of the breath has been sucked out of my lungs. Could Isla really be missing? In the Swiss Alps? And why on earth is Samuel the one delivering this news?

      “Jillian, is there a room where I can speak with you alone?” Impatience lines Samuel’s deep voice as he eyes me suspiciously. He remembers my secrets, my lies. After all, in the end, those secrets were our undoing.

      He takes another step toward me, then leans into my ear. “We don’t have a lot of time to waste,” he whispers.

      The familiar scent of his cologne makes it hard for me not to brush my hands over his sexy five o’clock shadow and down the front of his chest, the way I always used to every time I kissed him. It’s been six years since I touched Samuel, but the muscle memory is still overwhelming…and maddening.

      “Is it true then? You have a sister?” Natalie asks, an incredulous look shooting from her stone black eyes. Finally, some emotion.

      I nod at my editor, the woman who trusts me to bring her the truth, and only the truth. Except this time, I’d lied about something as basic as having a sister.

      And from all of my years reporting for Natalie, I know that she hates liars almost as I much as I do.

      “Yes, Natalie,” I say quietly, feeling suffocated under years of lies. Lies I can’t take back now. “I have a sister.”

      I avert my eyes away from Samuel, furious that he brought this mess into my office, but even more furious at myself for asking him to talk in front of Natalie. He knows nothing about who I’ve become in the years since we split, yet I’m certain he’ll see the same Jillian he knew before—the Jillian who wouldn’t tell him the truth about her past.

      If only he’d known why I couldn’t tell him.

      “You’ll have time to explain later,” Samuel says to me. “But right now, I need to ask you a few questions.”

      I turn back to Natalie, and for the first time since she hired me as an eager college graduate, I can barely look her in the eye.

      “Please get the others on the story,” I say to her. “I’ll join them in the conference room as soon as I’m finished with this. I’m sure it’s just a misunderstanding.”

      I lead Samuel out of Natalie’s office without giving her a chance to respond. But as soon as we take a few steps down the hallway, he places a hand on my arm, the mere sensation of his touch sending a shock wave through my core.

      “This isn’t a misunderstanding,” he says firmly. “You know I wouldn’t be here otherwise.”

      The sting in his tone makes me flinch.

      My legs feel wobbly as I continue down the hallway in silence, and even though Samuel’s crisp black suit is swishing along beside me, I feel totally alone, wishing I had someone to hold me up.

      But I don’t. I’ve always only had myself to count on. And today would be no different.

      Inside our small conference room at the end of the hallway, I close the door and round the table to reach the window. I need to get as far away from him as I can. I need air.

      Outside, the snow is swirling in circles as a harsh wind plows through D.C., rattling the windowpanes, whistling past the building. Is Isla lost somewhere in the snow, crying out for me?

      I turn to face Samuel, clutching the windowsill behind me. “What’s going on with Isla? And why in the hell is the CIA involved?”

      Samuel holds my gaze as he walks around the table, stopping only a few inches from me. I can’t help but notice that the sharp white shirt he’s wearing underneath his suit isn’t adorned with a tie. He always hated wearing ties…or rather, he hated anyone telling him he had to wear a tie.

      That was one of the only things Samuel and I had in common when we’d dated back in college—we never took orders from anyone. I still don’t.

      “I’m not with the CIA anymore.” Reaching into his breast pocket, Samuel produces a business card. “I’m a private investigator for an international agency that specializes in finding missing persons, and I’ve been assigned as one of the lead investigators on your sister’s case.”

      “Isla isn’t missing and she doesn’t need a fancy investigator to find her. This is just another one of her disappearing acts.” I release my death grip on the windowsill and take a step closer to Samuel. This has to be a mistake. Isla can’t really be missing.

      “When was the last time you spoke with your sister, Jillian?” Samuel refuses to show any emotion on that chiseled face of his, but I remember a different time. A time when his eyes were full of lust for me, filled with a hot, fiery passion. A time when his strong hands owned my body, his lips devouring me until I lost all control.

      Samuel was like a drug to me…a dangerous drug that made me lose all my defenses. A drug that made me want to tell the truth about my past.

      A past that could never be unraveled.

      I shake away the memories. I’d already told Samuel too much. I couldn’t have him fishing around about my sister.

      “Isla called me yesterday evening,” I snap. “She’s clearly fine, so you can take that white horse you swooped in on and march it right back out into the snow.”

      “Did you speak with her?”

      I don’t tell Samuel that I was inside a drug-infested shack in Anacostia, tracking down the source for my latest story, when Isla’s call came through. I don’t tell him that it had been the third time this week Isla had tried to get in touch and the third time I’d chosen to put my job first and ignore her call.

      Instead, I swallow my guilt and simply say, “No, I missed her.”

      “Did she leave a voicemail?” Samuel asks.

      “I think she might have, but I haven’t had a chance to listen to it yet. I’m about to break a huge story, and⁠—”

      “Where’s your phone?”

      “It’s downstairs on my desk.”

      “On my way out, I’ll need you to check your voicemail. Any indication Isla may have left you as to what went on yesterday could help us find her. So when was the last time you spoke with her?”

      “It was about three weeks ago,” I answer, not even sure if my timeline is correct. “She was in Paris, where she’s been living off and on for the past two years, and she sounded…good. We didn’t talk long—just a few minutes—but she didn’t say anything to indicate that something was wrong. I’m sure she just decided to take off and travel without telling anyone. She’s been doing that for years.” But even as the words exit my mouth, visions of Isla’s pale, distressed face cloud my head, those eerie, sparkling white flakes swallowing her up.

      Closing my eyes, I wish away the nightmare. The harsh blizzard swirling around her violet eyes. And that teardrop of sizzling red blood.

      I know what Isla’s blood looks like. I’ve seen it once before.

      As her voice echoes in my mind, her cries pleading for me to come find her, I realize that Isla has never sounded so weak, so terrified.

      Not even when death stared her in the face.

      Something isn’t right.

      “Jillian,” Samuel says, placing a hand on my shoulder. “I think you need to sit down.”

      I want to argue, to scream at him that he’s wrong, but the image of Isla’s petrified eyes won’t leave me. Numbness settles into my bones as I slide into the cold black chair.

      Something has happened to my sister, and I wasn’t there to protect her.

      Once again, I’m too late.

      “Where is she? Tell me what happened,” I demand, my own voice trembling now, terrified to hear the truth.

      “Isla was last seen taking the late night Venice Simplon-Orient-Express train through the Swiss Alps,” Samuel says, taking a seat next to me. “In the morning, when the train arrived in Paris, Isla wasn’t in her sleeping compartment, but her purse and suitcase were left on the train. There were two other girls on the same train last night who didn’t deboard in Paris this morning either. And just like Isla, their belongings were left on the train.”

      “But how is that possible?” I ask. “Were they…were they taken?” Bile coats my throat as I try to keep from getting dizzy.

      “After the train left Lausanne, Switzerland, which is the station Isla boarded from, it stopped briefly at the French–Swiss border because of a mechanical difficulty. Most of the passengers had already retired to their sleeping compartments by that point. We believe Isla and the other two girls were abducted from their sleeping compartments during that stop.”

      Once again, my breathing fails me as I attempt to wrap my head around the word that flowed so effortlessly from Samuel’s lips…abducted.

      This can’t be happening.

      “What was Isla doing on that train?” I whisper, wishing desperately that I knew the answer to that question. Wishing that I didn’t have to gaze into Samuel’s sea-green eyes, the eyes that had always shot straight to the heart of me, past all the bullshit, past all the lies.

      “That’s what we’re trying to figure out,” he says. “My team of investigators is already there, working with local law enforcement to interview the other passengers on the train, and a search and rescue team has been called in to comb the area. I’ll be meeting them there first thing tomorrow morning.”

      “Why were you hired to find Isla and the other girls if you’re living in D.C.?”

      “I don’t live in D.C. anymore. Ever since…” Samuel trails off, looking past me and out the window. His eyes glaze over briefly before he clears his throat. “Ever since I took this job, I go wherever they need me to be.”

      “I’m sorry about Karine,” I blurt, knowing full well that it’s too late for an apology. That I should’ve called Samuel when his wife went missing four years ago. I should’ve called him when my own newspaper covered her abduction…and her murder.

      “It’s in the past,” he says, standing abruptly from the table.

      “I’m sorry,” I say again, registering the pain flashing through his eyes.

      His jaw tightens as he grips the edge of the chair. “I’ll do everything I can to find your sister, Jillian. You have my word.”

      I stand up, remembering all the ways I’d imagined running into Samuel again. Not once did I envision it like this.

      “Who hired you?” I ask.

      “Frédéric Morel, Isla’s fiancé.”

      This time, it’s my turn to grasp onto the chair. “Isla doesn’t have a fiancé,” I say through gritted teeth.

      “And according to her fiancé, Isla doesn’t have a twin sister,” Samuel says. “Apparently, you haven’t been the only one keeping secrets.”

      A shaky sigh escapes my lips. How could she not have told me she was engaged?

      “The secrets are going to have to come out now, Jill. I know you’ve never liked to open up about what happened to you and Isla in the past, but this isn’t the time to hold anything back. Not if you want to find your sister alive.”
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      Downstairs, the ringing telephones and tapping computer keys have transformed into nails down a chalkboard. All I can think about is Isla drowning in an avalanche of snow. The business of the newspaper is irrelevant. I have to find my sister.

      I lead Samuel to my desk, where I ransack my mess of notebooks and newspaper clippings, searching frantically for my cell phone. With shaky hands, I pull it out from underneath the list of contacts that led me to Sister Number Three in the Williams story.

      The thought of Parker Williams’s dirty face, of his big, rough hands makes me want to vomit. Isla would want him behind bars too. I would deal with that scumbag later…he could count on it.

      One new voicemail.

      “I can’t listen to this in here,” I tell Samuel. “It’s too loud. Follow me.”

      I sling my purse over my shoulder, then lead him out of the suffocating newsroom, through the fancy lobby and out into the blinding white snow. It must be freezing outside, but I don’t register the cold as I dial my voicemail. I turn away from Samuel and focus on the peak of the Washington Monument, which is barely visible against the dull white sky and the flakes that swirl all around it.

      The streets of D.C. are eerily quiet. Not a single car passes as I wait to hear my sister’s voice. The nation’s capital has shut down due to the twelve inches of snow that’s predicted to dump on the city over the next twenty-four hours, only two days before Christmas.

      “Is it her?” Samuel asks, but I hold my finger up to shush him.

      “Jillian…oh, Jilly,” Isla’s voice comes over the line, clear, excited. “You’re not going to believe what I’ve done this time!” She pauses, letting out a devious giggle. “I know we haven’t talked in a while…I mean really talked, and I miss you, Jilly. I…” Isla pauses as static rings into the phone, then a loud whistle.

      A train whistle.

      I brace myself against the cool bricks of the building as Isla’s voice returns, softer now. “I have something important to tell you, Jillian. Please call me back. I—I’m…” Isla stops speaking, but the phone doesn’t cut off. I can hear Isla’s heavy breathing. Then a loud rustling noise followed by a grunt—a man’s grunt.

      And finally the sound of a little girl whimpering.

      It’s the same whimper I heard when we were only thirteen. The day the gunshots stole any last shred of innocence we had left.

      Except this time Isla is twenty-eight-years old. A grown woman. Whimpering like a child because someone has taken her.

      The line goes dead, but I’ve already died inside.

      I drop the phone into the inch of snow that has collected at our feet and barely feel Samuel’s hands as they reach for me.

      You’re too late, Jilly. You’re too late.
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      “Where’s your car?” I ask Samuel, the urgency of Isla’s situation suddenly making it clear what I have to do.

      He nods toward a black Escalade parked illegally in front of the building. The windshield is already covered in snow.

      I break free of his tight grip on my shoulders, scoop my phone up off the wet ground, and jog toward his car.

      “Jillian, I need to listen to that message right now, and then I have to catch my flight to France,” Samuel calls after me. “This is no time to mess around.”

      I turn to face him just as I reach the sleek SUV. “I’m not messing around. I’m coming with you to find my sister.”

      Samuel shakes his head as snowflakes dust the shoulders of his jet-black suit. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.” He reaches out an open hand, the stern look in his eyes making me want to smack him.

      “Give me the phone,” he orders.

      “Listen, if you don’t want me to be involved in this case because of our history together, that’s bullshit. This is my sister, Samuel. You know she’s the only family I have.”

      “What about your mother?”

      I back up against the door of the SUV, narrowing my eyes at him. How in the hell does he know about her? “We don’t have a mother.”

      “Really? Because last I checked she was still serving her life sentence in a Virginia prison. Remember, Jill, I’m an investigator. It’s my job to find out everything I can about the people I’m searching for. You can either help me with that, or you can obstruct my search for your sister and two other innocent women. Now give me the damn phone.”

      I look Samuel square in the eye, then unbutton the top of my white blouse and slide the phone into my bra. “I’m not letting you hear Isla’s message until you unlock this car and take me to the airport with you. And then I want you to tell me everything you know about Isla’s supposed fiancé and anything else you know about her life in France.”

      “Oh, so you’re the investigator now?” he quips, eyeing the opening in my shirt.

      “Open the damn car!” I growl.

      “Listen, I understand why you want to come. But I know you, Jill. I know how you operate. If I take you over there with me, you’re going to storm in and try to run this investigation, when you don’t have a fucking clue what you’re doing. You didn’t know your sister was engaged for Christ’s sake. And the high-profile family who hired me…well, I don’t think it would be wise for me to show up with the sister they didn’t even know existed until a few hours ago.”

      “Screw that family. I’m Isla’s family. I clearly know more about my sister and how she operates than anyone else does. I’m the one who will be able to lead you to her. I know I can. Just open the car, Samuel.”

      “In case you’re forgetting, someone has abducted your sister and two other young women from a train. Whoever is behind this is dangerous, and I can’t have you running around, taking matters into your own hands,” Samuel says. “It’s not safe, and I refuse to waste valuable time making sure you don’t get yourself into trouble. This isn’t a story you’re breaking for The Daily, Jill. We’re talking about three innocent lives here.”

      When I respond by pushing the phone farther into my bra, Samuel shakes his head at me, frustration seeping through his pores. I don’t care though. I’m not budging.

      “I’ll be sending over one of my top investigators this afternoon to question you and get any information that might help us—email correspondence from Isla, information on anyone from your past who may have wanted to hurt your sister—all of it. But right now, I need you to let me listen to that message, then get the hell out of my way so I can catch my flight and find your sister.”

      I can see that Samuel isn’t going to change his mind without a fight. I eye his suit jacket, combing my gaze down the front of his firm chest to his pants pockets. I notice a slight bulge in his left pocket, and that’s when I know what I have to do.

      Before he can calculate my next move, I grab onto his shoulders and run my fingers up to the back of his hairline, right to the spot at the nape of his neck that used to drive him wild. Then I tip my chin, trying not to inhale his intoxicating scent, and press my lips against his.

      Snowflakes cover our faces as I brush my lips over Samuel’s once, then twice more. I ignore the familiar way he tastes, the heat pulsing through my veins.

      By the third kiss, I have what I came in for.

      The keys.

      I pull away from him, hit the unlock button and run around the front of the car, climbing into the driver’s side.

      Samuel stands on the sidewalk, his feet planted to the ground, his green eyes glaring at me through the snow. He doesn’t run toward me, demanding that I get out of the car. Instead he climbs into the passenger side, runs his hand through his light brown hair, and shakes his head at me as I turn the key in the ignition and press on the gas.

      “You haven’t changed a bit, Jillian Chambord. Not one bit.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I speed down Constitution Avenue, thankful for the lack of cars on the street and for the Escalade’s ability to plow right over
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