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Prologue

Jordan

It had been a long day. They were all long days, but as I watched Suzanne twirl around the silver pole at White Rabbit, eagerness consumed me, not the exhaustion I’d expected. Eagerness to down the bourbon I’d ordered and make a pass at the pretty server, desire to take one of the club dancers’ home with me, and the neverending need I harbored to be adored. Adulation—it was what I lived for. The moment I took the stage, all eyes were on me, the sense of infallibility as adrenaline raced through my body. The smell of a sexy stranger’s bedroom, the rush I felt when I captured a courtroom—there was nothing like it.

It was why I’d studied law in the first place, why I’d decided to leap into defense rather than public prosecution. Law was where the action was, the cutting edge of the country and the very heartbeat of society. While some of my peers started laudable careers indicting alleged criminals, I’d had a lot more success—and accrued a lot more wealth—squeezing criminals through the doors of reasonable doubt. It had never mattered to me if they were guilty. In fact, I often preferred if they were—at least then I knew what I was getting for my money. It was easier to rationalize, especially if I didn’t win a case, but as the years rolled on, that became less of a problem. These days, I always won the case, and my reputation had grown to accommodate my ego.

That was when Chase Benedict came striding into my life, and I was absconded into the so-called Men of Honor, an ironic title when you considered some of the dirty dealings we were involved with. Since that day, I never looked back, never needed to take another new case again—these guys were the very embodiment of legal need. There was enough work here to hold back retirement for decades. More than that, though, they’d become my friends, my family since the nature of my work insisted I had little time for personal relationships. The closest were the tempting, nubile women Chase employed around the club. Glancing around the darkened dance floor, I realized I had enjoyed most of them already. My gaze lingered over the boss himself, his attention ensnared by the gyrating brunette on his lap.

“Chase is having a good time.” Sebastian Tompkins leaned closer, gesturing toward the intimate display Chase and Allegra, his new fascination, were putting on across the blue haze of White Rabbit.

“He certainly is.” My tone was wry, and if I didn’t know better, there was a hint of something I like to keep buried deep inside—envy. I was rarely jealous. I had all the material possessions any man in his late thirties could want—huge houses, fast cars, holiday homes—yet somehow, despite the regular romps I secured with ease, I’d always had the sense something was missing, something significant leaving a void in my life. “Lucky bastard.”

Tompkins laughed. “No doubt you’ll find something to take the edge off.” His focus flitted around the room, taking in Suzanne’s seductive show on the small stage.

“No doubt.” He was right. I knew he was right, but however much pussy I got, it never seemed to fill the vacuum.

“Here are your drinks, gentlemen.” Cherry smiled as she sashayed in our direction, tipping her cleavage forward as she presented the liquor. “Enjoy.”

“We will, thanks.” Sebastian grinned as he collected the glasses, passing one to me and eyeing her pert ass as she sauntered away. He’d always had a thing for her. I didn’t know why he just didn’t go ahead and scratch the itch.

“Take her back to yours already, will you?” I shook my head with feigned disdain as I lifted the bourbon to my nostrils.

Sebastian blew out a breath. “We don’t all have your magnetic pull, Jordan. It’s not so easy.”

“Sure, it is,” I insisted. “You have everything she wants tonight. A flashy suit, a shiny car, and a decent-sized cock.” I paused, leaning closer. “It is decent-sized, right? I’m not one of those guys who likes to hang around sports changing rooms, so you know, I can’t be sure.”

“Screw you, man!” Sebastian laughed as he offered me a rather unsavory one-fingered gesture. “I have no complaints in that department.”

“Good to know.” I chuckled as I took my first sip, relishing the heat as it slid down my throat. “So, what’s the problem? Get to it!”

“I don’t know.” Sebastian sighed. “It just doesn’t work that way for me. I can take them home, but I want more than just a one-night stand. It’s not only about sex, you know.”

I snorted at his imploring tone. “Maybe not, but good sex helps,” I reminded him. “It helps take the edge off.”

“I heard that.” His eyes closed as he settled back in the vast leather seat. “Work has never been busier.”

“How is the world of public relations?” I shifted in my seat, mirroring his body language as I relaxed in my recliner. “Surviving the great pandemic?” Like all my associates at Men of Honor, I was skeptical of the way the government had handled the purported crisis. Managing a public health crisis was one thing, but shutting down the entire economy was quite another. The financial system had to thrive for the rest of society to benefit, and the ramifications of the government’s choices were going to long outlive our generation.

Chase, Oscar, and the others had discussed the matter many times before, and Edward, my eldest brother, who’d gone to Eton with the prime minister, had indulged the opportunity to tell our glorious leader. I grinned at the memory, and not for the first time, was grateful my job was recession-proof. The law would always need men like me to manage it.

“Men of Honor keeps me in business, as I’m sure you know.” He winked at me, sending his blonde hair tumbling into his face. “But in general, times are tough and will be for the foreseeable.”

“Just as well we have this place.” I glanced around the exclusive club, which despite the national lockdown, still continued to trade night after night. “Just as well the normal rules don’t apply to us.”

“Right.” Sebastian lifted his glass. “I’ll drink to that.”

“To White Rabbit.” Picking up his cue, I led the toast. “The sanctuary it offers and the women it brings us.”

“Too right.” Sebastian laughed, the sound almost lost in the low thrum of bass. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to talk to Cherry.”

“Finally going to make your move, eh?” I grinned at him. “Good for you!”

“Just going to chat,” he informed me as he rose from his seat. “She looks like she could use a friend.”

Sniggering to myself, I watched as he swaggered away. Sebastian might claim not to be a ladies’ man, but I’d never seen much evidence of it. He just had a soft spot for Cherry, and the sooner he extinguished the flames, the better. Urges were always better catered to, and if the worse came to the worst and his desire bent a boundary constructed by society, there’d always be a man like me around to represent him. I’d ensure the law had our backs.

Chapter One

Joanna

––––––––
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THE SOUND OF MY PARENTS arguing drew my attention from my books. Glancing up, I rolled my eyes. Couldn’t they just keep it together for once? Lockdown was hard enough without having to listen to their marital problems replayed on a daily loop. Blowing out a breath, I slipped the white earbuds in my ears, muting out the sound of their drivel. I got it. They were unhappy, and their marriage wasn’t setting each other on fire anymore. I was almost twenty-one and had been around long enough to know the score, but screaming in each other’s faces wouldn't help, and it certainly wasn’t aiding my third-year studies. Stretching back in the seat, I wondered how my friends were all faring.

After the anti-climax of a Covid Christmas, most of us had eased, reluctantly, back into home learning, but a few had gone back to the halls in Cambridge. My thoughts flitted to Tania, studying medicine, then to Allegra. She was a law student and was strong, bright, and centered. I had no doubt Allegra was going to take on the world one day. It had been a while since I’d heard from her, so with my concentration thoroughly scattered, thanks to chez mum and dad, I reached for my phone and typed out a quick message. Smiling, I hit send, thinking about her in the halls alone. No doubt, she’d reply straight away and be grateful for the distraction. It would be good to catch up.

I stared at the screen for a few minutes, confident my prediction would come true and Allegra would send a message, but to my surprise, there was no response. For a fleeting moment, concern flickered through my mind. It was so unlike Allegra not to communicate promptly, then my logical thinking kicked in, reminding me life still rumbled on, despite the lockdown restrictions. She probably just popped out for groceries or was head-down in the middle of some assignment or another. Allegra would get back to me. I just had to be patient.

Some hours later, remembering Allegra, I grabbed my phone to check if she got back to me. The bubble of doubt that had simmered earlier swelled when I found no reply. Letting my border collie, Daisy, off her lead, I fired off a message to Tania.

Hey girl, have you heard from Allegra recently? Tania and I spoke all the time, but she hadn’t mentioned Allegra the last few weeks. I’m worried she hasn’t been in touch and now isn’t responding to my message.

That’s weird. As was usual with my close friendships, Tania had replied almost before I looked up to check on Daisy. No. Come to think of it, she hasn’t replied to mine, either. Do you think something’s wrong?

My belly knotted at the question which had been lingering all day. I hope not, but you know, she’s stuck in that tiny room all day by herself. It must be tough. I’ll call her.

Glancing up, I noticed Daisy making friends with a spaniel and wandered toward her.

Good idea. Me, too. I’m sure she’s okay, but let’s check.

I nodded at Tania’s final missive as if the woman was there to see the gesture. Checking Daisy wasn’t terrorizing the smaller dog, I flicked to Allegra’s number and called. Smiling at the other dog owner, I held the device to my ear, expecting to hear it dial before Allegra’s sunny voice, but to my shock, neither happened. The call went straight to voicemail, and my heart skipped a beat at the sound of my friend’s cheery message.

“Hey, this is Allegra. I can’t come to the phone right now but leave a message, and you know I’ll get back to you!”

“Hi, Allegra.” I wanted to sound upbeat, but deep inside, an alarm bell started to ring. Allegra never ignored her phone, and even if she was in the shower, she’d usually dive out to answer it. “I just wanted to catch up with you. I bet it’s quiet in the city, right? Are you missing me?” I laughed, ignoring the feigned quality in my voice. “Anyway, call me back when you get this. I love you, girl.”

Ending the call, I slipped my phone back into my pocket and stole a glance at the sunset as Daisy hurtled toward a large oak tree. Something was wrong. I could sense it, and if there was one thing I learned over the last few years, it was to trust in my intuition. It never let me down.

***
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Jordan

––––––––
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THE OFFICES OF FOSTER and Lucas were my empire, a legal firm I had built from scratch to defend the country’s richest and most repugnant specimens. By the time Chase invited me into the fold at Men of Honor, my partner, Jacob Foster, had taken a premature exit from the world—thanks to all those illegal drugs he had liked to consume. Now, the company was mine and mine alone. I kept it going, taking criminal cases for the ten lawyers working for me while I handled Chase’s legal matters. I was sure there were more prestigious firms in the world, perhaps even some with more impressive vistas, but spinning in my chair, I took in the view of Midsummer common for the thirtieth time and grinned. Even in the winter, Cambridge was a beautiful place. I counted myself lucky to live here, let alone being able to come and go as I pleased, despite the ongoing restrictions.

The buzzing in my jacket pocket drew my attention from the scene. Reaching for the device, I saw Chase’s name flashing.

“Mr. Benedict.” My grin grew wider as his laughter filled the line.

“Very formal, Mr. Lucas.”

“Well, you’re the boss,” I reminded him in a sardonic tone, a fact that was strictly true, even though I ran my own company.

“Perhaps,” he answered. “But I’m calling as your friend. How about that catch-up we’ve been talking about for weeks? Are you free tonight?”

Glancing around my vast office, I considered his question. “Sure, although there’s nowhere to go except White Rabbit.”

“That’s fine.” He chuckled, no doubt fully aware his establishment was the only place defying the law in Cambridge. “We can take a table and talk.”

“Won’t you be busy with your pretty new brunette?” I couldn’t resist jibing him about Allegra. “You seemed close last night.”

“You bet we are.” There was genuine fervor in his tone, something new as far as Chase was concerned. He and I had always been aligned in our attitude to women, seeing them more as commodities than companions, but Allegra seemed to have changed something in him. While he still shared our collective proclivity for the darker side of lust, there was a new aspect to the man I respected so much, a need to cherish and protect his new lover, other than merely using and belittling her. It was curious to behold. “I thought she deserved the night off. Oscar is going to let her have some time with Alice. I thought they could both use the company.”

“Now that both of you’ve snatched them from their lives, you mean?”

“Precisely.” His dark snigger reverberated through the ether. “Never let it be said, I don’t think about all her needs.”

“You’re quite the hero, Mr. Benedict.” Glancing over my shoulder, I caught sight of the empty common, the evergreen trees embracing with the brittle branches that had lost their foliage, reminding me of the strength they found together and the tight union the men who worked with Chase had forged. “But yes, tonight is good. What time?”

“How’s half-past eight for you?”

“Perfect.” I turned back to my screen, looking at the amount of work I still had to get through this afternoon. “We can discuss this new cartel.”

“I signed the documents as requested,” he retorted as if I was about to attack.

“I got them, thanks, but there are still a few things to cover.”

“Okay.” He sighed. “Just promise me it won’t all be work and no play, Jordan.”

“You got it.” I smiled. It had been too long since Chase and I had an evening out. “Only the cartel. The rest can be drinks and debauchery.”

“Thank God.” I could hear the glee in his voice, and a real sense the man I’d worked so closely with was changing grasped me, its power unexpected. “I look forward to it.”

“Likewise.” I hit the button to end the call, tossing the phone on my desk as I scanned the documents still waiting for my attention. It was going to be a long afternoon, but if I was lucky, the evening might prove more colorful.

Chapter Two

Joanna

That nagging sense of dread hadn’t departed all night. The gnawing was compounded when Tania confirmed her call had also gone straight to Allegra’s voicemail. I’d made up my mind there and then to go back to the city. Screw the rules—I had to know she was okay, and if she wasn’t picking up her phone or answering her messages, she really left me no choice. My parents, however, weren’t quite so convinced by my reasoning.

My dad, in particular, presented a ferocious argument why I should stay at home, but I dealt with him the way I always did—a hug and a kiss, followed by a flutter of my baby blue eyes and a few whispered words. “I won’t be long, Daddy. I have to go for my friend. You want me to be a good person, don’t you?” He couldn’t argue with that, and if he did, I wasn’t listening. As a grown woman, I made my own choices, and if he wasn’t happy, I’d gladly move back to the halls of residence. He’d often accused me of being headstrong in the past, but knowing my own mind wasn’t a bad thing. If anything, it was inherited from him.

The drive back to Cambridge took less than a couple hours. The roads were quiet, and despite the news coverage about people being stopped by the police for making unwarranted journeys, I made it in record time. The city was deserted as I crawled through the streets. Parking my little car on a local side street, I made my way to Downing. As an English undergrad, I hadn’t chosen Downing, but Tania, Allegra, and I spent a lot of time in each other’s places, and I knew the other colleges well.

“Hey, Joanna.” Colin Brompton loitered in the hallway as I entered. As one of the more mature students, he was something of a self-imposed leader at Downing, but his inquiring tone didn’t faze me. “What brings you here?”

“I’ve come to see Allegra.” My tone was dismissive as I headed for the stairwell. “She hasn’t been answering her calls. Have you seen her?”

“No, and actually, neither should you,” he added, dashing up the steps behind me. “We’re supposed to stick to our own halls during the pandemic.”

Turning, I rolled my eyes at him. “Anything could have happened to her, Colin,” I replied slowly as if he hadn’t understood the first time. “Didn’t you hear me? Don’t you care?”

“Of course, I do.” He halted a few feet away. “Why don’t you let me deal with this, though. I can see if she’s okay.”

“Oh really?” I folded my arms across my chest. “And have you? Has anyone been checking on the undergrads who are stuck here?” I glanced around skeptically. “If anything has happened to her, it’s on you as much as the college.”

“Me?” His eyes widened like saucers. “Hey, I’m not the welfare officer, you know.”

“Yeah, just a general busybody.” I turned, heading back up the steps, but he was after me, his footsteps echoing around the concrete interior. “More interested in picking me up on breaking protocol than giving a damn about your own.”

“It’s not like that!” he insisted, but I was barely listening. I’d already pushed open the fire doors and was making my way down the corridor to Allegra’s room.

“Is anyone else staying in this block?” I glanced over my shoulder at Colin, puffing as he tried to keep up with me. Evidently, fitness wasn’t his major. “Anyone who would know her comings and goings?”

“I don’t think so.” Exhaling, he leaned against the wall.

Watching him struggle, I backed into Allegra’s doorway. If he was harboring the virus, he’d be spraying it everywhere by now.

“Fabulous.” My focus flitted to her door, my hand rising to tap lightly against it three times. “Allegra!” I rested my head on the structure, counting in my head before I called again. “Allegra, are you there?” Nothing. There were no sounds at all, and at this time of day, that was unusual, to say the least.

“Maybe she’s gone to the shops?” Colin suggested, but even he didn’t sound convinced by the likelihood.

“Maybe.” I knocked harder. “Allegra!” Still nothing. The lingering tension in the pit of my stomach knotted at the silence that followed. “Maybe not.” I turned back toward him. “I need to get inside. Colin, do you have a spare key?”

“I’m not allowed to give out the keys to just anyone!” He flustered as the rush of power of being the keyholder washed over him. Men like Colin were pathetic, the epitome of everything I despised.

“Fine.” I gritted my teeth. “I’ll call the police then.”

“The police?” His face blanched. “There’s no need to trouble them. I’m sure it’s nothing.”

“I’m not.” My hands rose to my hips as I regarded the squatty little man standing between me and Allegra’s room. “Something is wrong, and I’m not leaving until I find out where she is. So, either we call the police, or you help me get into this room.”

He recoiled at my tone, flinching at the first sign of confrontation. “If I do this, you’ll have to leave.” His back straightened as if he was leveraging a critical authority over me in the bargain.

“Fine.” I waved my hand dismissively. “Just give me five minutes. I’ll know if something is wrong.”

“Okay.” Colin blew out a breath. “Wait there.” He pointed to the spot I was standing before he marched away. Watching his retreat, I shook my head in disgust. How did such pitiful people garner positions of power around here? It was disheartening.

“Allegra.” I tried again while I waited for him to return with the master key. “Allegra, it’s Joanna. If you’re there, let me in honey, I’m worried about you.”

Nothing. Nothing but the deafening silence and the incessant thump of my heartbeat, the expanse of quiet threatening to consume me while I waited in the depressing hall. Turning my head to the small window at the end of the corridor, I noticed it was getting dark. If it came to it, I would head back to my room, but for now, I smelled blood—something had happened to my friend, and I was going to find out what it was.

“Here.” I turned at Colin’s irritated tone, eyeing him as he strode in my direction, a collection of keys in his grasp. “Move away while I deal with this. We’re supposed to be socially distanced.”

I walked toward the window as he found the appropriate key and slipped it into place, every fiber of me sensing this was an important moment, a moment of significance where I’d discover if my concerns were truly founded or just the product of an overactive, paranoid imagination. As he pushed open the door, Colin’s expression told me which one he suspected, but I didn’t care much for Colin or his assertions.

“Thanks, now give me some space, please,” I barked the order, waiting while he retreated before I leaned on the heavy door and entered the room. The scent of Allegra’s perfume filled my nostrils as soon as I walked inside, her bed tidy, just as I’d have expected, her room clutter-free except for a sweater thrown over her desk chair—nothing immediately out of the obvious.

“Five minutes.” I just caught Colin’s gruff response as the door closed, but I didn’t bother to respond. Five minutes would be plenty.

Moving farther inside, my gaze ran over the room again, and all at once, it struck me—her laptop was missing. Not just that, but all her work seemed to be gone. The usual pile of notes she kept for reference wasn’t there, and neither were the obligatory books she borrowed from the library. If Allegra was here, she’d have her work close by—the only reason she was here at all now—and its absence left a foreboding tone.

“Allegra,” I whispered her name as the anxiety in me burgeoned. “Where are you?” The fact she was gone wasn’t immediately suspicious. Perhaps she’d packed up her work and gone home, but I knew Allegra and based on the home life she’d been so desperate to leave behind, plus the fact she’d chosen to come back to the hall in the first place, I couldn’t believe that was true. Why make the journey here only to turn around and leave again? Either way, why wouldn’t she have answered her phone?

My gaze fell to my shoes, glancing at the worn carpet at my feet, and the second odd thing occurred to me—the card. There was a small black card on the floor. Leaning down, I reached for it, stealing a glance over my shoulder in case Colin had entered behind me and spotted it himself. I wasn’t sure why, but I sensed it was meaningful. Allegra was normally such a tidy person—a complete clean freak, in fact—and while the misplaced sweater may be permissible, I couldn’t believe she’d left trash on her floor. The card was crisp and weighty between my fingers. Turning it over, an image of a glossy white rabbit came into view. My brows knitted. A white rabbit—what the hell was that about? Holding the thing up to the diminishing light, I read the lines beneath the bunny.

White Rabbit Gentlemen’s Club, Cambridge.

A website address was printed underneath.

A gentlemen’s club? What was this, the eighteenth century? I knew Cambridge had a reputation for being rooted in history with its fifteenth and sixteenth century halls and legacy of statesmen and romantic poets, but this was something else altogether. Why in God’s name would Allegra be interested in a misogynistic place like that? I brought the card closer to my face, the potent swell of apprehension merging with my curiosity.

“Joanna?”

My heart rate accelerated at Colin’s nosey tone. Slipping the card into my purse, I turned to find his exasperated expression.

“I’m done,” I informed him, pacing out of the room. “Thanks.”

“And?” he probed, pulling the door closed behind us. “Did you find anything?”

I shrugged, making my way toward the stairwell again. “Nothing, but she’s definitely not here.”

“She obviously went home.” Colin sounded relieved as if not finding her was a good result.

I bit back on the urge to correct him. Insignificant little men like Colin weren’t worth the trouble. “Obviously.” I didn’t bother to glance back at him as I managed the steps and headed for the exit to the hall. I had a new destination, and apparently, just like Alice Liddel in the fairy tale, I was following the White Rabbit.

Chapter Three

Jordan

––––––––
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I ARRIVED EARLY, KEEN to be away from the office but reluctant to waste time and go home first. Sullivan, the security guy, met me at the door, exchanging the normal pleasantries. Wandering to the bar, I could see the same old faces were already there. Peter Morton was pawing Suzanne by the stage while Sebastian seemed to be enjoying a private dance with Cherry.

“Your usual, Mr. Lucas?” Destiny flashed a smile at me from behind the bar, which I gladly returned. The diminutive brunette was one of the few I hadn’t tasted, and I was always keen for a new experience.

“Please, and make it a large one, beautiful.”

Her grin widened at my compliment. I leaned over the wood, watching her hips sashay as she reached for the bourbon. Stealing a glance over her shoulder, she caught me ogling, and our gazes locked.

“Are you meeting, Mr. Benedict?”

Now, how did she know that?

“Yes,” I replied as she turned, placing the tumbler down on the bar. “Is there a problem?”

“No, Sir.” She pushed the glass toward me, ensuring our fingers grazed in the process. “Mr. Benedict called me a while ago and said he couldn’t reach you on your phone.”

“Couldn’t reach me?” My brow furrowed, and instinctively, I reached for the device, pulling it from my pocket.

“Apparently, it was switched off?” Her tone was tentative, suggesting she knew it was a potentially thorny issue. Chase always liked everyone to be available twenty-four-seven—a characteristic I shared with him—and suddenly becoming incommunicado was unlikely to have gone down well.

Pressing the screen and finding the device dead, I realized she was right. “Shit,” I muttered, trying the button again as if it was unexpectedly going to fill with power in my hand.

“He’s right. How unhappy was he?” I don’t know why I was asking Destiny, the latest in a long line of pretty bartenders, but she had an alluring smile, and if I wasn’t meeting Chase, then she could be a useful distraction.

“It’s not for me to say, Sir,” she murmured, lowering her head. “But between you and me, yes, he was rather agitated.”

Crap. An angry Chase was all I bloody needed.

“I’d better call him back after my drink.” Pressing the glass to my lips, I sighed. I’d been so consumed with my workload, I hadn’t given a second thought to the power in my phone.

“You’re welcome to use my phone, Mr. Lucas.” She presented me with the white device. “His number is the last call received.”

My brow rose. “That’s very kind of you, beautiful, thanks.” I took the phone, noticing she’d already unlocked it for me. “Mind if I take the call outside?”

“Of course not.” She blushed, pink heat filling her cheeks. “I’m sure I can trust you.”

“You can.” I smiled, flicking into her call history to find Chase’s number. “Thanks. I owe you.” I was striding past Sullivan before she could answer, leaving my drink. Better to deal with Chase sooner rather than later. If he was trying to reach me, it would be for a reason. Maybe he couldn’t make it tonight. Climbing the sleek staircase at the back of the club, I reached the rear door and slipped out onto the dark street. Calling the number, I noticed we’d had another downpour since I’d gone in, and glancing up, I could tell the sky was still heavy with clouds.

“Destiny.” Chase sounded irritated. “Why are you calling from this number?”

“Chase, it’s Jordan.” I turned, my gaze darting up and down the narrow, cobbled street. Like many of the roads in the city, it was reminiscent of a Dickenson novel, and since the place was so quiet these days, it was rather unnerving.

“Jordan?” Chase paused, and I imagined his perplexed expression. “Why the hell are you on Destiny’s phone?”

“She told me you were trying to call, and apparently, my phone is out of juice.” I sighed. “So, she kindly offered me hers to return the call.”

“Did she now?” I heard his sardonic tone. “Now, that is kind.”

“Isn’t it?” My lips twitched. “Sorry about my phone. I forgot to charge it. What’s up?”

“I only wanted to let you know I’ll be a little late.” He sounded terse. “Oscar’s babysitting services have been held up.”

“Oscar, babysitting?” I laughed at the mental image he created. “Now, there’s a thought!”

“I know, right? He and Alice are delayed, so I won’t be dropping Allegra to him for another half an hour or so.”

“What is he going to do with both of them?” I hadn’t intended to sound as illicit as it came out, but my lips curled at the unintended inference.

“Certainly not what you’re implying!” he retorted. “He’s just going to keep her tied up with his hot little blonde for a couple of hours so we can talk.”

“Got it.” I chuckled. “Okay, thanks for letting me know. I’ll hang around and wait for you here.”

“Sounds like Destiny can keep you company.” Now it was Chase’s turn to sound smug, but I didn’t mind where his thought process was taking him. “I’m sure she can. See you within the hour?” I shrugged my sleeve back to look at the time.

“Definitely.”

The call ended as abruptly as it had begun. I turned back toward the door with a sigh. There were worse ways to kill an hour than with bourbon and Destiny.

I’d just reached the emergency door when I heard it, the unmistakable sound of footsteps on the wet cobbles. Halting, I listened harder, glancing up and down the street for evidence of the person I could hear. At first, there was no one obvious, no silhouette emerging under the sickly lamp light, no immediate threat. Lifting my gaze, I strained to look closer. Slipping Destiny’s phone into my pocket, I started in the direction of the unknown tread.

“Who’s there?” It wasn’t a crime to be out in the city at night, despite what the media might have people believe, but there was something ominous about lurking in dark back streets. “Come out and say hello.”

“Who the hell are you?” She took me by surprise, materializing from behind the parking meter on the other side of the street and stepping forward with undeniable confidence. From her voice, she sounded young and was clearly a woman, literally the last person I’d expect to be prowling.

“I asked first.” Standing my ground, I waited for her to come to me, her face coming into view from the green emergency exit sign blinking above the door behind me. “Who are you?”

“Miss None of Your Fucking Business.” She folded her arms over her chest, one arched eyebrow indicating how unimpressed she was with my approach. “You don’t own the road.”

“Watch your tone.” I took a step toward her, expecting her to flinch, but to my surprise, there was no reaction, except the way she shifted her weight to the other foot, the expression on her face hardening. “I know the owner of this club, and he wouldn’t want anyone skulking out here.”

“You know the owner?” Her eyes lit up, her arms falling to her side.

“Yes.” I was more suspicious than ever. The woman was superficially attractive with sleek, long hair and what looked like blue eyes, but I was cynical about her motive for being here, especially at this time. “What about it?”

Taking a step toward me, she thrust a small palm in my direction.

“Then perhaps you’re the man I need to speak to.”

Chapter Four

Joanna

––––––––
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I HADN’T BEEN CERTAIN I had the right place. By the time I arrived, dusk had fallen, and checking out the front of the building had revealed little more than a vast red door and a minute plaque to indicate the club existed. Unsatisfied, I carried out a little reconnaissance of my own, wandering the perimeter of the building, but still found nothing. Like everywhere these days, the place was deserted, the rear revealing nothing but a second, less salubrious entrance and a murky emergency sign. Deflated and cold, I stalked to the other side of the wet, cobbled street with a sigh.

My instincts told me this club was significant somehow, and my gut was rarely wrong, but the premises seemed completely dead and offered me zero clues to my friend’s whereabouts. Lifting my face to the sky, I walked up the cobbled street, trying to think. This place had to mean something—I knew it did. Resting against a parking meter, I eyed the smaller door. Perhaps I just had to wait it out until someone came in or out of the building, or—

That thought was obliterated as the door suddenly opened, a guy striding out into the darkness, his gaze flitting to the sky as he lifted a phone to his ear.

“Chase, it’s Jordan.” As if he sensed my focus, he turned, staring up and down the narrow road, and even though I didn’t think he could see me in the shadows, I ducked lower behind the meter. Crouching, I found I was largely out of view but still able to witness his unexpected show.

“She told me you were trying to call, and apparently, my phone is out of juice.” He blew out a breath. “So, she kindly offered me hers to return the call.”

He spun on his heel, his attention in my direction, and instinctively, my heart sped up. I had no reason to fear the stranger, and truth be told, I didn’t know why I was hiding, but the budding investigative journalist in me insisted I keep low and play my cards close to my chest.

“Isn’t it?” His lips curled into a small smile, and I noticed how handsome he was, though it was difficult to make out all his features in the comparative darkness. “Sorry about my phone. I forgot to charge it. What’s up?”

There was a pause as whoever was on the other end replied, and my gaze drilled into his face, taking in his tousled hair and confident stance.

“Oscar, babysitting?” He chuckled at something he’d heard. “Now, there’s a thought!” Tucking his hand into his pocket, he shifted in the other direction, giving me a fine view of his tight ass. “What is he going to do with both of them?”

I leaned closer as the conversation went on, intrigued by the dark stranger, though still unsure if he was relevant to Allegra’s disappearance. Regardless, he was the only human being I’d seen since I’d arrived at the mysterious White Rabbit club, and for that reason, he was worth pursuing.

“Got it.” He laughed. “Okay, thanks for letting me know. I’ll hang around and wait for you here.”

So, he was hanging around? That was interesting. Perhaps he could give me a way into the club. Maybe I could keep him company. My brow rose at that final thought. Gripping the side of the meter, I shook my head. Allegra was in trouble—I sensed it—the last thing I should be thinking about was sex, but old habits die hard, and the lockdown had seriously ebbed my sex life. This stranger was probably the best-looking man I’d encountered for a year.

“I’m sure she can. See you within the hour then?” He glanced down at his watch, though I had no idea how he was able to decipher the time in the gloom. Turning back toward the door, he trudged in the direction of the club, his fine face and my only chance at figuring out how this club was linked to my friend about to disappear with the slam of a door. I rose to my full height, acting on reflex as I stepped out into the street. I couldn’t let him go back inside—that’s all I could think as I paced forward on the damp cobbles. I had to stop him. He paused, suggesting he’d heard my steps. Heart in my mouth, I halted as well, conscious of being found in the shadows. I watched as he stared in the opposite direction, my gaze flitting for something else I could hide behind. In the end, there were few options and even less time to think, so I darted behind another parking meter, tiptoeing as fast as I could and barely lowering into position as he turned to inspect the street.

He looked closer, slipped his phone into his pocket, and started toward me.
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