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      two weeks earlier

      The Highlands, Scotland

      Dimitri held his gun tightly at his side as he trudged through the snow behind the psychopath who’d hired him. The sound of gunfire rent the night as the residents of the castle fought back. Reynard Durand, his boss on this job, was an idiot. But a dangerous idiot, the kind who was fluent in violence and lacking in empathy.

      Durand’s plan had been simple: go to Scotland, kidnap Claire Donaldson, hand her over to his boss and climb further up the ladder of Abramovich’s skin trade business. To achieve this aim, Durand attacked a bachelorette party. He thought he would waltz in, intimidate the women and waltz out again with Claire under his arm. Idiot. If he’d been watching them for the past week, as Dimitri had been, he would have known that nothing was simple when it came to the women of Invertary.

      He might also have known that Claire had an identical twin.

      Yeah, Durand was that dumb. He’d managed to nab the wrong woman and Dimitri was scrambling for a plan to get her out of this mess. A plan that didn’t involve blowing his cover.

      It was the soap opera finale of fuck ups.

      To prove his point, Megan Donaldson chose that moment to trip and head-butt Durand in his back. Dimitri grabbed her arm and yanked her upright before Durand could lash out. His body tensed, ready to strike if the idiot laid a hand on the woman.

      “Watch it,” Durand snapped. “Keep hold of her. We need to speed up. I have a couple of snowmobiles stashed at the west exit.”

      “What about the others?” Dimitri’s left hand wrapped around Megan’s upper arm. Her silver sweater was way too thin for the icy conditions, but he knew if he shrugged off his jacket and gave it to her, it would set off alarm bells for Durand. Instead he pulled her closer to his body and hoped she took some of his heat.

      “They’re on their own,” Durand snapped. “I don’t get paid enough to save their asses.”

      Dipshit. You never left a man behind. It was a fundamental code of the armed forces. But then Durand had never been in the military. Another strike against the man.

      Dimitri made a show of motioning Megan to move forward and telling her to hurry. It earned him a glare, which even in the middle of this fucked up operation, made him want to grin. He held her tight to keep her upright. Far too aware of her gentle curves. The ones he’d been drooling over since he’d first set eyes on her.

      He needed to come up with a way to get her out of this situation, before it became a whole lot worse. A way that didn’t make Durand suspicious of Dimitri’s allegiance. His mind frantically searched for options. And then it hit him. What if he didn’t get her out of this mess quite yet? What if he let Durand take them straight to his boss? It would be the fastest way for Dimitri to get access to the information he’d gone undercover to get.

      He glanced at Megan. Would she help him? Would she be willing to play hostage until he had what he needed? And would she do it knowing that he didn’t have a plan to get her out of this at the end of it? Sure, he’d come up with something. He always did. But it was still a huge risk for her to take. A risk he was desperate enough to ask her to take—if he could just get a chance to talk to her alone.

      As he reasoned through his plan, he felt Megan’s grip cover his gun hand. Before he could process what was happening, she jerked his hand up, flicked off the safety and pressed his trigger finger down. The gun went off. Durand fell face first into the snow.

      “What the—” Dimitri started.

      He was too stunned to react, which left him vulnerable. That’s why he wasn’t prepared when she turned and kneed him in the balls. Hard. A white light appeared before his eyes and he forgot how to breathe. A low howl escaped his frozen vocal cords as he bent double, holding his poor decimated balls. Through the pain, he vaguely registered that Durand was out cold. Megan grabbed Durand’s automatic weapon and pointed it straight at Dimitri’s head.

      “Drop the gun,” the blonde bombshell ordered.

      Dimitri hesitated. Too long. The sadist kicked him again. Dimitri made a gurgling sound deep in his throat as the gun fell from his grip. A second later he was writhing in the snow, hands cupped to his crotch.

      He looked up to find Megan standing over him. She was an Amazonian warrior. Her blonde hair a bright halo around her head, her cheeks flushed pink and a manic gleam in her blue eyes. She pointed his handgun at his head and smiled.

      Even in agony. Even bested by a Barbie doll. Even though she’d just blown his operation. Even then, part of his brain was applauding her actions and wondering how fast he could get her into bed.

      That’s if his poor, mashed equipment ever worked again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      Present Day

      the new London offices of Benson Security

      “Earth to Buffy, come in Buffy.”

      Dimitri Raast grinned when Megan scowled at him. The blonde beauty was easy to wind up. It had become his main hobby since he’d met her in Scotland two weeks earlier. She sat opposite him at the conference room table in the Regency townhouse that was now the new London office of Benson Security. Her long white-blonde hair was in a high ponytail and the striped T-shirt she wore slid off one creamy shoulder. She could have been a model, instead she’d set her sights on becoming a security specialist. Or as she liked to call it, a gun-for-hire. Yeah, her background in baking and doing hair wouldn’t get her far in her new profession. In fact, Dimitri knew for sure that the boss wouldn’t have let her anywhere near his business if they didn’t need her for this operation.

      If Dimitri didn’t need her.

      Her blue eyes narrowed at him. “You do know that calling me Buffy isn’t an insult, right? Buffy was a superhero. She saved the world countless times. She had a fantastic wardrobe and got to bonk sexy vampires.”

      “And she was an airhead.” He bit back a laugh. Megan Donaldson was too much. Really.

      “Have you even watched the show? Do yourself a favour and look it up on Netflix. Get back to me once you know what you’re talking about.”

      “Would you prefer I call you Blondie?” He folded his arms and watched as her gaze lingered on his biceps. Oh yeah, she felt the burn between them too.

      “Blondie was another cutting edge woman. A music pioneer. That isn’t an insult either.”

      “Barbie?”

      “Now you’re pissing me off.”

      Dimitri laughed. Which probably wasn’t smart, as he’d learned the hard way that Megan was unpredictable when she was pissed off. Unpredictable, wicked and violent, with a penchant for hitting men where it hurt most—and grinning while she did it. He shifted in his seat at the thought, trying to free up more space in his jeans. He wasn’t sure if the sudden tightness was due to fear that his crown jewels weren’t safe around the woman, or because her being crazy and violent seemed to press all the right buttons for him.

      Most of the women Dimitri had gotten hot and heavy with over the years were on the Suzy Homemaker end of the spectrum—naive, pretty, predictable and safe. In other words, reliable wife material. Not that he’d been looking for a wife, but if a man was going to fall into that pit, he’d rather it was with someone he knew would make a good family and home life. Yet, none of those women got him worked up the way crazy Megan Donaldson did. Turns out, at the ripe old age of thirty, he’d discovered his type actually lay more towards the wicked and twisted end of the spectrum. Who knew?

      The door to the conference room opened and Joe Barone and Ryan Granger swaggered in. Like Megan, the guys had come down from Benson Security’s main office in the Highlands. Unlike Megan, they were both ex-military and knew what they were doing.

      “Coffee?” Joe said by way of hello.

      Dimitri pointed to the table in the corner of the room where Julia, the office manager, had set up a coffee pot and a plate of Danish pastries. He assumed Joe’s grunt of reply was a thank you. The big Italian-American filled his mug, glugged it down and refilled it before taking his place at the table.

      “Rough night, old man?” Ryan filled his own mug and snagged a plate of pastries. “Can’t keep the pace, eh?”

      Joe stared at the younger Englishman. “Unlike you, I was up most of the night working the case.”

      Ryan shrugged. “Is that supposed to make me feel bad? Yeah, you were working hard, but I’ll take a night of hitting London’s clubs with a lingerie model over being conscientious any day of the week.”

      A growl rumbled from Joe’s chest. Ryan just laughed. The door slammed open and all heads turned to watch Rachel Ford-Talbot make her entrance. She scanned the room with a look of disgust. Her iPhone was in one perfectly manicured hand, her designer handbag was hanging from the crook of her arm and her equally expensive suit was teamed with her usual red-soled pumps. Dimitri was pretty sure someone who gave a shit about fashion would be able to name each of the designers Rachel wore—he wasn’t one of them.

      “This,” she gestured with a red tipped talon, “is the A-team?”

      Ryan pointed a croissant at her. “The A-team is still in Scotland, love. You got saddled with the B-team.”

      “Kill me now,” Rachel muttered as she headed towards the coffee.

      “That can be arranged.” Megan’s tone was pure cat.

      Rachel arched an eyebrow at her. “Tell me again why you’re on the team?” She stirred her coffee. “Without your twin to do your thinking for you, and that awful Goth friend of yours to fight your battles, just what use will you be?”

      Megan made her own little growl. It was more kitten than monster, which didn’t help the menace vibe she was aiming for. “My Goth friend should have kicked your scrawny backside harder when you were in Invertary.”

      Rachel smiled—it made Dimitri shudder. Now there was a woman who knew how to do mean. “Thanks for noticing my backside. It’s my new Pilates regime. I can recommend a divine personal trainer. She’ll help you lose that extra chub you carry in no time at all.”

      Dimitri thought Megan’s head might actually explode. He tensed, ready to jump out of his seat and do some damage control. Or duck. Whatever came first.

      Megan faced off against Rachel. “Just because I don’t think anorexia is a lifestyle choice doesn’t make me fat. You should try eating sometime, it might improve your disposition.”

      Rachel faked a pout. “Well done. I’m so proud. You used words with more than one syllable.”

      Megan sprang to her feet as their new boss entered the room. His hand clamped on her shoulder.

      “This meeting is about to start.” Callum McKay released his hold. “Fight on your own time.”

      “I’m not sure Rachel can confine being a bitch to her off hours.” Megan plopped back into her seat.

      “I said enough.” Callum’s soft Scottish burr rounded out the accents in the room.

      “Aye, aye, captain.” Rachel smirked at him. “We wouldn’t want to undermine your tenuous hold on authority. After all, we know how much a man’s ego is tied to his position.” Her gaze scanned down his body, lingering on his fly. “It would be such a shame to damage your fragile, teeny-tiny ego.”

      Callum stared Rachel down until the two of them were locked in a contest of wills.

      “Should we place bets on who cracks first?” Ryan whispered. “My money’s on Callum.”

      The lights suddenly dimmed and a photo appeared on the wall. Everyone’s eyes shot to the picture.

      “Sorry,” the large potted palm said. “I thought it was time for the slide show.”

      The lights came back up and the image disappeared.

      “Julia?” Megan said, as everyone eyed the plant at the other end of the table from Callum. Sure enough, the office manager was sitting behind it, a laptop balanced on her knees. “Have you been there the whole time?”

      There was some shuffling. “Um, yes,” Julia said softly.

      “I thought we were going to have breakfast together this morning,” Megan said. “I waited for you.”

      Dimitri knew the two women were sharing one of the tiny flats on the top floor of the building. With Megan’s extrovert personality and Julia’s social phobia, he could only imagine how well that was going.

      “Sorry,” the plant said. “I had a lot of work to do, so I came in early.”

      “This is ridiculous,” Callum barked. “I refuse to talk to foliage. Get out from behind the plant.”

      “I can’t. I’m plugged in here. The equipment doesn’t work out there.” Julia’s voice was barely a whisper, making them strain to hear her.

      “You can make it work out here,” Callum snapped. “You’re so bloody efficient you’re making my head spin. Get to the table.”

      The plant shook. “I haven’t had time to wire up the table area. I will for the next meeting. Right now, if you want a PowerPoint, I have to stay here.”

      The tremor in Julia’s voice was pronounced. Callum was on fragile ground. Julia had been adopted by half the team. She was practically the office pet.

      “Leave her alone,” Joe said. “Let her do her job.”

      “She’s hiding behind a plant.” Callum pointed at the plant. “How can she do her job from there?”

      “Have you had any problems with her work since we arrived in London?” Megan asked, although they all knew the answer. Julia could run the country if she tried. Okay, so she’d do it from inside a closet, but she’d still do a great job. “The answer is no. She’s way ahead of schedule with the office renovations. We all have everything we need to work. She’s doing her job great. So what if she’s a little shy? Leave her alone.”

      “A little shy?” Rachel barked a laugh. It sounded like nails on a chalkboard. “We’ve been working together for over a week and I’ve yet to see her face. That isn’t normal. If I was in charge,” she directed that comment to Callum, “I’d fire her.”

      “Aye,” Callum told the witch. “But you’re not in charge, are you?”

      “Yet.” Rachel gave him a look designed to make his balls shrivel. “You’re not exactly making a great impression as a boss. You can’t even get your secretary out from behind a plant.”

      “Office manager,” Joe, Megan and the plant said at the same time.

      Ryan laughed until he had to wipe his eyes.

      Callum turned his attention back to the potted plant. “Slide show, Julia. And next meeting that damned plant will be gone from the room. Are we clear?”

      “Yes, sir,” Julia whispered.

      “In fact, I want all of the plants removed from the building. It’s like a bloody jungle in here.”

      In reply the lights dimmed again. A photo of a man filled the wall.

      “This is Rudi Abramovich.” Callum pointed at the photo. “This man has Dimitri’s sister and we’re going to get her back.”

      Dimitri felt his blood turn to ice. This is why he’d joined Benson Security after the fiasco in Scotland. He needed the team’s backing to find his sister. He’d done everything he could on his own, made it as far as he was able, now he needed help.

      Dimitri had never felt hate until he’d come across Rudi Abramovich. He hadn’t realised the emotion burned like acid. He looked at the man who’d ruined his sister’s life. The crime boss could have stepped off the cover of GQ magazine. He was in his early forties and wore it well. His wavy brown hair was professionally styled. His grey suit and open-necked white shirt were tailored to fit his shoulders and make it clear he knew how to use gym equipment. His eyes were contact lens blue, his lips were full like a girl’s and his jaw was sharp like a cartoon character.

      “Who knew evil came in such a pretty package?” Megan said.

      Her approval of the guy’s rip-off, George Clooney get-up punched Dimitri in the gut. “There’s nothing attractive about him.”

      Megan blinked before she softened. “Of course not. He’s evil. And has obviously had some plastic surgery. Nobody looks that good naturally.” She leaned across the table to pat his hand. “He’s evil and fake.”

      Dimitri nodded. That was more like it. He lounged back into his chair, twirled a pencil and hoped he hid exactly how much the sight of Rudi affected him.

      “As I was saying,” Callum gritted out, unhappy at the chitchat during his meeting. “This guy has Dimitri’s sister and our mission is to get her back.”

      “Don’t you mean get her back if she’s still alive?” Rachel asked the question as though she was enquiring about the weather.

      The pencil in Dimitri’s grasp snapped in two. So much for keeping his cool. The tension in the room ratcheted up. All eyes were on Dimitri as he carefully placed the two halves of the pencil on the table in front of him. Every muscle in his body felt tight as he fought to control his rage. Slowly, very slowly, he looked up at Rachel.

      “What?” Rachel tossed her glossy auburn hair over her shoulder. “I’m not saying anything that everyone isn’t already thinking. Your sister has been missing for a year. We haven’t heard even a whisper about her whereabouts. She’s most likely dead. I know it. You know it. We all know it.”

      “That’s enough,” Callum snapped.

      Rachel opened her mouth but Callum’s palm slapped the table, so she huffed and closed her mouth.

      Slowly, Callum turned to Dimitri. “Bring us up to speed. We’ve all come into this operation at different stages. Start at the beginning so we’re on the same page.”

      As if by magic, the image on the wall changed and his sister appeared. Dimitri felt his chest clench as pain, sharp as a knife, speared through him. She had long black hair, a pretty smile and hazelnut eyes that were identical to his.

      “My sister.” Dimitri worked to keep his voice devoid of emotion. He cleared his throat and sat up a little straighter. “Katrina Raast. Twenty-five.”

      “She’s only two years older than I am,” Megan whispered.

      Dimitri totally understood Megan’s shock. At twenty-five he’d been on his second tour of Afghanistan. He’d seen a lot of things that had changed him, hardened him. But Katrina had been sheltered. Her world consisted of college classes and fun with her friends. So yeah, she was young. Way too young to be out there on her own, dealing with an evil bastard like Abramovich.

      “When she finished her Master’s degree at Brown, she decided to take some time out to travel before going back for her PhD. She’s smart.” He smiled, but the action hurt. “She got a job as an au pair in Germany for six months, to raise money for travel. In February last year her job wound up and she decided to backpack through Europe for the rest of the year.”

      “Was she alone?” Megan asked.

      Dimitri shook his head. “She’d made friends with two other au pairs who were placed by the same programme, both of them American.”

      Two more images of young women flashed on the wall. Their smiles seemed to mock the people watching.

      “Did they go missing too?” Megan said.

      “No. They’d split up for a day in Greece. The other two wanted to visit museums, but Katrina wanted to visit the refugee camp.” He felt a tiny smile break through his pain. “She majored in development policy and international politics. She wanted to see the problems first hand. She wanted to change the world.”

      The look in Megan’s eyes was the same as the one she’d had in Scotland the first time he’d told Benson Security about his sister. It was the look he’d seen before she held his hand and offered him comfort. A kindness that had almost broken him. Dimitri tore his eyes from her to look back at the image, which had changed to a candid shot of his sister posing in front of the Acropolis in Athens. Her arms were wide and she was grinning.

      “She didn’t make it back to the hotel as they’d arranged.” Dimitri focused his comments on Callum. At least there was no emotion in his boss’s eyes to derail him. “The guide she’d hired to take her to the refugee camp disappeared off the face of the planet. When the agency she booked him through was questioned, they had no records of Katrina’s booking or the guide.”

      “Abramovich’s organisation was using it to target tourists,” Callum said.

      “That and several other tourist agencies on the same street. The police found discrepancies in all of them.”

      “More missing women?” Ryan asked.

      Dimitri nodded. “At least eight over the past three years. All tourists. All travelling alone. All women in their twenties.”

      “And nobody noticed they were missing? Surely family or friends would lodge a complaint.” Megan’s outrage was a reminder of how sheltered and naive she was. “What about your parents? They must be going nuts.”

      “They died in a plane crash on a holiday to Alaska six years ago.” He kept his tone even and focused on the table in front of him rather than on the sympathy, or pity, he knew he’d see in Megan’s eyes.

      “People go missing all the time.” Joe rescued Dimitri from further questions. “Tourists run out on their bill and leave without checking out. How do you know if someone is really missing or has just moved on to the next stop on their tour? Only five of the women had anyone looking for them. The complaints weren’t investigated properly. No one connected the women.”

      To everyone’s surprise, it was Julia who spoke. “I don’t understand. How is that possible?”

      Dimitri sat up straighter in his seat. “It’s more than possible in a country where there’s a high turnover of tourists. Where the borders are weak and refugees are flooding in. A country where the economy is a mess and all public sectors are underfunded and run by people who are scraping by. The police are overwhelmed, overworked and lack the resources they need to follow everything up properly. Cases like this fall through the cracks.” He looked back at his sister’s smiling face. “People fall through the cracks.”

      “Did they do anything to find her?” Megan said.

      “They did what they could initially. The time and effort they put in dropped off dramatically after the first couple of months. I realised then that there had to be a private investigation, but I was on assignment and couldn’t get away. As soon as I was able I resigned my commission with the US Rangers, headed to Greece and started digging. A couple of months in I noticed one name kept coming up—Rudi Abramovich. I did more digging and discovered he’d built an empire on trafficking women. He targets tourists, homeless and poor women who won’t be missed. His speciality is educated, western women. If you want a particular type of woman, he’s the man to go to. He kidnaps to order.”

      His stomach turned at the thought and he was comforted to see the same looks of revulsion on his teammates' faces.

      “You’re sure he took your sister?” Rachel sounded sceptical.

      Dimitri took a moment to gain control of his anger before he answered. The woman didn’t seem to realise how her words cut through the people around her. Or she just didn’t care. “I found the tour guide who was supposed to take her to the refugee camp.”

      There was a heavy silence as Dimitri’s memory replayed the screams the man had made when he’d beaten the information out of him.

      “He was working for Rudi?” Joe said.

      He noticed no one asked what happened to the guy.

      “He was working for a middleman. I worked my way up the chain until I knew for certain Rudi had her.” He turned to Rachel. “So, yeah, I’m sure he’s behind my sister’s abduction.”

      “Did you get any idea where she’s been taken?” Callum said.

      “No.” Dimitri ran a hand over his hair which was growing out from its military buzz cut. He suddenly felt exhausted. No, not exhausted, worn out. “That’s where I ran aground. Then I heard about the job Reynard Durand was putting together and manoeuvred to get on his team. Word was the guy had a straight line to Rudi and I wanted to get on that line.”

      “Instead you ended up in Scotland.” Megan glared at him. “Trying to kidnap my sister.”

      Yeah, that had been the job.

      “Hey.” He held up his hands, hoping the gesture would make him appear non-threatening. Megan didn’t seem to buy it. “Don’t blame me for the plan to kidnap your sister. That was all Rudi and the idiot he hired.”

      “The idiot who then went on to hire you,” she pointed out.

      The woman would not let this issue go. Every time he turned around she was needling him about it. “I. Was. Under. Cover.”

      “Which brings us to the second aim of this mission.” Callum glared at Dimitri and Megan, making it clear their argument was over. “Rudi wants Claire Donaldson.”

      “Claire Dayton,” Megan interrupted. “She married that freaky man mountain. I don’t know why, but then Claire has always had a thing for lunatics.”

      Callum raised his voice, “As I was saying, Rudi wants Claire and will go to any length to get her. That means this mission has two aims. We need to retrieve Katrina and eliminate the threat to Claire.”

      “And by eliminate you mean—” Megan made a slicing motion at her throat.

      Everyone stared at her.

      “Why is she here?” Rachel pointed at Megan. “She knows nothing about security. She has no training, or experience. She’s a liability.” She turned to Callum. “Does your boss know she’s here?”

      Callum looked like he’d had his fill of Rachel. “Lake isn’t my boss. Benson Security is owned by three partners now—Lake Benson, myself and Harry Boyle. Who, if you care to remember, is your direct boss.”

      The woman rolled her eyes. “Harry is more like my younger brother than a boss.”

      “And now Harry, Lake and I own Benson Security and you work for us.” Callum leaned forward. “If you don’t like the new situation, I’d be happy to accept your resignation.”

      “Like that’s going to happen.” She tossed her expensive haircut. “Someone needs to stick around to pick up the pieces once you screw up.” Her eyes narrowed. “And when you do, I’ll be waiting in the wings to take charge.”

      “Or, I could fire you,” Callum said softly.

      “You can try.” Rachel tapped her talons on the table in front of her before turning to Joe. “Why on earth does this Rudi person want Claire Donaldson?”

      “Dayton,” Megan said again and was ignored.

      “Claire is married to Grunt,” Joe said. “Grunt and I helped Rudi’s wife escape him and get back to America. We think Rudi wants to take Grunt’s wife from him as payback.”

      Rachel held up a hand to stop Joe. “What on earth kind of name is Grunt? Is that one of those Highland things? You’ll have to forgive me if I’m not up to date on the goings on in Invertary. Unlike some people, I actually like to spend my time in civilisation.”

      Dimitri was pretty sure he could actually hear Callum grinding his teeth.

      “What?” The woman smirked at Callum. “Am I disrupting this extremely professional briefing?”

      “Professional or not, after the meeting I want you in my office, Rachel.”

      “Of course, boss.” Rachel’s tone made it clear she’d do exactly what she felt like after the meeting.

      A threatening rumble sounded from Callum just as loud music blared throughout the room. It took Dimitri a few seconds to realise it was Bette Midler singing Wind Beneath My Wings. He fought a grin as he watched Megan cover her mouth with her hand to stifle her laughter, at the same time as Ryan turned his into a cough.

      “Julia!” Callum roared.

      The music stopped dead.

      “Sorry,” Julia said. “I told you there were gremlins in the system. I will make a note of each one and personally ensure they’re dealt with. There are more pastries in the kitchen, if anyone is interested. Along with another pot of coffee.”

      “I’ll get them.” Ryan’s chair scraped the floor as he rushed to get at the food.

      “I’ll help.” Joe followed their teammate. “If we let you get them they’ll be gone before you get back.”

      “I can’t help it if I have a better metabolism than you.” Ryan grinned. “It’s age. I bet you could eat what you liked when you were my age.” Joe swatted the back of Ryan’s head.

      “Bring me a Diet Coke,” Megan called after the men.

      “Honestly.” Rachel’s voice had all the subtlety of a PA announcement. “It’s like being back in kindergarten. There is nothing professional about this new business. Harry should never have joined forces with Benson Security. It will damage his reputation.”

      Callum growled again, but this time Julia was smart enough to keep her finger off the media controls. The guy stared at the ceiling. Dimitri bet he was praying for help. He recognised the action because he’d used the same one quite a bit since he’d met Megan.

      Megan clasped her hands and leaned onto the table. “Tell me,” she said to Rachel. “Are you even aware just how bitchy you are?”

      Rachel gasped, her hand flew to her chest. “I’m bitchy?”

      “I’ll take that as a yes. You really don’t give a crap, do you?”

      “Darling.” Rachel smirked. “I care about things that matter.”

      Before Megan could waste any more breath on the woman, the guys came back with supplies. Joe carried a coffee pot and two cans of Diet Coke. He put the pot onto the counter, tossed a can at Megan then headed for the huge plant. He crouched down in front of it and smiled as he offered Julia a drink.

      “I like your conflict management style, babe,” he told her.

      A timid hand appeared and took the offered drink. Joe sat back in his chair, his legs stretched out in front of him. He reminded Dimitri of a leopard he’d seen on a stint in Africa. He looked relaxed but he could pounce without a hint of warning if the need arose.

      “As I was saying, before you and Callum got into a pissing contest,” Joe said to both of them, earning almost identical death glares which made him grin. “Grunt is a nickname because the monosyllabic bastard barely talks. His wife calls him Samuel. She’s the only one who does. Well, she’s the only one who’s been allowed to live after calling him Samuel. Anyway, Grunt and I were in the marines together. When we got out, we partnered up to work private security. One of our first jobs was to escort a woman back to the States from Romania. Her father wanted to help her escape her abusive husband. He told us she was married to a business man, someone who owned a chain of coffee shops. We didn’t do more than a surface check and the information was solid. Speaking of coffee…”

      Joe waved his empty mug at Ryan who was over at the snack table, working his way through a platter of pastries. With a sigh, Ryan lifted the coffee pot and sauntered over to Joe.

      “What did your last slave die of?”

      “Heart attack,” Joe said solemnly. “Too many baked goods.”

      Ryan gave him a one fingered salute before he headed back to the pastries. Joe’s amusement faded as he looked back at them.

      “We thought the job was a straight bodyguard deal—protect the woman while she got the hell out of there. We were wrong. When we met with her, all hell broke loose. She was being followed by a whole load of Rudi’s men. I grabbed the wife while Grunt stayed behind to deal with the assholes that jumped us. That’s probably how they got Grunt’s ugly mug on camera. Knowing Rudi’s rep, he’ll think it’s quid pro quo to take Grunt’s wife away from him. Poetic payback, so to speak—a wife for a wife.”

      “Did you get Rudi’s wife to safety?” Ryan sat back down beside Joe—with a plate piled high with snacks.

      Joe nodded. “But it was a total cluster f⁠—”

      Julia cleared her throat loudly, cutting him off. Joe grinned at the plant.

      Clearly, Callum’s patience had reached its limits. The guy stood, folded his arms over one of the many Henleys he owned and wore like a uniform. He was six foot of honed instincts and sharp muscle. If you didn’t know the guy was walking around on two prosthetic legs, you would never have guessed.

      “We all up to date now?” It was clear his question was purely an exercise in sarcasm so there were no replies. “Great, then maybe we can get down to business. As Dimitri said, with Durand out of the picture his investigation’s hit a brick wall. That’s where we come in. Lake is working his London contacts to see what info he can dig up as to Rudi’s whereabouts. Abramovich moves around a lot. For Dimitri to set up a meet with him, we need to pin down a location fast.”

      “The plan,” Dimitri said, “is to get a personal meeting with Rudi, disable him and access his files for Katrina’s location.”

      “Disable him in a way that will make sure he keeps away from Claire,” Megan added.

      “But no killing.” Callum stared her down. “We’re security professionals, not hitmen.”

      She waved the words away with a flick of her hand, making Dimitri worry about exactly what was going on in her fluffy little head. He made a mental note to grill her about it later. It was important that the whole team were on the same page when it came to Rudi. They couldn’t afford anyone to go off plan—especially not when his sister’s life was at risk.

      “Even if Abramovich is in one place long enough to arrange a meeting with,” Rachel waved her phone in Dimitri’s direction, “what makes you think you can get close enough to him to access his records? He doesn’t know you from Adam.”

      He swallowed his irritation at her condescending tone. “Because, I have something he wants. Rudi Abramovich wants Grunt’s wife, Claire. He’s desperate to get her. And Claire is an identical twin. So…”

      All eyes turned to Megan who gave them a royal wave.

      Rachel’s glee was almost palpable. “You’re going to give him Megan and pass her off as Claire.” Her grin was face-splittingly wide. “This is so much better than I could have imagined it would be. Well done, Megan. You do have a purpose on the team. One totally befitting your station in life—you’re bait.”
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      Rachel’s laughter was still ringing in Megan’s ears hours later as Dimitri navigated their car through central London’s traffic. They were on their way to meet up with one of Lake’s contacts. Someone who had a lead on how to get to Rudi.

      “I don’t like being called bait.” Even though that was exactly what she was.

      “You’re not bait. You’re my partner. We’re in this together. You saving your sister. Me saving mine. Partners.” To his credit, Dimitri even managed to keep a straight face while he said it.

      They were stuck in the endless traffic around Piccadilly Circus. “Why is this called a circus anyway? I don’t get it. It isn’t a square, or a roundabout, so I can understand that the town planners wouldn’t want to call it that. But circus, that makes no sense at all.” She turned in her seat to face Dimitri. “Do you think there was an actual circus based here at some point?” She couldn’t see it. The grand Victorian buildings, with their white stone facades and weird little turrets and domes, didn’t look like the sort of place you’d house animals.

      “Can we focus on the job?” Dimitri swerved around a double decker bus and into Shaftesbury Avenue, the home of London theatre.

      “I came down here to see a play once, when I was in secondary school,” Megan said. “Shakespeare. I can’t remember which one. I was more interested in getting the attention of Hamish McIntosh at the time.” She remembered the kiss they’d managed to sneak in, in the theatre foyer when the teachers weren’t looking. Good times. Now Hamish was a farmer up near Aberdeen and Megan was bait.

      She spotted a large banner over a theatre. “Helen Mirren and Libby Collins are doing a play.” With a grin she turned to Dimitri. “When this is all over we need to go. They’re two of my all-time favourite actresses. Helen Mirren especially.”

      “Who?”

      “Seriously? How can you not know who Helen Mirren is? She’s like acting royalty.” She gaped at him. “You’re one of those guys, aren’t you? I should have realised.”

      He drummed his fingers on the steering wheel, irritated with traffic, and probably with her. “What guys?”

      Poor ignorant man, he needed her help. “Guys fall into two categories. Die Hard and Star Wars.”

      “You’re making this shit up.”

      “The Star Wars guys watch everything sci-fi, think they’re intellectuals and can quote comic books. The Die Hard guys think movies ended with John McClane.”

      A sceptical look was all she got for her efforts to educate the guy. “That’s it? Comic-Con geeks and John McClane wannabes?”

      She waved a hand. “I’m over simplifying. The point is, you’re a Die Hard guy. Prove me wrong. Name a movie you’ve seen that was made after Die Hard.”

      Honestly, she could almost smell rubber burning while he thought about it. At last, he grinned in triumph.

      “Die Hard 4,” he said.

      “I rest my case.” Posters advertising Les Miserables caught her attention. She’d never been to one of the big West End musicals. “When this is over, I’m going to help you with your cultural ignorance. We’ll go to all the West End shows.” The urge to bounce in her seat like an excited two year old was difficult to resist. “I might even take you to a movie that doesn’t have Bruce Willis in it.”

      His smile was dazzling. “Do your worst, Buffy. I look forward to it.”

      Traffic started to move again and their focus returned to the reason they were fighting their way through London’s city centre. Megan thought about his earlier declaration. It didn’t make a whole lot of sense.

      “How exactly are we partners? You plan to trade me for your sister.” She held up her hands when he growled at her. Touchy man. “Don’t get me wrong. I’m all for it. I’d just like to know where the partner part comes in.”

      “I don’t plan to trade you for my sister.” He shot her an irritated look. “You’re just the key to getting close to Rudi and his records. As to partners, we’re here, aren’t we? Talking to contacts together. Doing the legwork together. That makes us partners.” He swung a left and headed for the part of Soho that housed its infamous red light district. The streets were narrow, the buildings tall. A mish mash of sixties office blocks and modified red stone tenements.

      “I’m only here because you’re terrified to leave me alone in case I do something you deem stupid and ruin your plans.”

      “That too.” He steered the car into a purpose-built parking garage that was squeezed between two older buildings.

      They found a free space on the third floor, parked their generic SUV and headed down the stairs and out into Brewer Street. As Dimitri gallantly held the door open for her to exit, he leaned into her.

      “For the record.” His voice was a low, sexy growl against her ear that made it hard to concentrate on his words. “Stop saying I plan to hand you over to that piece of dirt. It is not, nor ever has been, in the plans to trade you for Katrina. You think I want to hand another woman over to him? You’re simply my ticket into Rudi’s office, where we’ll get the information we need and then both of us will leave together. You got me?”

      Megan blinked at him for a few seconds. “You are seriously sexy when you’re earnest.”

      “Get a move on.” Dimitri shoved her out of the door, making her laugh.

      They walked side by side through the throngs of tourists and Londoners that filled the narrow street.

      “I don’t remember this stuff from when I came here with the school,” Megan muttered.

      They passed shops with windows stuffed full of adult toys, neon signs flashing copulating couples, and bookshops with blacked out windows. In amongst the seedier businesses were designer cafes, uptown boutiques and pricey galleries.

      “Are you sure this is the right place?” she said as she stared at Starbucks. “It doesn’t look like a red light area to me.”

      Dimitri turned into a narrow alley. “What were you expecting? Half-naked women on street corners and live sex shows in shop windows?”

      “Well, yeah.”

      He shook his head at her ignorance.

      Halfway down the alley there was a traditional English pub taking up the whole bottom floor of an old tenement block. The exterior was painted burgundy, with dark wood and hanging baskets filled with pansies. A blackboard told them the soup of the day was potato and leek. A sign on the door said soliciting would not be tolerated. The sign sat beside a vending machine that was filled with condoms. Interesting place.

      Megan followed Dimitri into the shady interior. The outdoor colour theme continued inside, with heavily varnished dark wooden tables, a paisley-patterned carpet in browns and burgundy and matching burgundy and cream walls. Framed photos filled the walls, showing the area in times past—the odd famous face amongst them.

      Dimitri wended his way around the tables, which were beginning to fill with the after-work crowd, past the long dark bar, to a booth in the corner.

      “You must be Dimitri.” A middle-aged woman in a form fitting purple dress that screamed Hollywood heyday stood and held out her hand.

      Dimitri took it. “Thanks for agreeing to meet with me.”

      “Anything for Lake.” Her smile was sultry as she said Lake Benson’s name, making Megan wonder what the history was between the two of them.

      With her husky voice and immaculately made up face, Carla was the last person Megan expected to meet when Lake said he had a contact in London who would know about Rudi’s whereabouts. This woman could have been a retired catwalk model. She was elegant, sexy and comfortable in her skin. She waved at the booth.

      “Please, take a seat.” She sat back down. “Lake didn’t mention that he was sending me a sexy toy boy,” she said to Dimitri before turning to Megan. “And you, darling, you are just divine. Look at those cheekbones. And that hair. Oh, I’d kill for your hair.”

      Megan smiled at the compliment, although the woman had nothing to worry about. Her long hair was dyed Marilyn Monroe blonde and styled in gentle waves to her shoulders.

      Megan slid into the booth and Dimitri followed her. She wasn’t sure if it was a protective move, or if he was blocking her escape.

      “Lake said you might have something for me.” Dimitri ran his arm along the back of their seat.

      He looked perfectly relaxed. A man at ease in his natural habitat, but Megan knew he was aware of every single thing going on in the room beside him.

      “Straight to the point. I like it.” Carla smiled seductively before leaning towards them. “I’ll do likewise.” She glanced casually around before she spoke. “Word is Rudi’s coming back to town. He’ll be in his London house by the end of the week.”

      Dimitri was no longer pretending to be relaxed. Now he looked like the predator she knew him to be. Ready to pounce. To strike. To decimate. Was it wrong that she thought he looked kind of sexy? Yeah. Probably.

      “How good is this info?” Dimitri asked.

      “Top notch.” Carla sat back in her seat and stirred her drink with the straw. “They’re getting the house ready for him as we speak. Apparently his mother is turning seventy next week and her son plans to take her to Madame Butterfly after dinner at Gordon Ramsay’s.”

      “He has a mother?” Megan blurted. Because—shocking.

      Carla smiled at her, clearly amused. “Are you in the business, love?”

      Megan looked at Dimitri, but his mind was obviously elsewhere seeing as his jaw was clenched tight enough to break. “You mean, security for hire?”

      “No, I mean sex for hire.”

      “Oh!” Megan lowered her voice. “No. Are you?”

      She nodded. “I run a brothel two streets over. And before you ask, we don’t deal with Abramovich or his organisation. All of my girls are there by choice.” She eyed Megan speculatively. “We’re always looking for new talent. With your looks and that gorgeous accent you’d be an instant hit.”

      “Really?”

      “The men would be lining up round the block for you. You’d make a mint.”

      Megan put her elbow on the table. “How much are we talking?”

      “Megan!” Dimitri came out of his vengeance-induced trance.

      “What? I’m just asking.” She looked back at Carla. “Give me a ballpark figure.”

      Carla started to chuckle. “I like her,” she said to Dimitri. “She’s got spirit.”

      “Yeah, that’s one word for it.”

      Megan elbowed him in his side. He didn’t even flinch, so she turned her attention back to Carla.

      “Would I have to do any really kinky stuff? The thought of dealing with someone who has a foot fetish makes my skin crawl.” It wasn’t like she planned to take her up on the offer, but it didn’t stop her from being curious.

      A large hand covered her mouth. “Don’t answer her. Don’t encourage her. Don’t humour her,” were the droll commands.

      Megan bit his palm. He jerked his hand away as she frowned up at him. “There’s no harm in being informed.”

      Dimitri ignored her. “I need a contact for Rudi. Someone who has access to him and can help me get close enough for a personal meeting with the man.”

      “That’s a hard ask, darling. Rudi Abramovich makes that guy in North Korea look friendly. The man has paranoid down to a fine art.” Carla tapped a perfectly manicured fingernail on her bottom lip. “There is someone. Does the security for the house when Rudi is in town.” She opened her tiny purple handbag, brought out the latest iPhone and tapped at the screen. “I’m sending you his number. He’s in charge of the team at the house, so he should have Rudi’s ear, or at least someone close to Rudi.” She gave a delicate shrug. “Worth a try.”

      Dimitri nodded his thanks, which irritated Megan.

      “Thank you, Carla,” she said pointedly to the oaf taking up most of the bench seat. “Why don’t you pretend you’re a proper human being for a minute and use some manners?”

      Her answer was a scowl. Which, she was beginning to believe, was his thinking face.

      Dimitri climbed out of the booth and motioned for her to follow. And like a good little soldier she did.

      “Later,” he said to Carla and headed for the door.

      Megan hesitated before turning back to the woman. Carla had a business card in her hand, which she held out to Megan. She took it, because it would be impolite not to, and put it in the pocket of her jeans.

      “Take some time and consider my offer,” Carla said.

      “I don’t really think I’m cut out for the sex industry,” Megan said, not wanting to string the woman along.

      “Then call me if you want to chat. I think I’d enjoy that.” Her eyes sparkled with amusement.

      “That I can do.” Megan grinned. “But really, just between you and me, how much do you think I could earn a week?”

      “Megan,” Dimitri barked from the door, making Carla laugh hard.

      With a glare in his direction, she waved at the woman and headed towards him.

      “You’re driving me crazy,” she told him as he held the door open for her.

      “Likewise, Buffy.”

      Dimitri called the new contact while Megan browsed through one of the more sedate adult shops in the street. This one was on the women’s lingerie end of the spectrum, although they still carried designer bondage gear and a whole array of flavoured gels. Megan bought a blindfold, which was pretty much a bedazzled eye mask. When Dimitri cocked an eyebrow at her purchase she kept her lips closed and let his imagination fill in the gaps. He didn’t need to know it was a gift for Claire who liked to nap during the day now that she was pregnant, but hated when it was too light.

      “We’re meeting Rudi’s guy at seven.”

      The look in his eye said it all. The man was primed for vengeance. A year, that’s how long he’d been looking for his sister. A year of chasing down the slightest lead. A year of coming up against brick wall after brick wall. And now, with the help of Benson Security, he was making headway at last. Megan bet he could practically taste the end.

      “We’re going to find her.” It was a false promise, born from desperate hope more than anything else. As soon as it fell from her lips, Megan wished it back. Dimitri didn’t need placating, he needed action.

      “Yeah,” he said.

      Megan put her hand on his arm and held tight. At last he looked in her eyes. “No. I mean, we’ll move heaven and earth until we find her. We’ll do whatever it takes.” It was no less than she would do if it was Claire who was missing.

      It was no less than she was doing now to save Claire from a similar fate. For a moment, they held each other’s gaze, a silent understanding between them.

      With a deep breath, Dimitri took a step back and glanced at his diver’s watch. “We’ve got over an hour. Might as well eat something.” And then he strode off, expecting her to follow. And like a freaking lemming, she did.
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      Dimitri led them to Chinatown, on the other side of Shaftesbury Avenue from the red light district. The pedestrianised street was lined with restaurants, but Megan picked Soon Fatt, purely because she thought the name was hilarious. Dimitri didn’t question her decision, even though there were better looking restaurants on the street. He was learning there were some fights that just weren’t worth the effort.

      The interior was standard Chinese restaurant—white tablecloths, red paper lanterns and gold dragon motifs. They ordered a menu for two, the one with crispy duck, plus a few added extras.

      “So what’s the plan?”

      Megan confiscated all of the spring rolls as soon as they arrived at the table, then stabbed his hand with a chopstick when he reached for one.

      “The plan is to use this guy, John Martin, goes by Johnny Rotten, to⁠—”

      She stopped with a spring roll halfway to her mouth. “Johnny Rotten? Seriously? Like the punk singer?”

      “I kid you not, but I don’t think he’s named after the punk guy.” To be honest, it wasn’t the worst nickname he’d come across. “The plan is to convince Johnny to okay a visit with his boss and arrange it for us.”

      “I don’t get it.” Megan waved her chopsticks around for emphasis. “We have a team of hackers at our disposal, can’t they just find Rudi’s email address and give it to you? Wouldn’t that be the easiest way to set up a meeting with Rudi?”

      “If only it was that simple.” He snatched one of the spring rolls before she could stop him. Her glare was adorable. “He lives offline. Everything is done through his assistants.”

      He swore he could actually see her brain working. “So none of the trails lead to him. Smart. I suppose it’s the same deal with his cell phone number.”

      He didn’t answer. He didn’t need to. Rudi Abramovich had his personal contact information locked up tight. Either he approached you, or you got to him through his team. It was time consuming, difficult and seriously cautious. And it worked. He was still free while other men in the same business were long behind bars.

      The waitress arrived with a large silver platter loaded with food and Megan bounced on her seat at the sight of it. She’d gravitated towards everything on the menu that was deep fried and when he’d asked her about it, she’d shrugged and told him she was Scottish. Before she could nab the sweet and sour chicken, again crispy fried, he loaded her plate with some of the steamed vegetables he’d ordered. The look of horror on her face was priceless.

      “What did you do that for?”

      “You need something that isn’t junk food.”

      “I eat healthy food. Just not here. What’s the point of eating steamed broccoli when there’s fried rice on the table?” Her outrage almost made him laugh—he fought it back.

      “Humour me. Cover the damn things in sweet and sour sauce if you like, but eat them. Your arteries will thank you.”

      She pointed a chopstick at him. “Just for that comment, I’m ordering more spring rolls.” She covered the vegetables with sauce until they were practically swimming in it.

      Dimitri shook his head. “You eat like a teenager.”

      “Scottish,” she said again, like that was supposed to mean something.

      He must have looked blank because she gave a long-suffering sigh. “We’re the nation that eats deep fried Mars Bars and Irn Bru sausages. The same country that claims haggis as its national dish, but eats more curries than anywhere outside of India. Our supermarkets have three aisles dedicated to biscuits and cookies and one for fruit and veg. This,” she pointed at the table, “is amateur night for a Scot.” Then she chomped on a piece of deep fried chicken.

      Dimitri shuddered before loading up on noodles and veg. “As I was saying, I’m hoping this guy is our access to Rudi. If he isn’t, we’ll need to come up with another plan.”

      “Won’t it tip your hand going to Johnny first? I mean, if he doesn’t help us then Rudi knows your plan. He might send someone to take me from you. It would cut out the middle man. If I was him, that’s what I would do.”

      “If the meeting starts to look like it’s going to go belly up I’ll think of something.”

      She stilled. “This is just like in Scotland. You’re going to make this up as you go along, aren’t you?”

      “No. I’m going to come up with a plan when it’s needed. A plan based on a lifetime of experience and training.”

      “Yeah. Right.” She pointed her chopsticks at him. The woman used the utensils like a weapon. “That’s the attitude that left me rescuing myself in Scotland.”

      “Here we go again.” He put his elbows on the table and clasped his hands. “You just cannot let this go, can you? I would have gotten you out of there. I was waiting for the right time.”

      “Who are you kidding? You were going to march me all the way to Rudi’s base in Romania and trade me for the whereabouts of your sister.”

      “That was before I really knew you. And I wouldn’t have traded you. I’d have used you, like I’m doing now. Big difference.”

      “Yep. I can hardly tell the two plans apart.”

      “Eat your food.” Then just to annoy her, he moved the rest of the fried rice across the table and out of her reach.

      They ate in silence for a few minutes. Dimitri tried to focus on his food while mentally preparing for the meeting he’d scheduled. It was hard with Megan sitting so close to him. Everything about the woman was a distraction, from her bright blue eyes, to her luscious pink lips, through to her perfectly curved hips. He couldn’t be in the same room as her without wanting to touch, tease, taste. Even her crazy attitude and bad temper were temptation to him.

      Twelve long months he’d eaten, breathed and slept the hunt for Katrina. Megan was the first thing that had been strong enough to break through his obsession. Being around her was like a time out from the stress and anxiety that constantly plagued him. And the more he was in her presence, the more he wanted to hold on to her. But he couldn’t. He had to focus. She had to focus. There was too much at stake to get distracted. Especially when they were this close to getting to Rudi.

      He cleared his throat and cast around for a safer topic. “The workout room is finished. We start training tomorrow morning.”

      She patted her lips with the white linen napkin, making his mind flood with all the other things he could do with those lips. “What training?”

      He sat back in his chair, needing the space between them. “Self-defence.”

      “Oh, in that case, no thanks. I’m covered.” She tucked her hair behind her ear.

      “You’re covered?”

      “Yep. I know how to take care of myself.”

      Oh, this he had to hear. “Okay, Buffy, I’ll bite. What makes you think you’d be any good in a fight?”

      “You mean, apart from the fact I managed to knock you unconscious. Not to mention the time I rendered you incapable of speech with a kick to the groin. You’d think those events would have clued you in to the fact that I have skills.”

      “You don’t have skills. You have luck. And it was your sister—not you—who knocked me out. As for the knee to my balls, you took me by surprise. I thought we were on the same side at the time.”

      Megan barked out a laugh. “The same side? You turned up in my home town with a bunch of thugs intent on kidnapping my sister to hand her over to a maniac. We were never on the same side.”

      “I. Was. Under. Cover.”

      “Blah, blah, blah. Like being undercover is an excuse for ineptitude. You almost got me killed.”

      “You were never anywhere near getting hurt. We agreed on a plan. All you had to do was pretend to be Claire and I would make sure you were freed at some point.”

      Megan threw up her hands. “Listen to yourself. That isn’t a plan. That’s just optimism. You said,” she deepened her voice and affected an American accent, “play along and I’ll think of something.” She dropped the accent. “Think of something? Yeah. That was reassuring. Good job I was able to save myself.”

      “Yeah, by kicking me in the balls and shooting Durand in the ass.”

      “You say that like it’s a bad thing. I took on two armed, trained men and won. I realise it was a blow to your ego, but you need to get over it. I think this conversation makes it clear why I don’t need self-defence training. I can defend myself just fine. I took Lake’s class in Invertary, my brother made sure we knew what to do growing up and I did two years of judo when I was a kid. I’m. Covered. So how about we spend any training time you have booked going over something I don’t know, like how to use a machine gun.”

      Dimitri felt his jaw clench tight. “There is no way I’m letting you anywhere near an automatic weapon.”

      Megan leaned across the table, closing the distance between them. “You are not the boss of me.”

      “For this job I am.”

      “We’re partners. Equal partners.”

      “Like hell.”

      “Yes. It will be hell.”

      He made a strangled noise and threw up his hands as someone cleared their  throat. The red haze in front of Dimitri’s eyes cleared enough for him to notice they had the attention of everyone in the restaurant and their waitress was standing beside their table. Fantastic. Talk about how not to keep a low profile.

      “Can I get you anything else?” The woman’s eyes were wide as she looked at them.

      “Just the bill.” Dimitri tried to smile at her, but his face wouldn’t work with him. “In fact, don’t bother. We’ll pick it up on the way out.” He looked at Megan, who was still fuming. “Let’s go.”

      She grabbed her navy blue padded jacket from the back of her chair, thanked the waitress and strode to the front door, her head held high and her gorgeous ass swaying. Dimitri paid the bill, leaving a hefty tip and chased after the annoying woman.

      By the time he’d made it outside, Megan was halfway up the street. He jogged after her, dodging the many people who were reading the menus posted outside the restaurants. The infuriating woman had to know he was chasing her and yet she strode on, in the opposite direction to where their car was parked. With her head held high, her fists clenched and her back ramrod straight, it didn’t take a genius to figure out she was still mad at him.

      “Wait up.” He grabbed her arm and spun her around.

      Her fist came out, but he was prepared for her violent streak. He caught her hands and held them behind her back.

      “Let. Go. Of. Me.”

      Her eyes flashed pure fire. Her cheeks were flushed and her chest heaved. She was stunning.

      “Promise you won’t hit.”

      “Promise you won’t annoy me.”

      “See, I can’t do that, Buff. Annoying you has become my main hobby.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “Find another one.”

      “Why would I do that when this one is so entertaining?”

      She struggled in his arms, making him hold her tighter. “You have three seconds to release me or you’re going to regret it.”

      “Hey,” a guy passing said. “You okay there?” He looked between the two of them, obviously worried. Dimitri became aware they were standing in the middle of a crowded street and they’d attracted quite an audience.

      “Fine,” they snapped at the same time and the guy backed off, shaking his head.

      Megan glared up at him. With her heeled boots, she was just a few inches shorter than he was. He could feel her warm breath on his jaw. It would be so easy to lean down, close the gap between them and taste those luscious lips.

      “Three seconds,” she reminded him.

      “Or what?” He couldn’t remember the last time he felt this alive, this delighted. Playing with Megan was a rush to his system.

      “Oh to hell with it.” She angled her head and bit his throat. Hard.

      Dimitri released her and slapped a hand over the bite. There was a smattering of laughter and applause from the onlookers. Megan folded her arms and cocked her head at him, as though considering. It had to be the most disconcerting look he’d ever been subjected to and it made part of him want to run. In that moment, he really didn’t care what that said about him.

      “That’s going to leave a mark.” He prodded the bite gently. No blood, but it would definitely bruise. “I’ll get you back for this.”

      She smirked. “You mean you’ll try to get me back for it.” She stepped into his space. “You might as well face it.” She patted his T-shirt through his open jacket, her palms a brand on his chest. Long dark lashes batted over blue eyes. “You are no match for me.”

      He opened his mouth to correct her ludicrous assumption when her hand curved around his neck and she yanked his face towards her. It took a split second for his body to tense, ready to defend itself, but by then it was too late. Her lips were on his and nothing else mattered except the delicious pressure of Megan’s kiss. In that moment, he would have willingly laid himself at her feet and let her trample him.

      He was vaguely aware of the wolf whistles and cheers, then he heard nothing, felt nothing, except Megan. His left arm wrapped tight around her, his right hand clasped the back of her head as he angled her mouth to suit him. It wasn’t a kiss like any he’d ever experienced. This was a duel. A battle of wills. A fight for dominance. And he couldn’t have said who was winning. All he knew was he wanted more. He wanted all of her.

      “Get a room,” someone shouted.

      Megan’s lips moved away from his and he followed them. A sharp tug to his hair halted him and he realised Megan’s fingers had clutched him tight. She leaned back. She was breathless. Her normally pink lips were swollen and red. Her blue eyes had turned dark with passion. For a second she just looked at him, their breaths mingling, their heartbeats racing together. Then she released him and stepped back, leaving him cold. His fingers itched to reach for her. He shoved his hands in the pockets of his jeans to stop himself. Megan looked as stunned as he felt.

      An old Chinese woman came up to them. Her smile was wide, her eyes sparkling with mischief. She took Megan’s hand, placed something in the palm and curved Megan’s fingers around it.

      “For luck,” she said. “You have long life together.”

      Megan’s eyes went wide. “Oh, we’re not together.”

      She tried to hand back the gift.

      “No, no.” The woman refused to take it as she backed away. “You young love. You have many happy years. I know this.” And then with a chuckle she was gone.

      Megan seemed bewildered. She opened her palm and looked at the charm. A symbol written on a polished stone. She looked back up at him.

      “We’re not together.”

      Dimitri knew he shouldn’t feel insulted. They were partners. Nothing more. The job had to come first. His sister’s rescue had to come first. There was no time for anything else. For anyone else. Yet, part of him still felt annoyed.

      “Damn straight we’re not together.”

      A flare of anger. Her shoulders went back. “Thanks for the kiss.” She walked past him, then cast a glance over her shoulder. “It was nice.”

      “Nice?” He rushed to catch up with her. At least this time she was heading in the right direction.

      She shrugged like it was nothing. Like it had no impact at all. Like they hadn’t just rocked their worlds. “Sometimes you have to try these things. See what they’re like. Now we know.”

      What the hell? “Know what?”

      “That it wouldn’t work between us.” She sighed. “It’s okay, Dimitri. You can’t help it.”

      He bristled. He was about ten seconds away from shaking the infuriating woman.

      “Help what? What the hell are you talking about?”

      “The lack of passion, of course. It’s not your fault that the kiss was just okay. There’s nothing wrong with your technique. We just don’t have any chemistry.” She gave him a sunny smile. “I’m sure your past lovers thought you were perfectly adequate.”

      With that she turned on her heel and stalked away, leaving him gaping after her.
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      Julia knew there were people who were introverted but weren’t shy. Steve Martin was one of them. The actor liked to be alone, but he had no problem talking to people when he had to. Unfortunately, Julia was nothing like Steve Martin. Nope, she was introverted, terminally shy and ever since her last job where her boss had been a bully, she’d become even more terrified of interacting with people than ever before. She was well aware of her issues and grateful that Lake Benson had employed her in spite of them. She was working hard to get past her fears and be the type of employee Lake would be proud of. And her current meeting was proof of how far she’d come—she was alone, in her office, going over the renovation plans with two men.

      So what if both men were in their seventies and looked like garden gnomes. It still counted.

      “Julia, love.” Bill Granger was Ryan’s grandfather and a complete darling. His relationship to one of the team was the reason Julia had hired him and his brother to do the carpentry work in the building. That and the fact they were just too adorable to say no to. “You need a panic room.”

      “It isn’t on my list, Bill.” She pointed at the two huge whiteboards that filled the walls behind her desk. One had a detailed plan of the renovations. The other had a list of jobs the security team were doing and which member was responsible for which part of it. Seeing as the business wasn’t officially open yet, there was only one job on the board—finding Katrina Raast.

      “The wives made us watch that Jodie Foster film last night.” Bob was the younger brother of the pair, by two whole years. A fact he delighted in.

      “Date night.” Bill shuddered. “I don’t understand why we need a date night, but it’s their new thing.”

      “What I don’t understand,” Bob said, “is how date night is any different to every other night. Normally we watch TV and have dinner. What did we do last night? Watch TV and ate dinner. You’re a woman. Do you understand the difference?”

      “Uh…” Julia was at a loss.

      “See?” Bob pointed at his brother. “This isn’t normal. The wives are winding us up.”

      Bill nodded. “At least the movie was useful. It made us think about this place. You take risks here. You need somewhere safe. You need a panic room.”

      The two men nodded. In their matching beige overalls they looked like older versions of the cabbage patch dolls Julia had as a kid.

      “I know you want to build a panic room,” Julia said. “But it isn’t on the schedule. Right now, we need to get the office kitchen finished. That’s more important.”

      “It is to Ryan,” Bill said with a grin. “That boy thinks with his stomach.”

      She couldn’t argue with that. After she’d seen the amount of food Ryan could put away in one sitting she’d doubled the office budget for snacks.

      “He’s a growing lad, your grandson.” Bob returned the grin. “And a greedy bugger.”

      “Which is one of the reasons the kitchen is next on my list.” She rearranged the paperwork on her desk, even though it didn’t need rearranging. Everything was precisely where it should be. “But I will put your idea for a panic room on the agenda for my next meeting with Callum. Will that make you happy?”

      “Absolutely. Thanks Julia,” the men chorused, making her smile.

      “Now, did you two sign the confidentiality agreements I gave you?”

      They rooted around in the many pockets of their overalls until Bob exclaimed he had them. He handed over a folded mess of crumpled papers. “There might be jam on there,” he warned.

      Julia took them using her thumb and forefinger, then looked around for somewhere to open them that wouldn’t cause a mess. “I’ll look them over later.” She put them on top of a plastic folder. The kitchen was the best place to check the forms. And to wipe off any jam she found.

      The men told her they were going back to work and left. Bill winked at her and Bob blew her a kiss, leaving Julia staring at the empty doorway with a bewildered smile on her face. She was just about to get up and close the door after them, when she heard Bob say, “You looking for Julia, Joe? She’s in her office.”

      For a split second, Julia was paralysed by blind panic. Then she ducked under her desk. It was an instinctive reaction. A really stupid one. Because as soon as she was under the desk she knew two things—one, that Joe knew she was in her office and would therefore know she was under the desk, and two, now she was there she couldn’t come out.

      “Julia?” His lazy baritone with its curling American vowels made her mouth go dry.

      She saw his feet appear as he strode through the doorway. He stopped on the other side of her U-shaped desk, which she’d positioned unconventionally. Instead of fitting the U part into the corner, she’d put her chair there and fit the desk around her, making a kind of desk fort.

      “Julia.” There was clear confusion in his voice. “Are you under the desk?”

      Honestly, if her face burned any brighter her whole head would combust. She cleared her throat, but her voice still came out as the timid squeak she hated. “Yes. I’m…fixing cables.” Lame! “What can I do for you Joe?” Unreasonably terrified that Joe would crouch down to check her excuse, or worse, offer to help her, Julia started randomly unplugging everything in front of her. She heard her computer beep then die. Great. She really hoped she hadn’t just lost the work she’d been doing.

      “Can you come out for a minute? I’ve got some hard copy files on Abramovich that I need to go over with you.” Joe sounded amused. Julia wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or a bad thing.

      “I’m sorry, I can’t do that right now. It’s essential that I get this wiring sorted. Just put everything on the desk and I’ll send you an email about it later.” She held her breath, waiting for his response.

      The man moved. The desk creaked and from the angle of his shoes, she thought he might be perched on the edge of her desk.

      “I can wait until you’re done.”

      Julia didn’t use swear words, but she thought this might be a good time to start.

      “I realise your time is valuable.” She aimed for a bland, professional tone that in no way made the man realise that her heart stuttered any time he was in the room. “I may be down here some time. There’s no need to wait. Please, leave the files.”

      The desk creaked some more. Julia tried hard to use her non-existent x-ray vision to see what he was doing. It didn’t work.

      “I have to say, Miss Julia, you look mighty fine in that skirt.” It was a teasing drawl that took a second to register.

      Then it did. Julia’s head twisted to look behind her. Sure enough her backside was sticking out from under the desk.

      “Joe!” She scrambled to get her whole body under the damn thing. With a desk this size it should have been easy, but it wasn’t. As soon as she got out from under it, she was calling the Granger boys back in and demanding they remove the side drawers. That way, if this ever happened again, she’d fit under the desk on the first try.

      She resisted the urge to thump some sense into herself by banging her head on the floor. She’d actually caught herself planning to hide under her desk in the future.

      “Julia, baby, we talked about this.”

      Joe’s voice was soft, compassionate even. It made her bite her bottom lip to stop from sobbing. Stupid, stupid behaviour. She knew it and she still couldn’t seem to stop it. Dealing with two eccentric old men was one thing—dealing with Joe Barone was something else entirely. Something she wasn’t ready to do. Something she might never be ready to do.

      “You can’t keep hiding from the people you work with,” Joe said gently.

      Julia wanted to protest that she didn’t hide from all of them. Just the really scary ones. The ones that were too demanding, or too loud, or too masculine. Okay, that was pretty much everyone who worked for Benson Security. She wondered again if she should just quit this job while she was still partly sane and go to work for a nursing home. Or better yet a petting zoo. She could deal with animals. Animals didn’t intimidate her to the point of making her hide.

      Joe let out a heavy sigh. The desk creaked again as he stood. “Okay, we’ll let it go this time, but there’s gonna come a day, Jules, where I’m not going to let you run and hide. You hear me?”

      “I’m neither running, nor hiding. I’m fixing cables.” She told herself it wasn’t really a lie because now she really did have to fix cables.

      “I’m leaving the files on your desk.” He walked to the door. “And Julia, I think I’m a little bit in love with the skirt you have on.”

      With that the man sauntered away. Julia sat on the carpet with a thud. She placed her hands to her burning cheeks and closed her eyes. Normal. All she wanted to be was normal. Because a normal girl wouldn’t have hidden from a man like Joe Barone. No, a normal girl would have smiled and flirted. A normal girl would have known how to tease a kiss from a man with lips like heaven.

      Unfortunately, Julia would never be a normal girl.
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      They were meeting Johnny Rotten in a dark alley. Of course they were meeting a guy called Johnny Rotten in a dark alley. Megan rolled her eyes. Obviously Johnny went to the TV movie school of how to be a bad guy.

      “You stay here.” Dimitri pointed at a dumpster. Yeah. A dumpster. She half expected some guy with a camera to shout cut and make them start again.

      “You don’t mean in the dumpster, right?” Because—eew!

      “No. Beside it. In the dark.” He didn’t even try to disguise that he was losing patience. “Don’t move, don’t make a sound, don’t interrupt.”

      Blah, blah, blah, let the big boys play. She was so tired of hearing the same old tune. It was time to change the radio station.

      “Right,” Dimitri said. “I’m going to drive round and come in from the other end.”

      “Why can’t I just wait in the car? It’s cold and it stinks here.”

      “Because…” He stretched the word out. “You’re supposed to be my hostage. I can’t just let you hang out in the car.”

      “I can pretend to be drugged.”

      “No. Too dangerous. He might spot you, know who you are and that Rudi wants you. Then what would stop him deciding to eliminate me and take you to Rudi himself?”

      She stamped her feet to get her blood circulating before the chill removed her toes. “Why didn’t you just take me back to the office?”

      “You’re my backup.” There was a silent ‘idiot’ attached to that sentence, she just knew it.

      “The backup that hides in dumpsters?”

      “The backup that phones for help if it looks like things are going south.”

      Megan blushed, grateful he couldn’t see it in the dark. “So, I need my phone?”

      He put his hands on his hips and looked skyward for a moment. “Where is it?”

      “Car.” She gave him what she hoped was an apologetic smile.

      He stomped off, cursing under his breath and came back a few minutes later with the phone. “Sorted now?”

      Megan nodded. It probably wasn’t the best time to tell him she really needed to use the bathroom. She could hold it. How long did it take to have a covert meeting in an alley anyway?

      She gave him a thumbs up and watched him march back to the car. Leaving her alone in a stinky, dark alley. Alone and not thinking about how good Dimitri’s lips felt against hers. Nope. She wasn’t thinking about that at all. She was a professional—nearly. She had a job to do. She backed into the shadows and tried to become invisible. Ninja Megan. She could do it. It was all about the power of the mind. She closed her eyes and took a few calming breaths.

      That’s when her stomach rumbled. Her hand smacked flat on it as she bit her lip. Maybe all that fried food wasn’t such a great idea after all. Not that she would ever admit that to Dimitri. She was still mad at the man. Sure she’d been the first to say they weren’t in a relationship, but he didn’t have to agree so enthusiastically. He’d sounded affronted. As though she was the last person on earth he’d consider dating. It was insulting. Her stomach made a strange bubbling sound as she saw Dimitri’s SUV pull up at the other end of the alley. He got out and stood under the yellow glow of the street lamp. Waiting. Alert. Moody.

      Megan’s stomach rumbled again. Loudly. This wasn’t good. So much for not making a sound. Her own body was working against her. She crouched down in an attempt to dull the noise, and hoped it worked. She closed her eyes, tried to calm her stomach and think thoughts that made her invisible.

      That’s when she farted.

      It wasn’t silent.

      Megan dropped her head to her knees. If the bad guys didn’t get her, she’d die of humiliation.

      And then her stomach rumbled again.

      

      Dimitri glanced at his watch. Johnny was three minutes late. Three minutes wasn’t much. It wasn’t time to worry, just yet. He scanned the area continually, looking for the slightest thing out of place. He worked to keep his mind on the job and not on Megan’s kiss. He could still taste her. A hot, sensual delight he wanted to taste again. But he wouldn’t. Apart from the fact it would be a seriously bad idea, apparently he was just fucking adequate. He wanted to storm over to her and show her exactly how far from adequate he was, which made him mad. Here he was, on the most important job of his life and he was thinking with his dick. He needed to shut this crap down and fast. Before he got them both killed.

      It was quiet, for this neck of the woods. They were off the tourist track, near an industrial park that was closed for the evening. There were no pubs nearby, no restaurants, no homes. Just closed businesses and dark alleys.

      He checked his watch again. Five minutes. He was starting to get antsy. He should have brought some proper backup. What the hell he was doing coming here with Megan, he didn’t know. It was a dumb move and proof he couldn’t think straight when she was around. But he couldn’t blame it all on her—he was used to handling situations like this by himself. Being part of a team again took some getting used to. He glanced up the alley, but all he could see was blackness. He was going to give the guy five more minutes, then he’d call it a bust.

      A car drove past. It didn’t slow. It didn’t stop. Not Johnny. And then he heard a foot shuffle behind him.

      Dimitri spun fast, reaching for the gun in the small of his back.

      “Don’t bother.” A raspy male voice. “Keep your hands where I can see them.”

      A man appeared out of the dark alley, dressed top to toe in black. He held a Beretta 9mm in his right hand. And Megan’s hair in his left.

      Dimitri’s world stopped in a heartbeat and he had to fight to get it moving again.

      “Sorry,” Megan mouthed at him.

      The barrel of the gun brushed over her cheek. Dimitri fought back rage at the sight. He had to be rational. For Megan’s sake. He was stupid. So fucking stupid for walking her into this.

      “I found something that belongs to you.” Johnny’s accent was pure East London. He had at least a foot of height on Megan and about a hundred pounds—not all of it muscle. He didn’t carry himself like he’d been trained, but his movements showed he was no stranger to violence. He was completely at ease holding Megan and the gun.

      “What do you want?” Dimitri kept his eyes on the gun.

      “Now, see, that’s the question I had for you.”

      Dimitri could see why Rudi hired the guy. He was cold, calculating and suspicious. A blunt instrument that took pleasure in inflicting pain—something obvious from the way he pulled Megan’s hair tight enough to keep her on her toes.

      “I told you on the phone. I worked in Scotland with Durand and I have something Abramovich wants. I want to set up a meet.”

      “Rudi has never heard of you.”

      Yeah, Dimitri could see where that would set off alarm bells. “Ask Durand. He hired me.”

      “No can do. Durand is still sorting out business in Scotland. He’s out of touch.”

      Dimitri saw Megan stiffen. He silently willed her not to panic. Grunt was with her sister. Claire would be fine, no matter what Durand planned.

      “What you got that Rudi wants?”

      Dimitri buried his relief that Johnny didn’t know the value of the woman he held in his hands. “That’s between me and Rudi.”

      “I don’t think so. I think you’re going to tell me everything I want to know, or your girl here is going to suffer until you do.”

      He heard Megan squeak as Johnny tugged her hair higher. Her hands shot out to hold his wrist, as she strained to get as far up on her toes as she could, to take the pressure off her head. A strange bubbling sound came from the pair. Dimitri dismissed it as he took a step closer to the threat.

      “Don’t move.” The gun swung to fix on Dimitri.

      Better. Much better than having it pointed at Megan’s head. Megan writhed in Johnny’s grip, but she didn’t make a noise. She didn’t scream. She didn’t panic. Part of Dimitri was aware just how damn proud he was of her. He held out his hands. “How about we play nice? You set up a meeting with Rudi and I’ll tell him how helpful you were. I’ll even cut you in on my reward.”

      The guy’s eyes gleamed with wicked intelligence. “So, it’s something he’s lost. Or something he wants bad enough to put a bounty on it.”

      There was another louder rumbling. This time, Dimitri was pretty sure it came from Megan.

      The gun turned back to Megan. Dimitri took another step forward without thinking.

      “One more step and I shoot.” He pointed at Megan’s knee. “I’ll start here and work my way up. First, we’re going to play a little game. For every answer you give me, your girl here gets a minute more time without being hurt. We clear?”

      “Don’t hurt her.” Dimitri clenched his fists as the man pulled Megan tight against his body. Her face was pale. She looked ill. She had to be terrified.

      “Oh no,” Megan moaned quietly. “This isn’t good.” Her arms dropped to curl around her stomach.

      Johnny smiled—it was nasty. “Listen to the woman. She knows what she’s talking about.”

      Another rumble. It was Megan’s stomach, he realised. She gave him a wide eyed panicked look before mouthing sorry again. And then the woman farted. Loudly.

      “What the fuck?” Johnny’s hold on her loosened as he angled away from her. “What the fuck did you eat? Holy shit, woman!”

      “That’s it, I’ve had enough of this crap,” Megan snapped. “I need to get to a toilet.”

      She elbowed Johnny, hard, in his side. He jerked backwards. Dimitri took a step forward but Megan was too fast. She stamped on Johnny’s instep. Aimed an elbow at his face, but it hit his throat, making the guy choke. She brought her arm down hard to punch Johnny’s groin. He wobbled, made a strangled noise and crumpled to the ground. Megan didn’t miss a beat—she stamped on his wrist to release the gun, then kicked him in the jaw. He was out cold by the time Dimitri was by her side.

      And, whoa, the smell!

      He stepped back again before forcing himself to retrieve the gun. He flicked the safety on, tucked it in the waistband of his jeans, pulled some flexi cuffs out of his jacket and secured Johnny.

      Megan’s stomach rumbled and she curled in on herself. She looked grey. He moved to hold her, but she held up her hand to stop him.

      “That proof enough that I don’t need self-defence training?” The words came out strained.

      “Are you okay?” Dimitri was livid with his need to get near her. To touch her. To make sure she was fine. “Did he hurt you?”

      “Only my scalp.” She groaned and bent over some more. Dimitri wrapped an arm around her. He couldn’t stop himself. She was in pain and he hated it.

      “What the hell is wrong, Megan, you’re freaking me out here.”

      He could have sworn she was blushing. “Dinner. That’s what’s wrong. I think I have food poisoning. I need a toilet. Fast.” She pointed to the end of the alley and the road. “I’m going to lean on the wall over there. You won’t want to come near me. I don’t think either of us could handle it. Please call Julia so she can take me back to the flat.”

      “I can take you.”

      “No! Call Julia.”

      She pushed away from him and she staggered off, muttering something about humiliation, leaving Dimitri to stare after her. He wasn’t sure what stunned him the most, the fact she’d disarmed her attacker in ten seconds flat, or the fact she’d said please. He pulled out his cell phone, keeping watch on Megan and the unconscious guy at his feet.

      “I need a pick up,” he said when Joe answered. “I’ve got one guy down and a woman who needs a toilet, stat.” There was silence for a second before Joe asked for his location.
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      “I don’t like this, but seeing as it’s the closest anyone’s managed to get to Rudi Abramovich, I’m prepared to let it run its course.” Tessa Sharp was another one of Lake Benson’s contacts. She was also a Commander with the Special Crime Investigation division in London’s Metropolitan police force.

      She watched two of her officers remove Johnny Rotten from one of the holding cells in the basement of Benson Security’s office building. Dimitri and Joe had already questioned the guy and confiscated his phone. The one with a number for Rudi Abramovich.

      “It was pure luck,” Callum told the woman. “We knew he had access to Rudi, not that he had a number for him.”

      The woman wasn’t in uniform, but her tailored black suit was designed to be intimidating. The team had already filled her in on the details of their operation, making it very clear that their priority was to secure the safety of Claire Donaldson and Katrina Raast.

      “Pure luck that took a year of following leads and pushing doors.” Dimitri felt the need to remind his boss.

      Callum inclined his head in agreement.

      Tessa eyed Dimitri thoughtfully for a minute. He had no doubt she was running scenarios in her head. “I’ll let you meet with Rudi.”

      She didn’t seem to care when he bristled at her affording him permission he in no way needed and never requested.

      “We’ve been after his business records for years,” Tessa said. “The bastard spreads his operation over too many countries, which means multiple split jurisdictions. It’s been hell trying to cut through the bureaucracy to set up a joint operation. Even after this long, we’re nowhere near the agreements we need to investigate Abramovich fully. This,” she signalled to the men in the room, “cuts through that.”

      “We need to go through the information first before we hand it over.” Callum was immovable on that point. They all were.

      It was clear from the set of her mouth that Commander Sharp was about to argue the point.

      “No.” Dimitri stood and stared at the woman. “No discussion. No negotiation. We’ll hand over everything we get, but not until we know where my sister is being held.”

      Tessa’s eyes darkened. “She isn’t the only woman who’s suffering out there.”

      “She’s the only one I’m related to.”

      “You don’t call the shots here.” Her tone was calm, in charge. “I can shut this operation down like that.” She snapped her fingers.

      “Then you won’t get the information you need, because right now myself and Megan are the only two people with any chance of getting close enough to Rudi to get those records.”

      She inclined her head, conceding the point. Her eyes narrowed. “Okay, you can pinpoint your sister’s whereabouts. But the operation to retrieve her has to be done under the radar. I don’t want anyone tipping Rudi off that we’re onto him. Not before plans are in place to bring down everyone involved in his organisation in one fell swoop.”

      “How long will that take?” Joe said, from where he was leaning against the doorframe.

      “A couple of months, maybe more.”

      Dimitri shook his head as Joe cursed.

      “Too long,” Dimitri said. “We can’t leave Rudi operating for that long. Claire Donaldson is at risk every minute the guy is walking around free. We’re giving you his records so you can lock him up and keep him away from Claire. That’s non-negotiable.”

      “If we lock him up, someone else within the organisation will step in to take his place. We need to take the whole thing down at once or it won’t work. That sort of operation, on that scale, takes time to arrange.”

      “Unacceptable.” Dimitri put his hands on his hips to stop from hitting something. “Megan is putting her life at risk to get this information and save her sister and you want to tell her that she’ll have to wait? That Claire will still be at risk for months yet? That’s assuming Rudi doesn’t get wind of your investigation and run. He could hide for years on the money he has stashed. And each minute he’s free is a minute Claire is at risk.”

      “You think I don’t understand that?” Tessa took a step towards him. “Twenty years. That’s how long I’ve been working the sex crimes division. I know exactly what kind of risk Abramovich poses to women. I know exactly what he’s done to the women he’s sold. You think I want to leave any of those women in his hold for one minute longer? No, I don’t, but I need to ensure their long-term safety once they’re out of his grasp. To do that, the Abramovich organisation needs to be completely wiped out.” She glared up at him. “You’re thinking about Katrina and Claire. I understand they’re your priority. My priority is the hundreds of nameless women whom no one is hunting for.” She turned to Callum, a blaze of fury. “You can keep the information long enough to find Katrina’s location. Everything else will have to wait. Rudi will be arrested at the same time as the rest of the organisation is hit. I won’t risk those other women to protect Claire Donaldson. Right now she’s safe in the Highlands. Those other women don’t have that luxury.”

      There was silence. Callum caught Joe’s eye, then Dimitri’s.

      “She’s right,” his boss said. “You know she’s right.”

      “Megan is going to lose her mind over this,” Dimitri warned.

      “Then I suggest you don’t tell her until you’ve retrieved Rudi’s files,” Tessa said.

      “We can protect Claire until Rudi is put away.” Joe didn’t look any more pleased with the situation than Dimitri felt.

      “Could be months,” Dimitri reminded him.

      “We can do it. I’ll talk to Harry, see if he can cover the costs.” The third partner in Benson Security had made millions developing a security programme for the government. He was also Claire’s cousin.

      “I don’t like this,” Dimitri said.

      Joe nodded. “What choice do we have? Like the commander said, we can’t protect Claire at the expense of those women.”

      No, they couldn’t. “Do we tell Megan?” He looked at Callum.

      The man pinched the bridge of his nose. “Not until the meet with Rudi is over. We can’t risk what she might do. She’s a loose cannon as it is.”

      To her credit, Tessa didn’t gloat over winning the argument. “Trust me, gentlemen, I want Rudi off the streets as much as you do, probably more. Now tell me what I can do to help.”

      Dimitri tuned out Callum’s answer. “I’m going to call Rudi,” he told Joe.

      “What you going to tell him about having Johnny’s phone?”

      “The truth. That the guy was an ass and I’ve got him locked up tight until I sort out this thing with Rudi.”

      Joe nodded. He cocked his head towards Tessa and Callum. “You okay with this?”

      “Like you said, we don’t have much choice so I guess I have to be.”

      “Megan…” Joe didn’t need to say anything else.

      “Yeah,” Dimitri agreed.

      Megan was seriously going to blow when she found out there was a change in plans. Dimitri just hoped they could all deal with the fallout.
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      Megan walked into the conference room the following morning to find that each place at the table had a gasmask in front of it.

      “Just in case.” Ryan beamed at her.

      “Funny. Oh so funny.” Megan was beyond mortification. Who knew it was possible? But all it had taken was some dodgy Chinese food, an explosive stomach and a ride across London in a car with her flatmate.

      “You’re our secret weapon.” Ryan was loving every minute of this. “If we ever need to clear a building we’ll just take you to Chinatown first, then send you in. Ten minutes and the enemy will be out cold.”

      “Or they’ll surrender.” Joe grinned at her.

      “Everybody’s a comedian.”

      Ryan and Joe laughed loudly before occupying each other with toilet jokes.

      Megan pulled up a seat beside Dimitri. It was on the tip of her tongue to apologise for screwing up the meeting. Instead what came out was, “I blame you. I’m sure it was the broccoli.”

      She’d expected some ribbing, maybe a lecture about being unprofessional. Instead his eyes softened when he looked up at her. He brushed her cheek with his knuckles. A gentle, caring touch that disarmed her.

      “You okay?” His voice was soft, for her ears only.

      “Yeah.” She swallowed hard at the huskiness in her voice.

      “You did good last night, Buffy.”

      The words went straight to that secret place inside of her that protected the core of insecurity she was terrified the world would see. “I made noise. That’s how he caught me.”

      “You couldn’t help it.”

      Megan was vaguely aware of Joe and Ryan winding each other up in the background, but all of her attention was on Dimitri.

      His warm hand rested on the curve of her throat as his thumb brushed the edge of her jaw. “He would have found you anyway. He came in from a direction that made you easier to spot. It wasn’t your fault. It was mine. I shouldn’t have put you in that position.”

      “Rubbish. We’re partners. Remember?”

      Something flickered in his eyes and he looked away from her. His hand dropped back to the table. “Yeah, we’re partners.” His voice was louder. “You did great disabling him. Professional. I was impressed.”

      Alarms went off in Megan’s head at this sudden coldness. Then she realised what she’d seen in his eyes was guilt. Stupid man, probably blamed himself for her getting caught.

      “Lake’s classes,” she confessed. “He drummed those moves into us.”

      “No, not just the classes. You have an instinct for this business. And you’re freaking lucky.”

      There was no denying it, she was definitely lucky.

      Whatever he was going to say next was lost as the door opened and a burst of colour rushed in. The woman was wearing a bright pink T-shirt with Hello Kitty on it, lime green jeans and her bobbed hair was dyed pastel blue with purple streaks. She blinked unnatural lavender coloured eyes at everyone. Megan knew at one glance that she’d found a stand-in for Claire. Julia was lovely, but Megan missed the like-minded mischief her twin was capable of. This woman looked like she was more than able to make trouble with Megan.

      “Did I miss anything exciting?” the woman said with a cheeky grin.

      “This is our tech liaison.” Callum came in behind the woman, spotted the gasmasks and glared at Ryan. “She’s going to go over our comms system with Megan after the meeting.”

      “Hi.” Megan waved at the woman. “I’m Donaldson, Megan Donaldson. You must be Q.”

      The woman grinned. “I wish. Just call me Elle.”

      “L? Is that a code name?”

      “No. It’s my name.”

      Megan ignored Dimitri’s groan. “Do I get a poison dart pen and camera shoe?” She really hoped she did. So far being a gun-for-hire did not live up to the hype.

      “Very Man From Uncle,” Elle said. “I like. Unfortunately, you don’t get any cool tech. We’re totally standard ops here.” She pointed at her laptop. “There’s some wizardry on the programming, hacking side, but you won’t get any gizmos from this department.”

      “Bummer,” Megan said. “This gig isn’t as much fun as I thought it would be.”

      “I know,” Elle said with a pout.

      Callum slammed his mug down on the table. Somebody really needed to teach the guy how to call a meeting to order without getting all grumpy. “We about ready to start?”

      “Wait.” A thought popped into Megan’s head. She pointed at Elle. “If she’s the tech liaison, what’s the point of Rachel?”

      “I’ve been wondering that for years,” Elle mumbled.

      “Rachel is division manager,” Callum said as though that would put an end to the discussion. He had a lot to learn. “Before we get into it—Joe, what’s the status on Durand? Our captive mentioned to Megan and Dimitri that he was still in Scotland.”

      Megan instantly dropped the issue of Rachel’s purpose as worry for her twin took over. She’d been so occupied with stomach problems the night before that she’d had to trust Dimitri to get the word out about Claire. Obviously he had. She wanted to pat his head and tell him good boy. But she didn’t.

      “Grunt says there’s no sign of him,” Joe said, “but he’s on the lookout. Lake too. They’ve got guys on Claire twenty-four seven. They managed to track him to a clinic outside Edinburgh where he demanded someone re-stitch the wound in his ass, where Megan shot him. Apparently he burst it open making a run for it.”

      Was it wrong that Megan felt all sorts of glee at that news? She didn’t think so.

      Joe looked at her. “He’s gunning for you. He knows you aren’t Claire and he’s looking for payback.”

      Megan stiffened. “Did he tell Rudi that Claire is a twin?”

      “As far as we can tell, Durand hasn’t been in contact with Rudi since the Scotland screw up,” Joe said.

      Megan didn’t know what to make of that and from the looks on the faces of her teammates, neither did they.

      “Keep an eye on things,” Callum told Joe. “Let us know the instant you hear something.” Joe nodded as Callum pointed at Dimitri. “Fill everyone in on the status of your contact with Rudi.”

      “I called him last night on Johnny’s phone. He was pissed about losing his head of security for the house, but I promised to return him after the deal went through.” Dimitri looked around the table. “I think Johnny’s days working security will be over pretty fast if we hand him over.”

      “Good for Johnny that he’s getting a holiday courtesy of Her Majesty then,” Ryan said.

      “Safer,” Dimitri agreed, and Megan knew even Johnny Rotten would rather be locked up in prison than wearing cement shoes at the bottom of the Thames. “Anyway,” Dimitri said. “Rudi’s checking me out. Thanks to Elle, he’ll only find what we want him to find. An ex-army guy turned private contractor, looking for a fast buck and crazy enough to kidnap Claire to get it.”

      Megan held up her hand. “Wait. Why is that a cover story? That’s what you’ve done.”

      “Elle buried the parts we didn’t want him to find. Parts like I’m working for Benson Security now. Parts like I have a sister called Katrina Raast. Elle gave me another last name, a different birthplace. Made sure the connection to Katrina was buried deep.”

      “Oh, okay.” She felt a bit embarrassed at asking the question.

      Dimitri gave her a heart-warming smile before turning his attention back to the group. “We have a tentative meet for Friday morning. At his house.”

      “That’s two days from now.” Megan thought she’d have more time to prepare. Now it was happening it seemed awfully fast. She looked at Dimitri, she’d only known the man two weeks and yet she was going into a situation where she had to trust him with her life. He stared back at her and it was as though he could read her mind.

      “I won’t let anything happen to you,” he promised.

      For once Megan didn’t remind him she could take care of herself. “Is that enough time to set up cover?”

      “We’re all over it,” Joe said. “We’ve been watching the house and grounds for days. Cover is under control.”

      The door opened and Julia appeared. She clasped her iPad to her chest like a shield and spoke to her feet.

      “Rudi’s wife is on the phone. She wants to talk to Joe.” Her cheeks flushed red as she started to back out of the door.

      “Take the call here,” Callum ordered. “Put it on speaker.”

      Julia took the phone from the top of the cabinet against the wall and placed it in the middle of the table. She pressed the flashing button and nodded at Joe who gave her a dazzling smile.

      Callum pointed at Julia and mouthed “stay”. Her frown of disapproval at being ordered around like a dog disappeared quickly and she scurried to sit in her usual spot behind the huge plant.

      “Hope? It’s me Joe. We’re in conference right now. I’ve got you on speaker with the team. Is that okay?” His voice was gentle, coaxing.

      “Yes, yes, that’s fine.” The woman’s American accent was mid-western.

      “What can we do for you, Hope?” Joe leaned towards the phone.

      “Um, I um remembered some stuff. I don’t know how helpful it is, but I thought, you know, you said to call if I ever…”

      “No. That’s good. You did the right thing,” Joe crooned. “What did you remember, honey?”

      The room was deadly silent as they waited for her reply. People seemed scared to breathe, let alone move, in case they spooked the anxious woman.

      “It was after a party in the house in Romania. I was pretty drunk. I spent a lot of my time drunk…” Her voice faded out, heavy with shame.

      After everything she’d lived through, the last thing the woman should feel was shame. Megan caught Joe’s eye and saw he agreed.

      “We understand,” he said. “You did what you could to make it through. No one here is judging you, Hope.”

      There was a pause. She cleared her throat and they heard her take a shaky breath. “We were in our suite after the party and I had conked out on the bed. For some reason I woke in the middle of the night. I was thirsty and battling another hangover. I wanted water and some aspirin. I staggered out of the bedroom aiming for the kitchen area off our lounge. Rudi was at his desk. He was shocked to see me. I saw him unplug a tiny USB drive from the computer and put it on his finger. It was such an odd thing to do that it stuck with me.”

      Joe’s smile was slow and wide as he looked over at Julia’s hiding spot. “Give us that shot of Rudi again, babe. You know the one I mean.”

      Megan heard her tap at her iPad and the lights dimmed. Rudi appeared on the wall.

      “What do you mean ‘put it on his finger’, Hope?” It was clear from his excitement that Joe already knew the answer.

      Every eye in the room was on Rudi Abramovich’s hands. More specifically, on the oversized gold insignia ring on his wedding finger.

      “It was his ring. The one he always wore.” Hope’s voice echoed through the room. “I know it doesn’t make much sense. But I saw it, Joe, I promise you. Somehow that ring connects to the computer.”

      The computer expert looked up from her laptop, straight at Joe. “You think it’s a hidden flash drive.”

      Joe nodded. “I’m sure of it. It makes sense. Every source we’ve tapped said that Rudi doesn’t have a dedicated computer that he takes with him wherever he goes. The information has to be moving around with him somehow. If he’s carrying it in a hidden storage device, that would explain a lot.”

      Elle must have noted Megan’s frown because she elaborated. “A flash drive is essentially a tiny storage device, or a thumb drive. The smallest one I’ve seen was tinier than a penny. It could definitely be hidden in a ring and it would have more than enough space for Rudi’s business files.”

      “I may be blonde, but I know what a flash drive is, Elle,” Megan said to the blue-haired tech. “I’m just wondering why the guy keeps his files in a ring. Doesn’t anyone else think that is seriously dumb? What if he forgot to take it off when he showered? Or lost it down the garbage disposal?” She looked at Joe. “Are you sure you aren’t just stretching here?”

      Joe faced the speaker phone. “Hope, honey, tell us exactly what you saw.”

      They heard her suck in a breath. “When I staggered into the room, he snatched the ring from a USB port in the computer. I remember thinking it was weird that his ring was stuck to the computer. When he pulled it off, there was something sticking out of the ring. He pressed the centre of the ring, the insignia part, and the thing sticking out disappeared. He quickly slipped it on his finger and then he…he became angry about me being in the room…he…”

      Yeah, they all knew what he did. She didn’t have to say it. Every person sitting at that table had read through years’ worth of medical reports, filed from a variety of different hospitals, listing broken bones, split lips and swollen eyes. Everyone knew exactly what Rudi did when he wasn’t pleased with his wife.

      “It’s okay,” Joe said. “We don’t need to hear the rest. You did good, Hope. This is good information.”

      “You did great,” Elle agreed. “We already knew Rudi kept a backup of his records in a secure information site that’s off the grid in Switzerland. Now we know where his localised files are kept too. It makes everything so much easier.” Elle was typing and talking at the same time. Her fingers flew across the keyboard.

      “I didn’t know about the Swiss thing,” Megan said.

      “Read the reports, Buffy, don’t just look at the pictures.”

      Dimitri grinned when she gave him a death glare in response.

      “Okay,” Elle said, “then most of us knew his record archive was kept offline. Hence unhackable unless you’re on-site. And let me tell you getting into the Swiss facility would be a bitch. That’s why we were hoping he kept a copy on his personal computer. Now we know exactly where to look. This is good.” Her eyes went wide. “Tell me, Hope, does Rudi call the ring his Precious by any chance?”

      “Um…” Hope said.

      “Never mind.” Elle waved a hand as she muttered something about one ring to rule them all.

      “This is insane,” Megan said. “The guy keeps his business files in a ring. Seriously? Who the hell works like that?”

      “Paranoid assholes who peddle in flesh,” Joe said.

      Megan’s lips pursed. “Well, we need to get that ring.”

      “No? You think?” Ryan said, which made Megan lob her gasmask at his head.

      “There’s more,” Hope said, bringing their attention back to the phone.

      Everyone stilled.

      “Go ahead, Hope,” Joe said. “We’re listening. Anything you can tell us will help.”

      The woman cleared her throat. “As I said, we were in the Romanian house that night.  There’d been a party of some sort. I’d been told to dress up and impress. Rudi flew in fashion from Milan for the event and a makeup artist to make sure I looked my best. It was all about how I looked. He became very angry when he thought I wasn’t perfect.” She paused. “I got a bad feeling as soon as we went downstairs. The ballroom was crowded and I recognised some faces as being high up in European politics, not the kind of men who usually attended Rudi’s parties—although it wasn’t through his lack of trying to reel them in.

      “Halfway through the evening a group of women I’d never seen before turned up. They were all decked out in couture, but looked like they weren’t used to wearing clothes like that. They each had the same look in their eyes. Glassy. I realise now that they were drugged.”

      Megan felt Dimitri tense beside her and without thinking she placed her hand on his thigh. He relaxed slightly under her touch.

      “The women didn’t mingle,” Hope was saying. “In fact there were a couple of guys, hired muscle, watching over them, guarding them. Rudi’s personal henchman, Durand, was there close to the women. I hated that man almost as much as I hated my husband. Whenever Rudi wasn’t looking he’d…touch me.”

      There was a pause. Megan met Dimitri’s eyes. They’d known Durand was part of the organisation. They’d known Abramovich trusted the man. What they hadn’t known was just how wrapped up in the whole thing he’d been. Now they knew and the answer wasn’t comforting. Durand was in Abramovich’s business neck-deep.

      “Rudi liked Durand,” Hope said. “He never believed me when I told him Durand took liberties.” They heard her swallow hard. “I guess I should count myself lucky. I heard rumours, things he did to other women. H-he hurt them.”

      There was a heavy silence. Dimitri’s thigh was stone under Megan’s touch.

      “You were telling us about that evening,” Joe prompted. His gentle tone was at odds with the rage that had turned his face into a vicious mask.

      Megan glanced around the room and noticed all of the men wore the same look. It was clear Durand’s days were numbered. And that thought warmed Megan’s heart no end. She hadn’t been around the man for more than an hour, but it had been enough. He emanated evil. His eyes were shark flat and he got off on pain. Yeah, she could just imagine what he would do to any women he managed to get his hands on.

      “As the evening went on,” Hope said into the tense silence, “the VIP guests began to mingle with the women. They seemed to be choosing a companion from amongst them. Some of the men disappeared with the woman they’d singled out.” They could hear the woman fidgeting with something as her voice began to shake. “I’d had too much to drink. I thought at the time they were call girls, brought in for the party.”

      “But now you don’t think so,” Joe gently prompted.

      “No,” Hope whispered.

      “Tell us why, Hope.” Joe stared at Dimitri as he spoke.

      Megan had a very bad feeling about this. Very bad. She turned to Dimitri. The man had morphed into stone. He was staring at nothing and his muscles were tightly coiled as though ready to strike.

      “It was the photos you sent me,” Hope whispered. “I recognised two of the women.”

      Dimitri stopped breathing. Megan began to panic and tightened her grip on his thigh.

      “Who did you recognise?” Joe said.

      There was a pause before Hope’s words hit Dimitri with more accuracy than a sniper’s bullet.

      “Amanda Freer and Katrina Raast.”
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      Megan felt the tension build in Dimitri’s body just before it exploded. He shot to his feet sending his chair flying behind him. His palms hit the table with a loud smack as he leaned towards the phone.

      “Where is she? What happened to Katrina?” he shouted.

      “Dimitri, calm down or leave the room.” Callum’s words cracked like a whip, cutting through Dimitri’s rage.

      Megan watched as Dimitri forced himself to take a deep breath.

      “Hope, you still there?” Joe’s tone was coaxing.

      “Y-yes.”

      “Honey, you have to cut Dimitri some slack. Katrina Raast is his sister.”

      There was a gasp. “I’m so sorry, I’m so, so sorry.” The woman was rushing towards hysteria.

      Joe clenched the back of his neck, keeping an eye on Dimitri.

      “It’s not your fault, Hope. None of this is your fault,” Joe soothed.

      Dimitri’s fingernails bit into the polished surface of the table.

      “If I hadn’t been drunk that night.” Hope’s words tumbled out in a rush, as though she was speaking to herself and had forgotten she was on the phone. “I shouldn’t have drunk anything. If I’d been sober I would have known something was wrong. I would have been able to do something to help. Oh no, oh no, those women.” The last words were a wail.

      “You couldn’t have done anything.” Joe’s voice was strong. Firm. “Dimitri knows that. He isn’t blaming you. You did what you could to make it through your time there. Things weren’t easy for you either. If you’d spoken out or interfered, Rudi would have killed you. Hell, he nearly did anyway.”

      “No, no. No you’re wrong. I shouldn’t have been drunk. I should have paid attention. I should have…”

      “You should have nothing.” Dimitri cut through her rant. His words were squeezed through clenched teeth as though he fought to get them out. “Joe is right. There was nothing you could have done. You were in the same position as all the other women. Your life was in Rudi’s hands. I don’t blame you, Hope. I blame the bastard who took my sister. I don’t blame you.”

      Megan placed a hand on Dimitri’s back, offering comfort, but he tensed then stepped out of her reach.

      “See?” Joe ran a hand through his overgrown hair, making it stand on end. “No one blames you. Don’t even think about feeling guilty. This is all on Abramovich. All of it.”

      There was a single, agonising sob from the other end of the line. Joe cast a panicked glance at Callum. Callum’s lips were in a tight thin line. He nodded once at Joe before stepping towards the table.

      “This is Callum McKay,” he said in a calm, confident voice that instantly made Megan relax. She hoped it had the same effect on the woman at the other end of the line. “Joe told you I’m in charge around here, didn’t he?”

      There was silence, interspersed by tiny muffled sobs.

      “Hope.” It was a snapped command. “Listen to me now.”

      “Yes.” Her voice trembled, but she seemed to calm.

      “Good. Now here’s the thing. You couldn’t have done anything to save those women a year ago, but the information you’re giving us now will help us to find them and stop other women from being harmed. Do you hear me? Do you understand what I’m saying?”

      “Yes.” It was hesitant, but it wasn’t hysterical.

      “Then believe me when I say that what you can tell us is invaluable. Focus on that. Not on the past. We can’t do anything to change the past, but we can change the future—with your help. And we need your help, Hope. Are you willing to give that to us right now?”

      “Yes, yes, I want to help. What can I do?” She sniffed, but the panic had fled her voice.

      Joe visibly relaxed. He nodded at Callum then took over the conversation again. Callum stepped back to his spot at the whiteboard.

      “That’s good, honey,” Joe said. “Real good. We need you to tell us everything you remember about the night you saw the women. Especially anything you remember relating to Katrina. Can you do that for us?”

      “I was so drunk, Joe. I’m not sure what help I’ll be.”

      “Anything at all is good. No matter how insignificant it may seem. Just try to relax and focus on that night. Can you remember which man chose Katrina?”

      Dimitri shut his eyes. His hands turned to fists on the table. His knuckles were white. Megan’s hand twitched to touch him again. The silence in the room was thick, making it difficult to breathe.

      “She had on a yellow dress.” Hope sounded hesitant, as though she was feeling her way through the memory. “I remember thinking that I recognised the dress—I’d seen it on a runway in Paris. She stood closer to the door than the other women and seemed to sway on her feet. At least, I think she was the one swaying. It could have been me.” She took a deep breath. “I remember Rudi being mad at me for being so drunk. He took my champagne glass out of my hand and ordered me to my room. I headed for the door nearest the women. As I made my way across the room, a man approached Katrina and took her arm. He said something to her. I was too far away to hear what it was, but she didn’t react. He handed her off to his bodyguards and they took her from the room. The man watched her until she disappeared. I remember she staggered and I thought she was as drunk as I felt.”

      “Can you name the man?” Joe said. “Had you seen him before then?”

      “He wasn’t a politician, he was a businessman, based in Dubai, I think. I’m pretty sure he was French. Yes, he definitely spoke French. I remember meeting him at lunch one day, at the club, and thinking that the French accent wasn’t sexy on some men.”

      Callum nodded at Elle who began typing furiously at her laptop.

      “Think hard,” Joe said. “Can you give us a name? A business? Tell us what he looked like? Anything at all, no matter how small or insignificant.”

      “He was fit. Obviously worked out. Middle aged, I think. There was grey at his temples.” She paused then let out a gush of air. “I can’t remember a name. I’m sorry, that’s all I can remember about him. There was nothing remarkable. Nothing that stood out.”

      “Okay.” Joe ran a hand over his face. “Can you remember what happened after Katrina was taken from the room. What did the man do then?”

      “Yes, I remember this, because I stumbled and Durand caught me before I fell. He held me a little too long and I looked over to see if my husband noticed. Rudi had his head together with the Frenchman, whispering. Then they shook hands and Rudi patted him on the back. He was grinning widely, the way he did when things went well for him. After the man strode away, I thought I saw Rudi put something in his pocket. At that point he noticed me and ordered his men to escort me to our suite. I didn’t see the Frenchman after that.”

      Callum looked over to Elle, who shook her head. There wasn’t enough information for her to search.

      “That’s it, Joe,” Hope said. “That’s all I remember right now. I’m sorry it isn’t more.”

      “Don’t be, honey. You did good,” Joe said, but his eyes were on Dimitri’s tension-filled body. “We really appreciate it. If you remember anything else, call us, no matter what time it is. Okay?”

      “Yes.” The woman sounded tired. Worn out.

      “And Hope?” Callum stepped towards the phone. “Call a friend to stay with you. You are not to feel guilty about any of the decisions you made while with Abramovich. Make sure your friend keeps you occupied. Get your mind off this for a while. Understood?” It was a series of orders barked out by a commander to his subordinate.

      “Understood.” There was a smile in her voice.

      “Okay then.” Callum reached across the table and pressed the button to end the call.

      The room was silent. Nobody moved. Nobody spoke. All eyes were on Dimitri. Slowly, he opened his eyes, uncurled from his position and flexed his hands. He reached behind him for his fallen chair. Megan thought he intended to straighten it. She jerked in her seat when he threw it at the wall, smashing it to pieces. Then without a word, he strode from the room.

      “Poor sod,” Ryan said as they watched Dimitri leave.

      “Joe,” Callum said. “Go after him. Keep an eye on him.”

      “I’ll do it.” Megan stood. The guys looked sceptical. “Chill, guys. I can be sensitive.”

      She ignored the looks of patent disbelief and went in search of Dimitri.

      She found him in one of the unfinished offices on the second floor. The room was dark and he’d slid down the wall to sit on the floor beside the window. She paused as she watched him. His hands were clasped behind his head and his eyes were closed. Every muscle in his body radiated tension. There may as well have been a neon sign above his head with the words “back off” on it.

      Megan had never been one to pay attention to signs. Without a word she crossed the room and slid down the wall to sit beside him. She brought her knees up to her chest and cuddled them to her body. Dimitri didn’t acknowledge her presence in any way, and that was fine. Megan was content to sit beside him and offer her silent support while he worked out his inner turmoil alone. She stared out into the cloud-covered sky as she listened to the rain fight with the traffic noise on the street below. It was strangely peaceful. A temporary cocoon against the horrors that pressed in on them.

      “I wish she could have given us a name.” Dimitri sounded hoarse, as though he’d been crying when she knew he hadn’t.

      There was nothing she could say. They all wished they’d been given a lead to follow. Instead, all they’d been given was the horrid confirmation that Katrina had indeed been sold into slavery. Megan’s stomach roiled just thinking those words.

      “She never even had a boyfriend.” Dimitri’s eyes were on the dull sky. “Not someone serious anyway. She joined that purity for marriage group. She told me she was saving herself for her wedding night. And I told her, there are some topics a brother didn’t want to discuss with his sister. Right at the top of the list is her sex life.” His fingers dug into the back of his neck. “She started a blog about it. She said it was important to get different voices out there, for people to know that all sorts of choices were normal.”

      He fell silent. He didn’t need to say anything else. The dreadfulness of it wasn’t lost on Megan. His sister’s first sexual experience hadn’t been on her wedding night. It hadn’t even been at the hands of someone who loved her. It was just one of the many things stolen from her, along with her freedom.

      “She won’t be the same.” It was a tight declaration, filled with agony that made Megan want to pour herself out in an attempt to soothe him. “Even if we manage to get her back. She won’t be the same. You can’t live through something like this and not change. She was always so freaking hopeful, naive even. That will be gone now.”

      Megan leaned her head against his shoulder and stayed silent. There was nothing she could even think to say that would lessen his burden. There were no reassuring words, no promises, that would help. All she could do was use her presence to let him know she shared his pain.

      After a long moment, Dimitri shifted. He wrapped an arm around her and pulled her tight to his side. Together they watched the rain fall down on London.
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      Megan didn’t know how long she’d spent sitting with Dimitri, but by the time Joe came to get him for a meeting with Callum, night had fallen. Something subtle had shifted between them in the hours they’d sat in silence. Megan was very aware of the dull throb of pain Dimitri carried around with him every minute of every day. It was a pain that spoke to the heart of her and connected them in ways she couldn’t understand. It also made her long for her own sister.

      Once the men had disappeared into Callum’s office, Megan headed up to her flat. She grabbed a bagel from their tiny kitchen and made herself a mug of steaming hot tea. The corridor outside her flat led out onto a metal fire escape, the top of which was a mesh platform. It was a poor man’s balcony, affording her a view over the rooftops towards Big Ben. Not that she could see the famous clock through the buildings, but it was enough to know it was there.

      She sat on the kitchen chair she’d dragged outside while the kettle boiled and dialled her sister. The rain had stopped hours ago, but the sky was still heavy and the air sharp. She shivered in her yoga pants and padded jacket.

      “Twin Two!” Claire’s voice in her ear made Megan simultaneously grin and tear up.

      “Don’t tell me you’re using Joe’s stupid nicknames now.”

      “I kind of like them.” Megan could hear the grin in her sister’s voice. “It makes me think of Dr Seuss. You know, Thing One and Thing Two.”

      “I know.” Megan had been trying to get Claire to upgrade her pop culture references to something an adult would use, but the kindy teacher could not be taught. “How are you? How’s my niece?”

      “You idiot. It’s too early to tell the sex of the baby.” Claire’s voice softened with wonder.

      “Son!” came the shout from the background.

      “I hope the caveman you married gets twin girls.” Megan knew her grin was evil.

      Unfortunately, Claire couldn’t see it. “Oh that would be so cool,” was her enthusiastic response.

      “Yes, it would.” Megan knew she would make an awesome aunt. Plus they knew how to be twins. Think of all the advice they could pass along to younger girls. It would be invaluable to them.

      “What’s up?” Claire said. “I can hear it in your voice.”

      Megan closed her eyes and rested her head back against the cool stone wall. Damn, but she missed her twin. They might not have the psychic connection they’d dreamed of having as kids, but no one knew her—no one understood her—like Claire.

      “We’re meeting Rudi on Friday, I kissed Dimitri and I don’t think Benson Security is going to keep me on when this job is over.” Her worries came out in a gush and she felt much better. She looked out over the rows of roofs identical to the one behind her. A conclave of Regency homes turned into offices and flats.

      “Wow.”

      “That’s it? That’s all you have to say? I need more.” She bit into the bagel.

      “Okay, we’ll deal with the mundane first and work our way up to juicy. Rudi first. My advice is don’t get yourself killed.”

      “Helpful.” It was interesting what her twin thought was mundane.

      “I try. As for keeping you on, of course they will. You’re a natural at this security stuff. Look how you handled the situation at the castle. You’re an asset to any team.”

      “I appreciate your support, but we both know I’m a liability.” Something she would only admit to her sister. She took a deep breath and filled her sister in on the events from the night before—sparing no detail of her gastronomic disaster. There was silence, then deep, very male laughter. “Claire! Do you have me on speaker phone?”

      “Sorry,” came the contrite reply. “I’m knitting a baby blanket and wanted to work while I talked.”

      Great, now her brother-in-law knew what a screw up she was. She heard more laughing, Claire ordering Grunt to leave the room and a door slamming shut.

      “Sorry about that,” Claire said. “Next time give me a heads up that we’re talking about something that needs privacy.”

      “I don’t suppose it matters.” Megan sipped her tea. “Joe will fill Grunt in next time they talk anyway.”

      There was a giggle. “Did you really fart on the bad guy?”

      Megan groaned. “It was humiliating. I didn’t think it was possible to feel mortified, furious and terrified all at the same time. All I could think about was getting the gun out of my face and getting home to my toilet. I’m never going to live this down, am I?”

      “Probably not. But look, you also proved you are capable. You disarmed the guy. Don’t sell yourself short. You can do this job. You just need time to settle in.”

      This was why she missed her sister so badly. No one on the planet had her back like Claire did. “I don’t know. There are literally millions of ex-service men and women out there. All of them way more suited to being a gun-for-hire than I am. I might as well face the fact that once my usefulness is over, I’ll be back on the plane home.” A car honked in the street beside her and she became aware of the constant white noise of London. “I really don’t want to lose this job, Claire. For the first time in my life I feel like I fit. Like I’ve found what I’m supposed to be doing.”

      Although they were identical in appearance, Megan was very different to Claire in other ways. Claire had everything she’d ever wanted out of life. She had the career of her dreams as a local kindergarten teacher. She had a Neanderthal who adored her and kissed the ground she walked on and she had a baby on the way. Home, family, that’s what Claire had dreamed of her whole life. And Megan would be the first to make sure her sister’s perfect life was never damaged. Claire deserved to have everything she dreamed of. But Megan was different, she’d never known what she wanted out of life. She’d tried lots of different careers and none of them fit. There was always a restlessness inside her, driving her to find something, and until she signed up to be part of Benson Security she’d never felt at peace. Now she did. She was where she was meant to be. And she was worried she was the only person who saw it.

      “Maybe I should go get some experience?” A few years wasn’t so long to wait to become a proper part of the team. She could do a few years. “I could join the army, or the police.”

      “You’d hate the uniforms. Polyester.” Claire made a shuddering sound. “Not to mention the early mornings. And the taking orders. You’re rubbish at taking orders…”

      “Okay. I get it. You can stop now.”

      “Look, just prove to be indispensable and everything will be fine. You can do it. I believe in you.” And she did. Megan heard it in every single word that came out of her sister’s mouth.

      “I miss you, sis.” She blinked back tears.

      “Me too!” Claire’s hormones got the better of her and she started to sob.

      There was a shuffling noise, then Grunt came on the line. “Don’t make her cry,” was the order, before the phone was handed back to Claire.

      “He’s very protective,” Claire explained unnecessarily.

      “Yep, in a totally insane, I-own-you sort of way.”

      As usual, Claire thought the criticism was funny.

      “As for the important part of your confession.” Claire lowered her voice. “So you kissed Dimitri. What was it like?”

      “Claire!” came the roar from her husband.

      “Oh baby,” Claire said away from the phone. “You don’t need to get jealous. You know the only man I see is you.”

      “I think I’m going to puke,” Megan said.

      “I’m back. He’s gone to make me some hot chocolate. Now, spill. How was it?” The sound of Claire settling in for some gossip, and her delight in sharing it, made Megan ache for home. This was the longest she’d ever been away from her twin and it still didn’t feel natural.

      “It was hot,” Megan confessed. “We were arguing. He was doing that arrogant ‘I know everything’ thing he does. And I got so mad with him that all I wanted to do was show him he wasn’t in control of everything.”

      “So you kissed him?”

      “It seemed like a really good idea at the time.” To be honest, it still seemed like a really good idea. “The man can kiss. He does this thing with his tongue…”

      “No!” Grunt roared. “Claire doesn’t need to know about other men’s tongues. Why can’t the two of you talk about something normal? Like football?”

      “Claire! Speaker again?!”

      “Sorry. Knitting.” There was a click and she was back off speaker phone. “We’re private again.”

      “Are you going to go off and knit again?” Seriously, if she was in Invertary she’d smack her twin upside her head. Pregnant or not.

      “I’ll resist the lure of the wool,” Claire promised, sounding like one of the retired women from the town’s knitting club.

      Megan shook her head. Her twin was a mystery sometimes. “I can’t kiss him again,” she said, more to herself than to her sister. “It complicated things. He’s hurting over his sister and he needs to focus on the mission. We both need to focus on the mission. It was a dumb thing to do.” Because now she’d had a taste of him, she wasn’t sure she could resist another one.

      “Or,” her evil half said, “you could just burn up the sheets and get it out of your system.”

      “You are not a good influence on me.” Megan smiled at the joke. Neither one of them had ever been known for their good behaviour.

      “That’s why you love me,” Claire sang and Megan laughed away some of the tension that had been building throughout the day.

      

      “If you kiss a woman and she tells you it’s nice,” Dimitri said to Joe as they sat in Callum’s office. “It’s a bad thing, right?”

      “Who’d you kiss?” Joe had his ankles crossed and his feet propped on the edge of Callum’s desk.

      “Who do you think?” With a question like that, Dimitri was seriously rethinking asking Joe for advice.

      “Twin Two.” Joe grinned. “You’re nuts, you realise that. The woman is certifiable.”

      Callum smacked his pen down on his desk. “This is exactly why I didn’t want to be part of this business. I saw Lake and his guys sitting around in Scotland, gossiping like a bunch of women and knew it was contagious. What’s next? Installing a day spa in the basement?”

      Joe laughed at the man. “Haven’t you ever talked about women?”

      “Never.” Callum frowned at them.

      Joe pointed at him. “Maybe that’s why you’re still single. Maybe if you’d shared some tips with the guys you’d have been able to keep hold of a woman.”

      Callum looked outraged. “You two are single. Why the hell would I take advice from you?”

      “Hey.” Joe held up his hands. “I’m in my early thirties, you’re hitting forty. That’s midlife. I’ve got plenty of time to settle down. You wait much longer and you’ll be past it.”

      For a minute it looked like Callum might punch something, possibly Joe.

      “About the kiss.” Dimitri needed input. The woman was in his head every minute of every day and he was losing his mind over it. Nothing she did made sense. Nothing.

      “Nice means you’re crap,” Callum snapped. “End of discussion. Now how about we plan this meeting with Abramovich? Or do you two need to go pull on your big girl panties to help you focus?”

      Dimitri glared at the man, while Joe shot him a far more obvious hand gesture.

      “Now,” Callum said as he stood and pointed at the blown up aerial photo of Rudi’s house. “I think we need to position a sniper here, and here.”

      “Who you thinking?” Joe said.

      “Me and Ryan. The kid’s got the best record for long range shots and you can run faster than I can.” Callum wasn’t embarrassed by his change in skill set since his legs were replaced with prosthetics. The man knew how to assess his strengths and weaknesses and play to them. And no one who looked at the guy would think he was anything less than deadly.

      “I need to be close,” Joe said. “In case I have to get in fast. Parking in that street will be a problem. There are no public spots and as soon as a car sits there for any length of time, security from one of the houses checks them out. We need to look into parking in one of the drives close by.”

      Callum made a note on the paper in front of him. “I’ll make some calls.”

      “Can we get Elle to tap into their security feed, give us eyes inside the gates?” Dimitri said.

      Callum made another note. Joe ran a hand through his overgrown hair. “We really need more guys. A job like this, you need bodies covering the exits.”

      “We’re working on it,” Callum said. “Most of the guys Lake has in Scotland are out on jobs. We’re interviewing to fill up this office.”

      “Yeah, but they won’t be here in time for this op,” Joe said.

      There was silence. The team was set as is. Dimitri glanced at Joe as Callum studied the aerial photo some more.

      “She said I’m perfectly adequate,” Dimitri said. “That isn’t good, right?”

      Joe burst out laughing, while Callum groaned.

      “What?” Dimitri demanded. “If your technique was called perfectly adequate, it’d be stuck in your head too.”

      “Bloody hell.” Callum folded his arms over yet another grey-coloured Henley. “Get your mind on the job. Stop screwing around with Megan. It’s distracting you. Do I really need to tell you how important this is? If you want to do something useful with the woman, train her. She needs firearms training for a start.”

      “Guns?” Joe looked at Callum like he was mad. “You want to put a firearm in her hand?”

      “I don’t want to,” Callum snapped. “But if she’s holding one I’d rather she shot the enemy than me. Right now I wouldn’t trust her with a Taser. No, scrap that, I wouldn’t trust her with a water pistol.” He glared at Dimitri. “Now stop acting like a teenage girl and get your head in the game.”

      “You’re right.” Dimitri shook his arms, working the tension out of his body. “Okay. I’m ready. No more Megan talk.”

      “About bloody time.” Callum turned back to the map.

      Joe nudged Dimitri and when he turned the guy passed him a piece of paper. When he opened it there was a note:

      Perfectly adequate is seriously bad dude. You need to get yourself some skills.

      And just like that, his mind was back on Megan.
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