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      “Are you absolutely sure you want to do this, Caleb?”

      Of course he wasn’t sure he wanted to do this, absolutely or otherwise. But what fucking choice did he have? “Positive,” he answered Nikolai confidently as he studied his own reflection in the cheval mirror.

      His dark shoulder-length hair was brushed back from his face and secured with a leather strip at his nape, revealing his pale green eyes, straight nose, and chiseled jaw darkened with a day’s stubble.

      The charcoal-colored suit he wore cost as much as some people earned in a month; ditto the white silk shirt and black leather Italian shoes. Not Caleb’s usual clothing preference, which tended toward black combat trousers and T-shirts, but necessary for the role of the Russian badass he was going to be for the next few days.

      “Spiro Dukakis’s appearance might be benign, but he really isn’t someone you want to mess around with,” Nikolai warned.

      “Neither am I.” Caleb saw his smile become predatory in the mirror. “And, unfortunately for Dukakis, I’m already pissed with him.” Even the possibility Dukakis might have the missing woman Caleb had been trying to find for weeks now was enough reason for that.

      Nikolai still looked less than happy. “Maybe you should take some of my men with you as bodyguards.”

      “If Magdalena is there then the fewer people involved in this, the better chance I have of succeeding.” And of getting her off the island alive. “Don’t think I’m ungrateful for the offer, Nikolai, but alone is how I work best.”

      The other man nodded. “So Daisy informs me.” His expression softened as he spoke of his wife. “She said even in the army you were a maverick rather than a team player. But the scars you received the last time you went in alone will be nothing compared to what Dukakis will inflict if he learns you are not really my cousin Dmitri, newly arrived from Russia.”

      “Is that likely to happen?” Caleb ignored the reference to the scars that covered his chest and back, souvenirs of the weeks he had spent as a prisoner during his last tour in Afghanistan.

      The other man’s eyes narrowed. “No.”

      Caleb didn’t think so. As right-hand man to Gregori Markovic, the Bratva head who controlled the criminal underworld in London, Nikolai Volkov was feared by many and respected by all. His surname might translate to wolf, but Nikolai, with his pale blond hair and steely gray eyes, had earned his nickname The Wolf. No one with any sense wanted to get on his bad side.

      Which meant if Nikolai claimed Dmitri/Caleb was his cousin, then no one would dare question it. To Nikolai’s face, that is, because Caleb was pretty sure Dukakis would have had Dmitri’s background checked out.

      It had taken him weeks, with Nikolai’s help, to set up Dmitri Volkov’s legendary reputation as a ruthless Russian badass. A man into every criminal activity going on in his home country, with a number of kills to his name.

      Caleb’s only real connection to Nikolai was through Daisy, the two of them having served in the military together and remaining friends once back in civilian life. Caleb had been at the receiving end of Nikolai’s wrath when Daisy told him what Caleb needed from him. The Russian had eventually grudgingly conceded, his only condition to helping Caleb set up this false identity being that his pregnant wife remain completely uninvolved.

      Daisy, predictably, had been furious at her husband’s highhandedness, and Caleb had no doubt she had made those feelings known to Nikolai in private. Luckily, Caleb didn’t have to live with her. He could consider an angry Daisy a small price to pay if he managed to pull this off.

      Nikolai’s boss, Gregori Markovic, had legitimized a lot of the Markovic business empire since his father died, withdrawing completely from the distribution and sale of drugs, and human trafficking. Which didn’t mean those enterprises didn’t still exist in England, only that the Markovic name was never connected to them.

      With the arrest of the billionaire Clive Sinclair three months ago, the trafficking of young women in England was now up for grabs. Dmitri Volkov, with Nikolai’s endorsement, had supposedly stepped up to take over that lucrative enterprise.

      The fact that Gabriel, Caleb’s eldest brother, was going to marry Sinclair’s ex-wife meant they now had access to all Sinclair’s shady business dealings rather than just the legitimate ones. Spiro Dukakis was only one of those Sinclair business connections Caleb had contacted to inform he was taking over Sinclair’s human trafficking trade in England.

      Caleb’s invitation to Petros, the wealthy Greek’s private island in the Mediterranean, meant the man was nibbling at the bait even if he hadn’t swallowed it completely yet.

      “What if you have one of your…episodes, while you’re on the island?” Nikolai frowned.

      Thanks, Daze.

      “It’s unlikely,” Caleb dismissed. The scars he’d brought back from Afghanistan weren’t all on the outside of his body.

      “But it could happen.”

      He shrugged. “A risk I’ll have to take.”

      “It is a risk we will all have to take.”

      Caleb hadn’t had one of his PTSD episodes for some months now, had been too concentrated on finding the missing woman, Magdalena Roig. So he was probably due for one. Maybe. But, as he said, it was a risk he had to take.

      His intel said Magdalena, or a woman very like her, had been on Petros eight weeks ago. If she was still there, that was several weeks longer than Dukakis usually kept women on his island. Caleb couldn’t wait any longer, or he risked Dukakis selling Magdalena before Caleb could get to her. Once that happened, he might never find her again.

      “Dukakis’s tight security means you can’t take anything with you to the island, not even a cell phone, to alert us if there’s trouble.” Nikolai was obviously still unhappy about this situation.

      Caleb already knew that. They had managed to acquire aerial photos of the island and had studied every aspect of the location and its security a hundred times. Caleb would be on his own once he was on Petros. His brothers were looking for Magdalena, but they wouldn’t understand this driving need Caleb felt to find her.

      That was only one of the reasons he hadn’t wanted to involve his brothers. There were several others. He didn’t want his brothers storming the island when he had no idea if Magdalena was still there, or getting her killed if she was. There was also the fact that two of his brothers and their younger sister now had families. He would not put any of them at risk for what could be a wild-goose chase.      

      “Tell me again how you intend getting off the island.”

      “Dukakis’s own helo,” Caleb stated with more certainty than he felt.

      “You really think that’s going to be possible?” Nikolai scoffed.

      Caleb nodded. “Has to be.” 

      An infrared image from a week ago had told them there were seventeen people currently on the island, ten of them security guards housed in an annex off the main villa. It was the other seven, minus Dukakis and his lover, who interested Caleb. Three, maybe four of them, would be the house staff. Probably harmless locals who knew nothing about Dukakis’s illegal activities. But the last one, located in a single-story building some distance from the main villa, was the one Caleb focused on.

      “If you so much as think you’ve been made,” Nikolai rasped, “then you need to get the hell out of there, with or without Miss Roig.”

      “You’re starting to sound like my mother.”

      “If I was your mother, I would tell you not to do what you intend doing,” the Russian snapped, gray eyes icy.

      “If you were my mother, it would be a fucking miracle, considering your gender and the fact she’s been dead for years.” Caleb slapped the other man on the back.

      Nikolai’s eyes narrowed. “Need I remind you again, it isn’t just your own life you are putting in danger by attempting to rescue Miss Roig?”

      No, Caleb didn’t need any reminding that voluntarily stepping onto Dukakis’s island not only jeopardized his own life but also that of the woman he was looking for.

      Nikolai was also putting his own reputation and life on the line, and that of his pregnant wife, Daisy, by claiming Caleb was his cousin.

      Gregori Markovic’s reputation would also suffer for having trusted Nikolai’s word on his cousin.

      Caleb knew all those things, and knowing them made no difference to his decision. He was going to Petros because his intel said that was where Magdalena Roig was.

      Three months ago, Caleb had never even heard of Magdalena. Now he knew everything about her. Her background: Spanish father, English mother. Age: twenty-two. Hair color: brownish-red. Eye color: smoky gray. How many men she’d slept with: two. Current boyfriends: none.

      He also knew that as the nanny of Daniel Sinclair, she had been abducted three months ago, along with the seven-year-old boy. They had managed to get Daniel back within days, but Magdalena had disappeared off the face of the earth.

      Until four weeks ago.

      Which was when Caleb had his first positive lead and had learned Lena, as she preferred to be called, had been sold, along with three other women, to the Greek billionaire Spiro Dukakis.

      Sold.

      As if Lena were a piece of meat, with no free will and no rights of her own, rather than a beautiful, living, breathing human being.

      Caleb knew his history, and it was un-fucking-believable to know there were more slaves now than there had been when William Wilberforce fought to have slavery abolished in the nineteenth century.

      Caleb had no doubt as to what Dukakis intended Lena’s and those other women’s future to be.

      Oh, not with Dukakis himself. For appearance’s sake, Dukakis had a wife who lived in their mansion in Athens all year round. She never visited or was invited to go to Petros with her husband. Probably because that was where Dukakis kept his male lovers and the women whom he groomed before passing them along the line to the highest bidder.

      Lena Roig was now one of those women.

      Because she was gorgeous, with that long reddish-brown hair, those smoky gray eyes surrounded by sooty lashes, her creamy complexion, a fuck-me mouth, and a curvaceous body that was enough to make any man drool.

      It made Caleb do more than drool.

      “You are going to owe me big-time for being the one to tell your three brothers where you are and why,” Nikolai added dryly.

      “Something else to add to the list.” Caleb nodded.

      The four brothers owned and ran Knight Security, a company dealing mainly with private protection, but none of them was beyond stepping outside the law if someone’s life was on the line.

      Spiro Dukakis’s involvement in the sale of women to the highest bidder was way outside the law, and while in the planning stage, Caleb had left his brothers out of the loop regarding anything to do with Dmitri Volkov and Spiro Dukakis. As far as his brothers were concerned, Caleb was having one of his infrequent PTSD attacks and had been off the radar for a while. Fending off his brothers’ concern with regular phone calls had sufficed.

      Nikolai would inform Caleb’s brothers of the truth only once Caleb had arrived on Petros, for their own safety and that of their family.

      “Your sister will no doubt send her husband to see me too.” Nikolai grimaced. “I know how to fight dirty, but Jonas is half Apache Indian.”

      “Relax, Nikolai.” Caleb grinned. “Jonas and Lily have gone to visit with Dair and Kat in Venice for a couple of weeks.”

      “A small mercy,” the other man drawled. Kat was the younger sister of Gregori Markovic.

      Caleb was aware his family could be quite formidable, just as he was aware Nikolai and the Markovic empire were more than a match for the Knight family. It was the reason Caleb had gone to Nikolai for help in the first place.

      Nikolai’s leading question four weeks ago had been why was Caleb so determined to rescue a woman he had never even met and who had absolutely no idea who he was either?

      It was a good question.

      The initial answer was simple.

      Because Caleb knew what it was like to be a prisoner, to have his free will taken from him as he was tortured and tormented for weeks by his captors.

      Because no one got left behind.

      Oh, he knew his brother Gabriel and his future sister-in-law hadn’t given up looking for Lena. Neither had the police as they fully investigated Sinclair’s criminal activities. But it was taking too long.

      Lena’s parents had arrived in England as soon as they were notified of their daughter’s disappearance. They were still there, waiting for news or the return of their only child, and losing a little bit of faith in that outcome every day.

      Caleb knew the longer Lena remained on Petros, the greater the damage when and if he found her. If she went off the island before he could get to her, the damage would be irreparable.

      Caleb’s second reason for finding Lena was much more complicated, and something he kept to himself.

      He glanced at his wrist watch. “Time I left for the airport. How do I look?” His reflection in the mirror arched dark brows.

      “Like a thug dressed in a Saville Row suit,” the Russian drawled.

      “A lot like you, then.”

      “Bastard.”

      Caleb grinned, knowing it was probably the last real smile he would give for the foreseeable future.
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      “I will ask for the last time, Magdalena. Are you willing to accept that you now belong to me and agree to do as I tell you?”

      Like hell I will!

      “If you were not so beautiful, my dear,” her captor continued wearily, “I would not have been so patient with your stubbornness, or so lenient with your punishments.” Dark brows rose at her scathing snort. “You have no idea how much more…unpleasant things could have been for you if you belonged to anyone but me. I do not believe in using drugs and beatings to maintain discipline, as so many of my competitors do.”

      Was she supposed to feel grateful for that? If so, this man could go to—

      “Your beauty is not so apparent right now, of course, and you smell rather unpleasant.” The man she knew only as Spiro gave a sad shake of his head.

      Lena’s cheeks burned with humiliation as his dark gaze swept scathingly over her appearance: lank and greasy hair, her face pale and dirty, and only a filthy, thigh-length black T-shirt covering her. The only clothing she’d been allowed since her own clothing had been taken from her a month ago.

      “All superficial, of course,” he dismissed brightly. “Would you not like to be clean, to look and feel lovely again, Magdalena? To have your hair washed? To put on makeup and have beautiful clothes to wear?”

      Lena hated the hot tears which now burned her eyes and blurred her vision. Of course she wanted those things. Just to be clean again for the first time in months would be wonderful. But not at the price Spiro was asking for her compliance.

      “Is it not better to become the pampered property of some lucky man,” he continued, “than to continue as you have been?”

      Lena repressed a shudder of revulsion for what she knew was to be her future. “I’m a person, not some man’s property.”

      Spiro’s face tightened. “This is your last chance to agree, Magdalena. If you do not do so now, I will have no choice but to hand you over to my security guards as their plaything until you are feeling more…amenable. You would all enjoy that, wouldn’t you, Costos?” He glanced toward the door, where one of those security guards stood silently watching.

      “Yes, sir.” The man’s dark eyes roamed insolently over Lena’s body in the thigh-length T-shirt, which had probably belonged to him or one of the other bodyguards on the island, by the size of it.

      Outwardly, her expression remained passive, but inside, she was a seething mass of protests and dread. She didn’t belong to anyone, and no matter how many times this man Spiro informed her otherwise, she would never believe it. She would continue to fight, even if only inwardly, for who and what she was.

      Because to fight outwardly had already earned her enough of those punishments.

      It was difficult to keep up with the time when every day was the same, but even so, Lena knew it was at least seven weeks since she and three other hysterically crying women had been removed from the filthy farm building they had been kept in for over a month and bundled into the back of a windowless van. They had then been driven to a small airfield before boarding a private jet, followed by a short helicopter ride to this lush green island that had looked like a miniature paradise from the window of the helicopter but had become Lena’s personal hell.

      Once on the island, the four women had been taken to a white one-story building, and all locked in separate cells. There were bars at the single shuttered window and a camera in the corner of the room, monitoring their every move.

      Lena had very quickly grown to hate that camera, knowing she was watched day and night, her privacy deliberately taken from her, along with her dignity. The only thing that made it in the least bearable was the knowledge she wasn’t alone, that the three other women from the farm in England were also here.

      Until slowly, one by one, those other young women had been taken away, never to return. She realized now they had probably given up and acquiesced to Spiro’s demand for obedience and submission.

      Alone, terrified, and, yes, disgustingly filthy, Lena still refused to give in and had received punishment after punishment for her stubbornness.

      Oh, nothing that would damage the merchandise, as she had heard herself referred to on more than one occasion. As if she were no longer a person but a thing to be bought and sold at Spiro’s whim. No, her punishments had been much more subtle than physical chastisement.

      Kept locked and isolated in that small room with white walls, a white floor, and white ceiling, she couldn’t see even a piece of blue sky or green foliage through the shuttered window. A bucket sat in the corner for her use. Only a mattress was thrown on the floor for her to sleep on, but it had no blankets.

      She was denied food for days on end.

      On one occasion, they had given her no water to drink, let alone wash with, until she almost died from dehydration.

      They removed her clothes so she was left naked and vulnerable for her guards to leer and jeer at.

      Lena had been able to feel those same guards avidly watching her through that intrusive camera.

      And every day, she would be asked the same question, told the punishments would stop once she willingly agreed to obey the man who now claimed to own her.

      Difficult to believe only three months ago, she had been happy and living in London, nanny to a little boy she had quickly come to adore.

      A little boy who had been abducted at the same time she was.

      She had no idea where Daniel was now. Spiro and his guards refused to tell her, as they refused to answer any of her questions. But Lena knew Daniel’s mother would never stop looking for him. And hopefully Lena too?

      It was the only hope she had left to cling to, that someone would eventually rescue her from this hell.

      Spiro’s ultimatum indicated the time for rescue had run out.

      “Magdalena!”

      She refocused on Spiro as he sat in a white leather chair. A slighter and much younger blond-haired man stood behind his chair, the bored expression on his handsome face saying he was totally uninterested in their conversation.

      It was the first time Lena had been let out of her prison and brought to Spiro in the elegant sitting room of his villa built high on a hill overlooking the sea. Which sea, Lena had no idea, although the shortness of the flight here all those weeks ago would seem to indicate it was the Mediterranean or Aegean. Possibly the latter, as Spiro was a Greek name.

      If that were the case, then she was close to where her parents lived in Spain. To where Angela Sinclair lived in London, hopefully with Daniel back at her side.

      Perhaps if Spiro would tell her Daniel, at least, was safe and returned to his mother…

      She glanced at Spiro from beneath her lashes. He was possibly in his early fifties, rotund, and about her own height of five feet six inches, with a deceptively round and jovial face. A man most people would no doubt find affable, even likeable, but whom Lena had quickly learned to loathe.

      She raised her chin. “You give me no choice but to concede.” Or be given to his security guards, who would no doubt fall on her like a pack of ravenous dogs. She had seen the way Costos and those other men looked at her.

      Besides, after weeks of fighting, she knew there was no way she could escape if she remained locked in her cell. And escape she would, or die trying. She would never willingly be made into any man’s sex slave.

      “But first you must assure me Daniel has been safely returned to his mother,” she added even as Spiro’s eyes lit up in triumph.

      “I must assure you…?” His voice was deceptively soft, eyes now narrowed to dangerous slits.

      A tremor of fear ran through her, and her knees literally trembled. “I would very much appreciate it if you could assure me Daniel is safely back with his mother,” she amended, hating the timidity of her tone, but so desperately needing to know Daniel was safe.

      “Better.” Spiro’s brow cleared, and he nodded to stay the guard as he would have stepped forward to remove her. “I will, of course, need proof of your future compliance.”

      She swallowed. “What sort of proof? If you expect me to become your fuck buddy—”

      “Absolutely not.” Spiro gave a shudder. “My…tastes do not lean in the female direction,” he dismissed, turning to smile reassuringly at the young blond-haired man standing behind him as he stepped forward and placed a proprietary hand on Spiro’s shoulder. “No, I have a very important guest arriving later today. It is my wish you will be a good girl and…entertain him during his stay here.”

      Her stomach churned at the thought of what that entertainment might entail. “You expect me to have sex with a complete stranger?”

      Spiro’s mouth tightened. “I expect you to do whatever my guest requires you to do. If not…” He gave another of those uninterested shrugs.

      “And Daniel?”

      “If you please my guest, I might be persuaded into telling you what has happened to Master Daniel.”

      Lena swallowed the nausea that had risen in her throat, knowing this concession was all she would get from Spiro.

      Part of her wanted to spit in this man’s face, to tell him to go to hell where he belonged. But another part of her, the part in all human beings that clamored to survive at any cost, warned her Spiro meant it when he said he was asking her this question “for the last time.” That if she didn’t agree now, he would, without hesitation, hand her over to his ten bodyguards as their plaything until she begged and pleaded for it to stop.

      “Very well.” She nodded abruptly.

      Being released from her prison, allowed to wear clothes again, would at least give her back the dignity that had literally been stripped away from her during her months of imprisonment.

      The same freedom she hoped would allow her to somehow escape…

      “Good.” Spiro bounced jovially to his feet. “You will now be taken to one of the bedrooms upstairs by Costos, and I will send someone to pamper you and help dress you suitably in time for the arrival of my guest.”

      Maybe this guest, whoever he was, might help her if she told him what had happened to her these past three months.

      “And Magdalena…” Spiro smiled as she paused in the doorway to turn and look at him. “Do not think to make any sort of tearful appeal for sympathy regarding your plight to my guest. He knows exactly what you are and will have no patience with any tearful pleas from you for help.”

      Lena’s hands clenched tightly as Spiro deliberately and maliciously took that hope away from her. She squeezed so tightly, her long nails dug into her palms, piercing the skin and drawing blood.

      “The name of my guest is Dmitri Volkov,” the Greek informed her lightly.

      Her eyes widened. “Russian?”

      “Bratva.” Spiro nodded, dark eyes gleaming with malice. “And if you think I am a monster, then I assure you Mr. Volkov is ten times worse.”

      Oh God…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

        

      

    

    
      “We will escort you to Mr. Dukakis in the main villa.”

      Caleb nodded, his eyes cold as he slid on dark sunglasses and followed two of Dukakis’s burly bodyguards from the helo pad on Petros. He kept his silence as the two men sat in the front of the black SUV to drive to the Greek’s white villa sitting on top of the hillside a short distance away.

      There was no denying it was a beautiful island, lush and fertile, with a three-hundred-and-sixty-degree view of the Mediterranean. It should have been paradise, but instead Caleb knew it had become a hell on earth for many young women, possibly including Magdalena. They were here to be subdued, before Dukakis sold them to the highest bidder.

      Once Caleb had Magdalena safe, he had every intention of ripping this hellhole apart, and Dukakis along with it.

      Once he had Magdalena safe.

      As Caleb and Nikolai had suspected, Caleb and his luggage had been thoroughly searched and the gun removed from his shoulder holster before he was allowed to embark on the flight in Dukakis’s jet. All while being escorted by two of Dukakis’s burly and silent bodyguards.

      Caleb had ignored their presence, as he knew Nikolai would have, but he sensed their unease in his broodingly silent company. Which was exactly the effect he wanted.

      He spent that time and then the short hop by helo to the island going over and over again inside his head all the scenarios of what he might find when he got to Petros.

      Lena had been a prisoner for three months now, the first weeks in England, but the last eight, he believed, on this island in the Mediterranean.

      Months when she might have been beaten, or worse, by her captors.

      Whatever had been done to her, Lena would have learned not to trust anyone during that time, least of all a Russian associate of Spiro Dukakis.

      Caleb had to convince her otherwise in the short time he had, in whatever way he could.

      Once he’d managed to speak to her at all, that is.

      Not only were there always two guards in or outside the building where he believed she was being kept, but hacking into Dukakis’s security system had told him there were cameras everywhere, in the building where he believed Lena was being held prisoner, in the grounds, and in the main villa itself.

      Caleb had made light of all those things when he was speaking to Nikolai, but somehow he had to get past all those security cameras and convince Lena he was here to rescue her.

      Well, “easy” has never been my middle name.

      It would have been easier eight years ago if he’d just told the Afghan rebels what they wanted to hear.

      It would have been easier if he hadn’t had to carry a badly wounded Gabriel out of the fighting after his brother came to rescue him.

      It would have made his life so much easier if he wasn’t haunted by nightmares of his own time in captivity.

      And it would have been much fucking easier if he had never seen the photographs of Lena Roig as she laughed into the camera while playing with Daniel, and known he wanted her for himself.

      Irrational.

      Obsessive.

      But true.

      So fucking true, Caleb hadn’t been able to stop thinking about her for a single moment since. Everything about her called out to something deep inside him. That dark auburn hair. The warmth in her eyes. The glow in her cheeks. Lips he could kiss forever, along with her tenderly arched throat. As for the pertness of her breasts and the sensuous curve of her hips… His hands clenched, aching to touch her, to caress her.
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