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      “Um… Excuse me, but are you Mr. Grayson?”

      Callie gave a perplexed frown at the man sitting in the high-backed leather chair, booted feet up on top of the glass-topped desk that separated them, a dark Stetson pulled low over his eyes and nose. He didn’t so much as twitch a muscle in response to her tentative query.

      And he certainly had a lot of those.

      A white T-shirt stretched over the taut and defined muscles of his arms and chest, faded and well-worn blue jeans outlining lean hips and long, powerful legs.

      It had taken all of Callie’s courage, after finding the address of Grayson Security’s head office in London amongst her father’s papers, to then travel up from Cornwall by train. Only to be disconcerted, after stepping out of the elevator onto the fifth floor, to find no one on the reception desk.

      She should have telephoned first and made an appointment, of course, but a part of her had been hoping—praying—that her father would arrive home and she wouldn’t need to come to London at all. But a week of not hearing from him was more than long enough to delay the inevitable.

      Too long.

      Grayson Security was her only hope of finding her father now.

      Trying not to be too deterred when no one had answered after she called out, Callie had walked warily along the deserted hallway just to the side of that empty front desk, only to be met again and again by empty offices, this last one—it would have to be the one at the end of the hallway—being the only one occupied.

      By Dair Grayson, she hoped.

      He was the owner of the prestigious security company. A group of ex-Special Forces men who specialized in executive and personal security for public figures and heads of governments around the world. Her father had hinted that these men carried out less…public security missions on occasion too.

      More importantly, her father trusted Dair Grayson implicitly. 

      The man seated behind the desk didn’t exactly fill Callie with that same confidence. She couldn’t even see his face properly beneath that dark and battered Stetson, just a heavy growth of stubble that had gone way beyond designer and into scruff as it framed firm and sensuous lips. The dark hair was overlong and curled slightly as it rested on his shoulders. He also had all those bulging muscles.

      And he looked as out of place in these ultramodern chrome-and-black-marble offices as an elephant would in the lobby of a five-star hotel.

      “Mr. Grayson—”

      “Not Grayson.” The voice was low and gruff. “Name’s Lijah Smith.”

      The Renegade!

      Her father had his own names for all the men who had once served under him in the army. Dair Grayson was the Shadow, because of his stealth as a sniper, and Lijah Smith was the Renegade. Her father had never offered an explanation as to why he had given the younger man that name, and Callie knew better than to ask him personal questions about any of his men.

      Looking at Lijah Smith now, Callie could easily guess the reason for it. The stubble and the long hair weren’t exactly stylish or fashionable, nor was the way he was dressed. Nor did he feel the need to be in the least polite to the woman who had just spoken to him!

      Obviously he didn’t give a damn what people thought or said about him.

      The fact that his accent was distinctly British—so much so it rivaled that of the royal family—was also a little disconcerting, considering the rest of his appearance.

      “Is Mr. Grayson available?” Callie persevered doggedly. There was too much at stake for her to be put off by this man’s rudeness.

      “No.”

      Callie’s heart sank. It hadn’t been easy for her to come here—to come back to London at all—and she had only done so now out of desperation. A desperation that was being callously ignored by a man who wouldn’t even give her the courtesy of looking at her when he spoke to her. “Then perhaps I might speak to the person in charge?” There was a slight edge to her voice now.

      “You’re already speaking to him.”

      Her heart sank even further. Who on earth had been insane enough to put this man in charge during Dair Grayson’s absence? His offhand manner was more likely to scare away potential clients than to encourage them.

      Her mouth thinned. “When will Mr. Grayson be back in the office?”

      His shoulders lifted in an uninterested shrug. “My guess would be never, but don’t quote me on it.”

      Dair Grayson was never coming back?

      Callie’s knuckles were white as she reached out to grasp the front of the glass-topped desk, her heart no longer sinking but seeming to have stopped altogether. This was— She had so hoped— “Why not?” she managed to ask in a strangulated voice.

      Chiseled lips hardened into a straight line. “That depends on who’s asking.”

      “My name is—Mr. Smith, do you think you could at least look at me when I’m talking to you?” Callie’s already frayed nerves had reached breaking point.

      Revealing how much she had been hoping, depending on Dair Grayson to help her.

      Her father had always told her if she was ever in trouble and he wasn’t available, then Dair Grayson was her man. She had laughed it off at the time, never thought for a moment she would ever find herself in the position of needing the other man’s help.

      She also had absolutely no idea whether Lijah Smith would be willing to offer her that same assistance.

      Or if she even wanted him to.

      This man was not only dismissive and abrasive, but there was something about him that made Callie feel…uneasy. She was also totally aware of him, despite the fact he hadn’t moved since she entered the room.

      “I could, yes,” he answered her dismissively.

      “Well?” Callie’s agitation deepened as he made no effort to do so.

      “You only asked if I could, not if I would.”

      She breathed in deeply through her nose as she fought for composure in the face of this man’s—what was it exactly? Rudeness didn’t even begin to cover his less than helpful behavior.

      Callie’s frustration deepened. “Where are all the other employees?”

      “It’s a Saturday, Miss…? Whatever,” he dismissed at her continued silence.

      “This is a security company.”

      “Doesn’t mean the office opens on a weekend. The outer door should have been locked. I must have forgotten to do it when I came in earlier this morning to do some paperwork. There’s an emergency number listed in the telephone directory. I suggest you go away and use it to make an appointment to come in and chat with someone on Monday.”

      “Is this how you treat all your prospective clients?”

      “Depends.”

      “On what?” she prompted exasperatedly.

      “On whether or not they’re a paying client or a bleeding heart.” That hard and sculptured mouth twisted into a mocking smile. “From the tinge of a country burr in your accent and the inexpensive perfume, my guess would be you come under the latter category?”

      Callie gasped. “Do you practice being rude, or does it just come naturally?”

      He smiled humorlessly. “It’s a gift.”

      “One you would do well to give back!”

      He gave a shrug of those muscled shoulders. “I didn’t say I don’t like your perfume, only that it isn’t top of the range.”

      “I’m allergic to most perfumes. This happens to be one of the few I can wear without suffering a migraine.”

      “Whatever.”

      “I sincerely hope that wasn’t your idea of an apology, Mr. Smith, because if it was, you failed utterly!” Her hands were clenched at her sides in an effort to stop herself from ripping that Stetson off Lijah Smith’s head and making him look at her.

      “Never apologize. It’s a sign of weakness.”

      She raised her eyes to the ceiling. “Oh, heaven forbid you should ever show any sign of weakness—”

      “Well, well, well, and what have we here?” A second man strolled into the office. At least this man was wearing a suit, even if the long dark hair and the scar lancing across his left cheek and down his throat proclaimed him as being another warrior. “Doing your best to frighten away a beautiful client, Lijah?” He made himself comfortable by perching on the edge of the desk, his dark gaze fixed admiringly on Callie rather than the man he was speaking to.

      “Fuck off, Armstrong,” came the dismissive reply from beneath the Stetson.

      “Seth Armstrong.” The man with the scar introduced himself to Callie as the two of them shook hands. “Excuse him, won’t you?” He gave a glance back at the sprawled Lijah Smith. “Lack of sleep tends to make him even grouchier than usual.”

      Callie recognized this man’s name too. He was the one her father called the Rogue.

      The reason for that was obvious. That vicious scar gave Seth Armstrong a decidedly piratical appearance. Callie could see him now, cutlass in hand as he stood on the deck of his ship, repelling all boarders.

      She couldn’t help but feel grateful for his interruption, at the same time as she realized his arrival now meant there was suddenly too much testosterone in the room for her comfort.

      It had been just Callie and her father for most of her life, her mother having died when she was just five, and she’d lived on army bases with her father all over the world until she went away to boarding school when she was twelve. Even then she’d spent the holidays with him, flying out to wherever he might be in the world. She’d had no idea that her father worked in Special Forces, but even then she’d known not to ask why he was where he was, and just to accept the time she spent with him.

      As a consequence, she was used to being around men trained to within an inch of their lives. Hard and dangerous men who used stealth against the enemy but at the same time thought nothing of running headlong into battle. Or killing.

      This was different. These two men were different, both giving off a low electric charge that was all hot and barely leashed male, and so overpowering it was enough to cause Callie to take a step back.

      Her father had served with these men, she reminded herself. Trained them, trusted them with his life time and time again.

      She’d come here today because she was afraid her father’s disappearance meant she had no choice but to trust them with it again.
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        * * *

      

      Lijah didn’t need Seth to tell him their visitor was beautiful. He’d been able to tell that from the flirtatious note in the other man’s voice.

      On the surface, Grayson Security provided protection for heads of state, politicians, and the rich and famous, and, quite often, the infamous. Beneath that veneer of legitimacy, they were also called in for incursion and retrieval during kidnappings and other less reputable missions.

      Having only returned to England from one of those missions just a few hours earlier, Lijah really wasn’t in the mood to deal with a new client. Even a beautiful woman. Especially a beautiful woman.

      If he wasn’t going to be allowed to sleep, then he wanted to fuck. Sleep or fuck, those were the only two choices when coming down from the roller-coaster adrenaline high like the one he’d been through this past week.

      He should have gone straight home after writing up his report, of course, but the lure of putting his feet up on the desk and resting his head back against the chair for a few minutes had just been too strong.

      A couple of exhausted hours of sleep later, and he felt like shit. He was also badly in need of a shower and a shave.

      Or that fuck.

      With or without the shower and shave first.

      Which was the reason he would have preferred to ignore this woman when she came into his office a few minutes ago. The top of the desk in front of him was just too convenient for what the increasing hardness of his dick was now demanding.

      As for his earlier remark about her perfume, which she had taken such exception to…

      She smelled of peaches and vanilla, with an underlying earthy, womanly smell that he was pretty sure was all— 

      “Callie Morgan,” she answered Seth huskily.

      “Caroline Morgan?” Seth prompted sharply.

      “Yes.”

      Oh shit!

      “Peter’s Callie?” Seth now sounded as cautious as Lijah felt.

      “Yes.” She seemed relieved that Seth recognized her name. 

      Lijah squeezed his lids together and counted to ten, knowing any hopes he might have of taking that shower and shave any time soon were rapidly disappearing. The fuck would have to wait too.

      Major Peter Morgan had at one time been the commanding officer of every man currently working for Grayson Security. A man they all liked as well as respected. Whatever Callie Morgan’s problem turned out to be, big or small—bleeding heart or otherwise—no one at Grayson Security was going to turn her away. Least of all Lijah.

      Peter had become a father figure to Lijah during his years in the military. The other man had also respected Lijah enough to keep the secret he had been hiding for seventeen years. 

      Lijah vaguely recalled seeing Callie once or twice on base years ago. In those memories, she was a scrawny little thing with blue eyes that were too big for her pale face. The sort of eyes that had once twisted her father round the little finger of his motherless daughter.

      Lijah sighed as he swung his legs to the floor and sat up at the same time as he lifted a finger against the brim of his Stetson and pushed it back on his head.

      His dick gave an extra fierce jolt of interest as he took his first look at a grown-up Callie Morgan.

      Possibly four or five inches over five feet in height, her figure bordered on slender, and would have been boyish if not for the fullness of perky breasts visible beneath the blue sweater she wore under her black jacket. Her waist and hips were narrow but curvy in fitted black low-rider jeans. Hair as black as night was thick and straight as it reached halfway down her back, and she had skin the color and smoothness of ivory.

      Her heart-shaped face was still dominated by those eyes the color of sapphires. Beautiful eyes that probably still twisted Peter round her little finger.

      Unless Lijah was mistaken, there were dark smudges of exhaustion beneath those eyes right now.

      And a determined tilt to her slightly raised chin.

      Indicating there was a stubbornness beneath that soft exterior?

      As if Lijah needed any proof of that. Most women would have turned tail and run from his less than friendly attitude a few minutes ago. Not Callie Morgan. She obviously wasn’t about to run from a battle.

      Lijah wouldn’t have expected anything less of the Major’s daughter.

      Despite his own exhaustion, she had now succeeded in arousing his curiosity—as well as his dick—as to exactly what she was doing here.

      If Lijah Smith was assessing her through lids fringed with thick dark lashes, then Callie’s heart was beating double time as she studied him back just as intently. Her palms had gone damp and her nipples had become engorged to aching peaks the moment she first looked at his hard and unyielding face.

      Lijah was probably aged in his mid-thirties, and beneath several days of dark stubble, his features looked refined, almost aristocratic, with arched black brows above eyes of the darkest blue she had ever seen. His nose was long between sharply etched cheekbones, and his mouth—Lord, his mouth was positively sinful, the bottom lip fuller than the top, something she had once read was indicative of a highly sensual nature.

      Callie had no doubt that was true, and this hard and dangerous-looking man would totally wreck a woman in bed—

      Whoa.

      Her traitorous nipples aside, just where had that come from?

      She was only here to ask for help in finding her father, not to have inappropriate thoughts about one of the men whom she was hoping to persuade into giving her that help.

      Give being the operative word.

      Lijah Smith had been right about that; she didn’t have the sort of money to pay the fees needed to hire a top-notch company like Grayson Security.

      Callie was here to ask for their help anyway. These men all owed her father, and she was here to collect.

      She gave a tight smile. “Must have been some night.”

      He ran a tired hand over his face. “You have no idea.”

      Callie wasn’t sure she wanted to know either. “I’m sorry for disturbing your sleep, Mr. Smith. Perhaps I should just talk to Mr. Armstrong instead and let you get back to it.”

      “Lijah,” he growled.

      “Short for Elijah?”

      “Short for Lijah.” He stood up.

      And up.

      And up.

      Lord, this man wasn’t just muscle, he was tall too, at least three, possibly four inches over six feet. Which caused Callie to tilt her head back in order to be able to look at him as he strolled round to lean back against the desk next to the other man.

      If she had thought there was too much testosterone in the room before, then the close proximity of these two men now became totally overwhelming.

      Lijah Smith gave off— No, he didn’t just give off an air of danger. He undoubtedly was dangerous.

      Seth Armstrong had at least made an attempt at urbanity by wearing the suit. A sophistication totally belied by those wicked dark eyes and the vicious scar on his face.

      These two men might be as different to look at as night and day, but they were both undoubtedly the warriors her father had described his men as being.

      Good.

      Because warriors were exactly what Callie was going to need if she was going to find her father.

      Wherever he might be…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      “Hey.” Seth Armstrong reached out and caught Callie’s arm as she swayed slightly on her feet even as she felt the blood drain from her cheeks.

      No doubt out of a feeling of relief, because she no longer felt quite so alone in her worry over her father.

      “Here, sit down.” Seth helped her to sit in the chair facing the desk. “Would you like something to drink? Tea? Coffee? Something stronger? I’m sure Lijah has a bottle of scotch hidden away somewhere in one of his desk drawers,” he added with a derisive sideways glance at the other man.

      A man who hadn’t made a move to prevent Callie from falling but instead continued to observe her guardedly through that fringe of dark lashes.

      Callie felt uncomfortably self-conscious under the intensity of that indigo gaze. As if Lijah Smith saw past the effort she was making to cover up her desperation and worry, as well as the makeup she’d worn to hide the pallor of her cheeks and the shadows beneath her eyes from too many sleepless nights. It felt as if that piercing gaze saw straight into her “bleeding heart.”

      She dragged her gaze away from his as she turned to smile gratefully at the other man. “Tea would be lovely, thank you, Mr. Armstrong.”

      “Seth,” he invited smoothly. “I’ll be back in just a minute.”

      Callie’s smile faded as she realized Seth had to leave the room in order to go and make the cup of tea.

      Leaving her alone with a now fully alert and watchful Lijah Smith.

      “So.” Callie gave him a nervous smile after several long seconds of uncomfortable silence.

      “So,” he echoed in a slow drawl.

      She shifted restlessly. “Has Mr. Grayson retired from the company?”

      Those chiseled lips twisted into a humorless smile. “Tamed and loving every minute of it might better describe his current situation.”

      Her eyes widened. “Tamed…?”

      “Long story,” he dismissed. “Exactly what are you doing here, Miss Morgan?”

      “I already told you, I came to speak to Mr. Grayson—”

      “No, I meant if there’s a problem, then why are you here and not Peter?” His tone was hard and implacable.

      Callie’s gaze shifted down to those scuffed cowboy boots. Now that it had actually come down to the moment of telling these men why she needed their help, she didn’t even know where to begin.

      Because it was Lijah Smith she was talking to.

      Something about this enigmatic man unnerved her. Inwardly disturbed her in a way she could never remember being disturbed by anyone else before.

      Maybe it was those piercing, all-seeing eyes?

      Or the threatened power given off by that toned and muscled body?

      Or the fact that he was also one of the most visibly attractive men she had ever met?

      All of the above!

      Even so, Callie knew she had to talk to someone. Couldn’t keep this to herself any longer.

      Not and stay sane, that is.

      She bit her bottom lip as she felt the sharp sting of tears in her eyes. “My—my father isn’t here because… I don’t believe he’s even in England right now.” She looked up when Lijah Smith made no response to her statement, shifting uncomfortably as he continued to study her.

      “Don’t you know?” he finally prompted.

      Her gaze flickered up and then as quickly dropped again. “My father often disappears on missions, sometimes for weeks at a time—”

      “Your father took early retirement six months ago.”

      Her breath caught at the back of her throat as she stared up at him. “I— How did you know that…?”

      “I know, okay?” he snapped his impatience. “Now stop playing games, and tell me what the hell is going on!”

      She pressed back against the chair as Lijah suddenly loomed over her, their gazes locked, Callie’s wide with apprehension, Lijah’s narrowed to demanding slits.

      She was barely breathing, and yet she could still feel and smell the man standing above her—heat and sweat, and something male and heady she was sure was exclusively Lijah Smith.

      “Stop intimidating the poor woman and step back and give her some room to breathe.” Seth Armstrong came back into the room with the cup of tea and somehow managed to insinuate himself between Callie and the other man. “I apologize for Mr. Barbarian here,” he added teasingly.

      “Lack of sleep again?” Callie attempted to joke, but her hand shook slightly as she took the cup and saucer from Seth.

      “I’d like to say so, but with Lijah, it’s hard to tell the difference.” Seth shrugged unconcernedly. “Drink that, and then we can all sit down and have a chat about why you’re here.”

      The tea was not only hot but also very sweet. Because Seth Armstrong knew Callie was slightly in shock, and sugar was exactly what she needed right now?

      She couldn’t remember the last time she’d eaten anything, and the past week of not knowing where her father was had been a torturous strain on her nerves. This, being here with these two men, most especially the ever-watchful—and censorious?—Lijah Smith, seemed to have robbed her of the last of her strength.

      Lijah knew instinctively that something was seriously wrong in Callie Morgan’s world. He also knew, whatever it was, she was reluctant to talk about it to him.

      Maybe because you’re acting like that fucking barbarian Seth just called you?

      Or she just didn’t like him?

      Are you surprised?

      No, Lijah wasn’t in the least surprised. Seth might look scary, but he knew how to charm the ladies, at the same time as he used those scars on his face to draw them into his “bad boy” clutches. Lijah wasn’t even sure he knew how to charm, even on a good day. And today wasn’t a good day.

      His mission had gone tits up three days ago, and it had only been through a little fancy footwork and the use of his .44 Magnum—he did so love that gun!—that he’d managed to turn it around at the last minute and return the six-year-old boy to his anxiously waiting parents. He’d even brought back the ransom money they had been willing to pay for their son’s safe return.

      One of the three kidnappers had got away, though, which didn’t sit well with Lijah. In his book, scum like that didn’t deserve to continue breathing.

      It was a very small book. The bad guys died; the good ones walked away.

      Lijah didn’t consider himself as being completely a good guy, but he had walked away. Unfortunately, the third man was still out there, and he was definitely a bad guy—that six-year-old kid was going to have nightmares for years because of his ordeal—and Lijah was going to hunt the other man down like the dog he was.

      It had been his intention to start that hunt after a few hours’ rest. He had a feeling the reason Callie Morgan was here was now going to take priority over anything and everything else happening at Grayson Security.

      If they could ever get Callie to tell them what the problem was, that is.

      Maybe he should just leave the talking to Seth? She seemed more at ease with the other man, and there was no doubting Seth liked what he saw, holding her arm and helping her to sit before offering her a cup of tea, like a regular Florence Fucking Nightingale.

      Lijah gave a disgusted snort, that snort turning to a scowl as Callie gave him a questioning glance.

      He tried to think what age she would be now. Twenty-four? Twenty-five? A woman grown, and old enough, would seem to be the answer.

      “Where’s Peter, Callie?” he prompted abruptly. “And no prevaricating this time. Just tell us where he is.”

      The long arch of her throat moved as she swallowed before answering him huskily. “I don’t know.”

      Lijah felt the scowl appear between his eyes. “Explain.”

      Callie already knew Lijah Smith to be a man of few words. But what few words he did speak were succinct and to the point. And he was right, her father’s whereabouts was the point.

      She drew in a shaky breath. “I believe he flew to America a week ago.”

      “You believe?”

      Her jaw tightened. “Yes. I tried to confirm it, but the airlines aren’t willing to give out that sort of information,” she added awkwardly as Lijah just continued to look at her.

      “I thought the two of you were close?”

      “We are,” she came back defensively.

      “But you haven’t spoken to him in a week, and he didn’t tell you where he was going?”

      “No.”

      “But you now believe he’s in America?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?

      “Because—“ She broke off abruptly to bite her trembling bottom lip. 

      Lijah breathed heavily. “Look, I’m sure you will have gathered by now I’m not the most patient of men on a good day—”

      “Cut her some slack, man,” Seth Armstrong advised softly. “Can’t you see she’s on the verge of breaking?”

      Callie shot him another grateful glance only to push back against the chair after turning and seeing the fierceness of Lijah’s expression. As if he wasn’t happy about the brief moment of understanding that had passed between her and the other man…?

      Well, that was just too bad, because right now Callie needed someone to be understanding and kind to her. Traits Lijah Smith obviously didn’t possess. “Maybe I should come back later when you’re less…tired?”

      “And maybe you should just stop avoiding answering my fucking questions—”

      “Okay, that’s enough.” Seth Armstrong moved to once again stand between Callie and Lijah. “Back off, man.” He placed his hand firmly on the other man’s chest.

      Lijah didn’t move an inch as he towered over Callie, a nerve pulsing a warning in his tightly clenched jaw. “I’ll back off when she tells us why in hell she bothered coming here if she isn’t willing to tell us the reason why she’s so worried about Peter!”

      Seth gave a glance over his shoulder at her. “He does have a point,” he prompted gently.

      She sighed. “Yes, he does,” she acknowledged wearily, turning away so that she no longer had to look at either man as she gathered her thoughts together. “The…the reason my father took early retirement was so that he could be with me.”

      “What’s wrong with you?” Seth turned, obviously concerned. “Are you sick?”

      “Not in the way you mean, no. I was— Someone— I was attacked six months ago and beaten up rather badly.” She pressed her lips tightly together to stop them from trembling. “My father came home as soon as he knew, and—and then he stayed home. To be with me.”

      “Jesus Christ…” Lijah muttered under his breath as his imagination took the natural leap.

      “I know what you’re thinking, and you’re wrong,” Callie said quickly. “I wasn’t raped, just beaten.”

      The relief of knowing that was totally nullified by the air of bleakness now surrounding her. Lijah had seen that expression before, on the faces of men who had been into battle—and lost.

      “Can you tell us what happened?” Seth prompted gently.

      She moistened the dryness of her lips. “I worked in an art gallery in London at the time.”

      “But not anymore?”

      “No,” she answered Seth.

      Callie had spent several days in hospital after the attack, and after she’d been discharged, she knew she couldn’t return to the life she’d had…before, as if nothing had changed.

      Everything had changed. She had changed most of all. Michael was dead, her world was shattered, as well as her confidence in who or what she was. All wiped out in one night of violence.

      “Six months ago…” Lijah repeated slowly. “Are we talking about the Hammond Gallery incident?”

      If Callie needed any confirmation of this man’s rapier intelligence—which she didn’t—then he’d just given it.

      The Hammond Gallery incident.

      How innocent that sounded, innocuous even, when in reality it was anything but.

      “What happened, Callie?” Lijah probed.

      She moistened the dryness of her lips. “You obviously read about it in the newspapers.”

      “I’m asking you what happened, God damn it—”

      “Lijah, don’t,” Seth warned.

      Lijah turned to glare, only to receive a warning shake of the other man’s head before Seth stepped forward to place a gently reassuring hand on Callie’s shoulder. Which was when Lijah saw the tears tracking silently down her pallid cheeks, those bruised blue eyes now pained and unfocused.

      The events of that night at the Hammond Gallery had been all over the front page of the newspapers for days after it happened.

      But nowhere in any of them did Lijah remember seeing it mentioned that a Caroline Morgan had been involved. And yet the things she had already said implied that in some way she was.

      “Tell us in your own time, Callie,” Seth now encouraged gruffly.

      She drew in a shuddering breath. “There was a gala opening at the gallery that evening, over five hundred guests invited to an invitation-only showing of the Felix Griffith jewelry collection. I was actually an assistant restorer there, but everyone who worked at the gallery was expected to come in and help out that evening.”

      “And?” Lijah bit out tensely. The whole world knew of the priceless jewelry collection belonging to American multibillionaire Felix Griffith. Mainly because it had been stolen after that single private showing at the Hammond Gallery.

      She sighed. “The evening went off without a hitch. Everyone who worked there agreed the exhibition was a resounding success.”

      Again with that flat, emotionless voice.

      Lijah’s hands clenched into fists at his sides. He had barely known this grown-up Callie for ten minutes and already he wanted to punch something—or someone; preferably whoever had reduced this young woman to this state. God knew how Peter must have been feeling about this all these months.

      “We all stayed behind to help move and secure the jewelry collection in the safe downstairs, and afterwards, Michael—Michael Hammond, the owner of the gallery, gave us all a glass of champagne to—to celebrate the evening’s success.” Her mouth firmed. “Then people slowly began to drift away and go home, until there was only Michael and myself left.”

      Lijah studied her between narrowed lids. “The two of you were together…?”

      That delicate throat moved as she swallowed. “We—we’d been dating for a couple of months.” Her voice shook with emotion as she talked of the other man. “I— We— Michael was waiting to turn on the security system until after I’d gone upstairs to collect my jacket from the staff room. I was halfway up the stairs when someone knocked on the front door. Michael stepped out into the gallery to see who it was and then came back to tell me to go ahead and get my jacket, that it was just one of the guests who had left something behind.” Tears welled up and once again spilled unchecked over long dark lashes and down her cheeks. “He was only thirty-three.” She looked up at the two men. “He didn’t deserve to die in that way.”

      Lijah recalled the newspapers had reported the owner of the Hammond Gallery had been shot in the head at point-blank range.

      Which begged the question: was it possible Michael Hammond had been killed, his brains blown out, in front of Callie?

      The shock Lijah could see in her eyes seemed to indicate that he had.

      She drew in a shaky breath. “I returned from collecting my jacket and could see through the office door that Michael was tied to the chair behind his desk. When I rushed into the room to—to help him, something hard hit me over the back of the head, and I blacked out.” She was visibly shaking.

      “Take your time, Callie.” Seth was once again the one to encourage gently.

       She gave him a grateful smile. “When I came to, my hands and feet were also tied to a chair, and something was thrown over my head and tied tightly about my throat so I couldn’t see. I learned later that it was my own jacket.” She shook her head. “I could hear raised voices, one of them Michael’s, the other one—I didn’t recognize the other voice, only that it was American.”

      Was that voice the reason she now believed Peter had gone to America? Lijah recalled the man/men responsible for the killing and robbery had never been caught.

      “Was this man alone?” Seth probed.

      A frown creased Callie’s brow. “It felt as if there were others in the room, but no one else spoke, just that one man. He wanted the combination to the safe, Michael was refusing to give it to him, which was when—when he, the American, decided it was a good idea to use me as leverage to force Michael to talk.” She gave a shudder at the memory.

      Lijah could easily guess what that leverage might have been. He could see by the killer glint in Seth’s eyes that he was thinking the same thing.

      “He—the man began to punch and hit me. Michael started shouting, but I pleaded with him not to tell the other man what he wanted to know. I’m not sure how long the beating lasted.” She spoke dully. “I know that I hurt everywhere by the time he finished, especially my ribs. I learned later that two of them were broken. I could taste the blood in my mouth and feel it dripping down my chin from where my lip was split open. Michael became more and more agitated the longer the beating went on, but I kept pleading with him not to tell them the combination of the safe.”

      “It was just jewelry.” Seth gave a pained wince.

      “It was—was Michael’s livelihood too, his reputation—”

      “You don’t die for a reputation,” Lijah growled. “You give the bastard what he wants, wait until the fucker isn’t expecting it, and then you strike back.” As he suspected Peter was now doing; God knew how the older man had managed to keep this to himself all these months.

      “We aren’t all the impenetrable Lijah Smith!” she came back with some of her earlier fire.

      Lijah gave a hard, unapologetic smile as he saw the light of battle returning to Callie’s expressive eyes.

      She turned away from that smile. “The man must have realized that he was running out of time because—he ripped open the front of my dress and began to—to touch me.” She clenched her trembling hands together, the knuckles white. “There was a security company keeping watch on the place from outside, as well as the alarm system inside, and I thought it would only be a matter of time before those men outside realized we hadn’t left yet and something must be wrong.”

      Lijah stored that piece of information away for further investigation. If he’d been in control of the security at the gallery, he would have ensured there were men inside as well as out. He wondered why this other security company hadn’t. In on the job? Or just fucking incompetent? He would know which by the end of the day.

      “Michael had seen enough,” she revealed heavily. “He gave the man the combination to the safe. My head was still covered, I couldn’t see what was happening, but I heard the men leaving the room to go down to the basement to the safe. Michael was—he kept telling me, reassuring me that everything was going to be okay. That the men would take what they wanted and then leave. I heard them come back just minutes later and—and then there was the sound of a gun being fired, and Michael—Michael stopped talking.” Her face had now taken on a gray tinge.

      “He recognized and knew the name of the main man,” Lijah bit out harshly. “He’d also seen the faces of the others and could identify them.”

      “Yes,” she confirmed softly.

      “Michael never called the other man by his name?”

      She shook her head. “I think he must have been warned not to before I came back from collecting my jacket.”

      Thank God. Lijah had absolutely no doubt that if Callie had known the identity of Michael Hammond’s murderer, then they wouldn’t be having this conversation now. Because she would be dead too.

      “There was no mention in any of the newspapers of a woman being present that night…?” Seth prompted slowly.

      “Because I was the only witness the police had, and they didn’t want to compromise that advantage by revealing my presence or name to the press. Not that I was of much help anyway,” she added self-disgustedly. “All I could tell them was the man who killed Michael was American.”

      “A man who was also a guest at the gala that evening.”

      She gave Lijah a humorless smile. “Half the guests there that evening were American. Several well-known actors and actresses. Rich businessmen and their wives. Even a senator who had been over for a meeting with members of the British government. I’m sure the police questioned as many of them as they could, but some of them had already left England by the time they had the guest list and could start their investigation. Others had diplomatic immunity, so they couldn’t prevent them from leaving or force them to answer questions.”

      Grayson Security was often called in to enforce that diplomatic immunity. Which meant they also knew how to break it.

      Callie sighed. “I told the police what I knew, described all that I could, and once I was well enough to travel, my father took me back to Cornwall with him. I’ve been there ever since.”

      “The investigation is still open?”

      She nodded. “I believe so, but the police haven’t contacted me or reported anything new for months. The jewelry itself has never reappeared, not as a whole or separately.”

      Seth looked at Lijah. “Private collector?”

      “Undoubtedly.” The other man nodded.

      “What does that mean?” Callie gave them a baffled look.

      Seth shrugged. “The collection was stolen to order. Someone, somewhere wanted that collection for their own private pleasure and hired the necessary men to steal it,” he explained as she still frowned.

      “How could someone not want to share the beauty of that jewelry?” She gave a puzzled shake of her head. “There were jewels in there that at one time had been owned by all the royal houses in the world. Several necklaces once owned by Elizabeth the First. There were also bracelets and rings owned by several of the Russian tsarinas.”

      “The sort of collector we’re talking about doesn’t care about other people seeing and admiring the jewelry. He gets his kick out of just owning them.” Seth shrugged. “They’re probably locked away in a vault in a basement somewhere, and this guy goes in there occasionally just to touch and fondle them and jack— He gets a high out of just owning them,” Seth amended with an uncomfortable grimace.

      “We’re getting off the point here.” Lijah began to pace restlessly. “You think your father found out something about the man that attacked you and flew to America last week to follow up on the lead?”

      “Originally he said he was going on one last mission, and I wasn’t to worry, that he’d get in touch soon.”

      “Except he didn’t.”

      “No,” she answered Seth. “When I hadn’t heard from him for several days, I started looking through his study to see if I could find a name or telephone number, someone I might contact to see if he was okay.” She gave a shake of her head. “Instead, I found evidence that he’s been secretly carrying out his own investigation to find the man responsible for killing Michael and attacking me. It’s all in here.” She clutched her shoulder bag to her chest. “I haven’t read it, I—I couldn’t, but I brought it with me for— I wanted Dair Grayson to have it.”

      “Why didn’t Peter come to us for help months ago?” Lijah rasped his frustration with the situation. “He must have known we would help him find and deal with this bastard.” Peter would have known exactly how that would have gone down too. With short, sharp justice.

      Callie avoided meeting his gaze. “Because I asked him not to tell anyone what had happened.”

      “Why the hell would you do that?” Lijah stared at her disbelievingly.

      “Because I was scared, okay?” She stood up, eyes blazing but also full of unshed tears. “The man threatened me after…after he shot Michael. He put his hand about my throat, leaned in very close, and said—said he knew who I was, and if I told the police or anyone else anything about him, that he would come back and kill my family and me too!"

      Oh fuck…
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