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    For My Darling Kay-Kay,

My light, my darkness, my everything. I love you more than words.
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Chapter one
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AS I STARED UP AT THE beautiful house in front of me, I knew this wasn’t going to end well. Not for me anyway. Leela was standing beside me and her grin spread across her entire face. She clapped her hands excitedly in front of her and grabbed hold of my hand. Leela practically skipped up the front path and stopped at the front door. She stood grinning, waiting for me to get the keys out of my handbag, excited like a kid on Christmas morning.

If you haven’t noticed I didn’t share Leela’s glee. Unlike her I knew what this was going to cost me and I wasn’t sure if I could pay up.

My name is Jen Sweet and Leela is my younger sister. She’s twenty-six and I am twenty-eight. We look a lot alike. We are both in the middle range of five-foot something, have similar facial features and we both have long blonde hair. Leela’s hair is curly though, aka SJP as Carrie Bradshaw, and mine is straighter like Reese Witherspoon’s in Legally Blonde. The other difference is that even though we are both slim, Leela is fit. She loves a good workout and I haven’t exercised properly for nearly a decade. I know my figure is on borrowed time.

Three days ago, Leela and I packed everything we owned into a removal truck, left our hometown of Melbourne and moved to the Gold Coast. Just. Like. That. No plan, nowhere to live, no job prospects. We just decided to move and that was it. 

I have never done anything so impulsive in my entire life.

Leela has, that was her personality. Not me though, my life was predictable, thought out, planned, boring some would say. Although you definitely couldn’t say that about my life these days.

I placed my hand on the front door handle of the big, looming house in front of me and hesitated. I wasn’t sure I could do this. Did I want to put myself in this situation? 

After three days of house hunting on the Gold Coast, Leela and I couldn’t find a single place. They were either too expensive, or we weren’t able to look past the rats and the other filth that seemed to be in every house within our budget. We were desperate and homeless. We’d been living with my friend Hitch for the past three days and I felt like we were imposing on him. Also, I wasn’t going to move in with Hitch until he decided if he wanted to be in a relationship with me.

Just when I thought all hope of finding a decent place was gone, I met up with another friend, Louis Wilkes, in a coffee shop and he offered me the use of one of his houses. Rent-free. I argued the rent-free thing but arguing with Louis was pointless and quite frankly, a little scary. So, I agreed to live in one of his empty houses until Leela and I could find something of our own.

Louis lived in a huge mega mansion on Sovereign Island in Paradise Point, which is a super expensive suburb about thirty minutes north of Surfers Paradise. Louis has quite a few houses all over Australia, but the Sovereign Island home seemed to be his main residence. He offered Leela and I the use of a house he owned in the suburb of Mermaid Beach, and it really was right on the beach. Plus, it was only thirty minutes from his place.

The day before this unplanned move to the GC, Leela and I had been sitting in the Melbourne apartment of Hitch, real name Andrew Hitchinson. Hitch’s main house is on the Gold Coast, but he also has an apartment in Melbourne for when he goes down there for business. After a really dreadful run of bad luck, I decided it was time to leave my Melbourne home and move to the Gold Coast. A sea change was just what I needed. Leela agreed to come with me and Hitch rang a removal truck and organised for everything we owned to be picked up the next day. I had no time to back out even if I wanted to.  

Hitch is possibly the most amazing man to ever grace this planet. He is six-foot-two of mouth-watering hotness. He’s thirty-five years old. He wears his dark brown hair short, his eyes are the colour of chocolate, and his body is hard, tanned, and muscled better than any I have ever seen. Hitch is all man and even after a month of knowing him, I still drool whenever I look at him.

I call Hitch a friend but really, he’s a lot more than that. I’ve only known him for a month, but in that time my entire life has been completely flipped on its head. My life had been safe, predictable and... boring. Stuck in a rut. No men, no excitement. Now since meeting Hitch my life seems to be all excitement, nothing is predictable and I have one too many men to deal with.

Even things between Hitch and I are really complicated. We are both unbelievably attracted to each other and are definitely ‘friends with benefits’, but Hitch won’t commit to a relationship with me for the next year. Not while he is working as a retriever for Louis Wilkes.

Being a retriever is not a safe job. Or very legal. Hitch has to find and retrieve criminals who do wrong by Louis. Kinda like a debt collector mixed with a mob tough guy. Louis is an extremely wealthy, legitimate businessman who has a whole secret life as a crime boss. If crimes are committed against Louis, there is no way he wants the police involved, so he needs to have them sorted out in his own way. And that’s were Hitch comes in. He retrieves whatever has been taken from Louis. Usually, it just has to do with borrowed money that needs to be paid back and Hitch is able to talk Louis’ clients into giving Louis what he wants. I don’t like to think too much about what Hitch has to do to convince them, but I know Hitch is one of the best fighters around. His reputation precedes him.

Louis Wilkes is the cause of the ‘one too many men in my life’ problem. And that’s Lou-is, not Lou-ee. People have disappeared after calling him Lou-ee. Louis is a bad, bad man and he is also the most sexy, seductive and sometimes, a little scary, person I have ever met. His looks are romance novel perfect with blonde hair, cool blue eyes and a perfect six-foot frame. He is thirty-five like Hitch and he spends most of his time in tailor-made suits and drives unbelievably expensive cars.

Women throw themselves at Louis and he uses them as arm candy until he is bored with them, then he moves onto the next one. Even though these women know that they are with him simply for show, he has no shortage of women who want to be with him.

Things between Louis and I are even more complicated than between Hitch and I. I have feelings for Louis, but I’m not quite sure what they are. There is no doubt in my mind that I am attracted to him, but being in a relationship with him is a whole other story. Louis has never treated me like just ‘another one of his girls’, but I am unsure on just how sincere his feeling towards me are. Sometimes I wonder if it’s all just part of his and Hitch’s game. 

Hitch and Louis had a long friendship, they worked together and were best friends. The friendship ended two years ago when Hitch walked into Louis’ office and found Louis ‘doing some after-hours work’ with his fiancée Eden. Unfortunately, they were on top of Louis’ desk and neither of them were wearing any pants. Hitch hadn’t spoken to Louis- or Eden- for the past two years. And then a few weeks ago Hitch’s brother, Joey made some bad business deals with Louis and was looking at certain death. If Hitch agreed to become Louis’ head retriever again for the next year, all would be forgotten and Joey would be free to live out the rest of his life. Left with no option, Hitch had to suck it up and once again work for a man he hated more than anything. It was also the reason it made things weird between me and Louis. I’m sure if Louis and I got involved, Hitch would kill him this time.

“Aren’t you excited, Jens?” asked Leela as I stood frozen to the spot, unable to open the front door of this beautiful house in front of me.

The trouble was, even though Louis had offered us this place for nothing, for as long as we wanted, I knew at some point I’d have to pay him back. And I also knew I’d have to deal with Hitch.

I turned to Leela and forced a smile. She knew nothing about Hitch and Louis’ life of crime or how I got involved in it. And I planned on keeping it that way. “I am excited, Lees. I just feel a little guilty about living here for nothing.” 

“Jens, Louis is a really rich man, this won’t exactly break his bank. Besides there was no one staying here anyways, Louis was more than happy for us to stay here.”

I sighed and twisted the doorknob. I was never going to tell her the truth. I didn’t want her knowing anything about what I’d gone through in the last few weeks. She probably wouldn’t believe it anyway. I barely do. 

“Fine then, let’s go. But I call the main bedroom.”

Leela and I walked through the door and I stared around in shock. The place was beautiful. Although I don’t know why I expected anything different.

It was a two-story mini-mansion right on the beach at the northern end of Mermaid Beach, which was about fifteen minutes south from the heart of Surfers Paradise, on a good day. The home was on a very prestige street called Hedges Ave, or ‘Millionaires Row’ to the locals. It had five bedrooms, four bathrooms, a large kitchen, a couple of lounge rooms and a media room. It was fully furnished in light, white modern furniture and I could feel the ocean breeze the moment I slid open the glass sliding doors at the back of the house.

“I could get used to this, Jens,” said Leela as she walked up behind me.

“Well don’t get too comfortable, because we are only staying here until we can find our own place.”

Leela sighed. “I know, you’ve told me about fifty times in the last twelve hours.”

“I just don’t want to take advantage of Louis’ generosity.” And I knew the longer I stayed here, the bigger my payback will have to be.

“Jens, Louis loves you. I’m sure he’d be more than happy for you to take advantage of him... In any way,” Leela grinned.

I playfully smacked her bum and walked upstairs to the master bedroom. The second I opened the door I was pretty sure I would give Louis whatever he wanted.

The room was as big as my apartment in Melbourne. It was fully furnished and there was a large balcony with large glass doors that opened up to reveal the picture-perfect view of the ocean. It was December thirtieth and the sun was shining, the breeze was warm and balmy, and I was sure I could hear the bluebirds chirping. Well, maybe it was seagulls, but who cares. I never got a view like this from my bedroom in Melbourne. 

I flopped down on the bed and closed my eyes. It had been a big deal for me to leave Melbourne. I’d lived around there my entire life. It’s where my friends were, the places I liked to hangout, shop, visit museums, see shows. All my favourite restaurants. So many restaurants. I was ready for this new phase in my life, but it was all feeling a little too scary at the moment for me to fully enjoy it. I was just glad that Leela had decided to move here with me. And my older brother Ryan lived just over two hours away on the Sunshine Coast, so it helped that he was so close as well.

“Jens?” I heard Leela’s voice say from the doorway of my room. 

I sat up and forced a bright smile. “What’s up, Lees?”

“Louis just called your mobile phone. He just wanted to let you know that all of our furniture is being stored at a storage facility he owns nearby and a guy will be dropping off all our personal stuff in the next ten minutes.”

I sat up and stifled a sigh. Another favour from Louis. My bill will just keep adding up at this rate. “Thanks, I’m coming downstairs now.”

An hour later I’d packed all my clothes and personal items away in my new room. It made me feel a little better to have all my own familiar stuff around me.

I walked down to the kitchen and opened the fridge. It was fully stocked. Fruits, vegetables, assorted spreads, cheeses, juice, milk, expensive bottled water. Everything I could possibly need, neatly shelved in the fridge. I opened the pantry and saw that it was full as well. Louis had left no stone unturned and I knew all this was going to cost me as well.

Leela walked into the kitchen wearing a tight black skirt and a neat, white button-down shirt. She looked healthy and toned and I looked down at the packet of biscuits I’d gotten out of the pantry. I picked them up and put them back on the shelf. I decided my new life on the Gold Coast also needed a new diet plan if I was going to look any good amongst all the local bikini babes.

“Where you going, Lees?” I asked.

She slipped her feet into a pair of black high heels. “I have a job interview for a waitress at an events company.” She stood up straight and looked at me. “How’s your job hunting going?”

I sighed. I’d spent the last three days looking for a place to live, I hadn’t even thought about a job. I was just lucky that I’d been paid out three years’ worth of holiday pay when I’d been sacked from my old job a week ago. “I’ll start looking today.”

“Alright. Well, I’m going to jump on the tram into Surfers and I’ll be home later today.” Leela dropped a kiss on the top of my head and walked out of the kitchen. A few minutes later I heard the front door open and close and I was alone.

I looked around the big empty house and pushed aside the feelings of uneasiness that came from being in a new place, starting a new life, and I sighed. I’m sure within a few weeks it would feel like I’d lived here forever. I got the biscuits back out and helped myself to a couple. I could start eating healthy tomorrow.

I washed the biscuits down with a glass of milk and still felt lost. I picked up my phone and rang the one person I knew would make me feel better than biscuits. 

“Hey,” I said down the line. “I’m lonely, wanna come and pick me up?”
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Chapter two
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TEN MINUTES LATER, Hitch’s black Porsche Panamera Turbo S slid to a stop in my driveway. Hitch had two Porsche’s, the Panamera and a shiny, new white Cayenne four-wheel drive. Both were equally sexy. I angled into the passenger seat and turned to look at his smiling face.

“Sweetheart, you only moved out of my house a few hours ago. You missing me already?” Hitch grinned as he leant over and kissed me with just enough tongue to make my whole body turn to soft, gooey jelly.

It had only been a few hours, but I was almost positive he had gotten better looking in my brief absence.

I shook my head slightly to recover from that amazing kiss and smiled at him. “Truthfully, I’m feeling a little lost. Leela has a job interview and I know I should be looking for a job too, but I’m not sure what I want to do. I definitely don’t want to go back to accounting.”

“Take a few days to think about it. You have your holiday pay and I’ll help you out if you need it.” He grinned and I knew he was about to say something dirty. “The job offer of being my personal stress reliever is still going if you’re interested.”

I smiled. “Thanks, it’s a tempting offer, but I don’t think I have the energy to deal with all your stress.”

“Hmm, maybe you’re right. Speaking of stress, I have a job to do for Louis. Nothing dangerous, just a chat. You want to tag along?”

“Sure. Who are you after?”

“The guy’s name is Logan Price. He’s a local surfer dude who borrows money off Louis from time to time to prop up his surfboard making business. When times are good and he’s selling boards, Louis doesn’t hear from him. When times are slow, Louis lends him money and Logan brews up a batch of ecstasy pills and pays Louis back as he sells them. In seven years, Logan has never been late paying back money, but this time he hasn’t paid Louis any money for two months. It’s completely out of character and I am going over there today to find out what’s going on.”

“You sure it’s going to be safe for me to be there?”

“Yeah, Logan is an old school surfer who probably enjoyed the seventies a little more than most. He’s basically a good guy who tries to run his business and compete with the big companies. I think he’s just swallowed a little too much saltwater and absorbed a little too much coconut oil over the years. Plus, all the weed he’s smoked. He’s a tad fried.”

Twenty minutes later we pulled up in front of a slightly rundown place two streets back from the southern end of the beach in Burleigh Heads. Even though it was a little run down, the house had a relaxed beach cottage feel to it. It had peeling white weatherboard, a tin roof and the front lawn was about a month past needing a mow. There were a couple of surfboards on the front veranda, a beach towel and a wetsuit drying over the railing, and a dream catcher mobile hanging by the front door.

Hitch and I walked up to the front door and Hitch gave it a firm knock. Ten seconds later the door opened and a skinny looking man, who I guessed was somewhere in his sixties, stuck his head out and looked at the two of us standing there. The man had long, wavy sun-bleached hair, a weathered face, and a deep tan. He was wearing a faded singlet and a pair of old board shorts. 

The man looked up at Hitch and tried to slam the door in our faces. Hitch was too quick for him and he wedged his foot in between the door and the door jam. Logan wasn’t able to shut it.

“What’s going on, Logan? Since when don’t you let me in here?” said Hitch raising one eyebrow.  

Logan sighed and opened the door wide enough for Hitch and I to enter. I followed Hitch inside and we stood in the old, but clean lounge room.

“Listen Hitch man, I don’t have any money for Louis, ok?” said Logan as he shuffled nervously from one foot to the other.

Hitch tilted his head to one side and frowned. “What’s going on, Logan? You’re never late paying Louis.”

Logan collapsed into an old, fabric covered armchair and put his head in his hands. I felt a little sorry for him. He looked tired, like something was wearing him down. 

“I’m in some deep trouble man,” Logan said slowly. 

Hitch sat down in a chair beside him. I noted the slight look of concern in his eyes. “What kind of trouble?”

“My girlfriend Dottie is an illegal immigrant from the Philippines. A man called Grayson Miller smuggled her over here two years ago. He charges like, a thousand bucks upfront and then when the woman gets here to Australia, she can either work for him to pay off the rest of her debt or she can marry a rich man and he pays off the remaining ten gees. It’s like, bullshit, man. These birds are like, owned property either way.”

“So what’s this got to do with you owing Louis money, Logan? You borrow money to own the rights to your girl?” said Hitch.

Logan shook his head. “Not to own her man, to set her free. Miller makes those girls do some bad shit. I met Dottie at this, like, posh party Miller was hosting. I have a friend who is on the pro-circuit and he let me tag along. Dottie was a topless waitress and we got like, talking. As the night wore on, I decided to get Dottie outta there. I snuck her out and she’s been living here with me for the last three months. Two weeks ago, Miller found her and kidnapped her back.” Logan shook his head and slumped back in his chair. “I’ve been saving every cent I can, that’s why I haven’t paid Louis any money. I’ve been saving everything so I could give it to Miller so Dottie could live with me. But now Miller has her back, he wants thirty gees. Ten for Dottie and twenty for stealing her from him. He’s going to kill her man, if I can’t get the money together by New Year’s Day. That’s like, two days dude.”

I could see Hitch do an inward sigh. I knew he didn’t want to get involved in this, but I also knew he wouldn’t be able to walk away knowing there was an innocent woman in trouble. “So, you owe thirty grand to this Grayson Miller and you also owe ten grand to Louis, that’s forty grand. How much do you have?”

Logan shrugged. “’bout eighteen grand.”

Hitch stood up. “Leave it with me for a couple of hours and I’ll see what I can find out about this Miller guy. And I’ll talk to Louis about giving you more time. In the meantime, you need to exhaust every possible idea you can think of to raise some more money. There is no way Louis will lend you anymore.”

Logan stood up and nodded. “I will Hitch, Mahalo.” He reached over to a side table and grabbed a photo. He handed it to Hitch. “This is Dottie. She’s my life, man. My beautiful kuuipo.”

Hitch took a quick look at the photo and I snuck a glance over his shoulder. Dottie was a beautiful Pilipino woman in about her mid-twenties. She had long, silky smooth black hair and amazing dark, almond shaped eyes.   

Hitch stuck the photo in one of the pockets on his cargo shorts. “I’m not making any promises, Logan, but I’ll see what I can do.”

“Really? Thank you Hitch.” Logan shook his hand and turned to look at me, noticing me for the first time. He stared at me for a moment, a confused look etched on his face. “You don’t look like one of Hitch’s usual girls. You his new, like, sidekick or something?”

I looked at Hitch and frowned. “Really? Why does everyone keep saying that? Am I really that not up to scratch with the women you normally date?”

“Sweetheart, you’re better. I keep telling you that,” Hitch laughed. He took hold of my hand, led me out of the house and helped me into the Porsche. 

“You’re going to help him, aren’t you?” I asked as Hitch steered the car out onto the Gold Coast highway.

Hitch shrugged. “I’m going to try. I’m not sure what I can do though. I haven’t heard of this Grayson Miller guy, so I don’t know what we’re dealing with here.”

“I would feel bad if something happened to Dottie and we didn’t do anything to help her.”

Hitch sighed. “Jen, don’t get all emotional about this. We can’t just go out and save everybody and at the end of the day, this just isn’t our business.”

“I know, but we can try right? He seems like he really loves her. He called her his beautiful ku’ku poi. What do you think that means?”

Hitch smiled. “Kuuipo. It’s a Hawaiian word.” Hitch’s grin widened and he lightly rubbed my knee. “It means ‘my sweetheart’.”

I smiled. “See? It’s a sign. So where are we going now?”

“Louis’ restaurant. I need to talk to him about this and see what he knows.”

[image: C:\Documents and Settings\alison\My Documents\My Pictures\Microsoft Clip Organizer\MC900431551[3].png]

After an hour of driving through the Gold Coast’s famous summertime traffic, we pulled to a stop in front of Louis’ waterfront Fenix restaurant. It was in the beautiful gated community of Sanctuary Cove, in the suburb of Hope Island. The land of Gold Coast’s very rich.

Hitch took hold of my hand and led me through the restaurant and out onto the boardwalk that ran behind all the packed bars and restaurants. I glanced in the direction of Hitch’s restaurant, Charlie’s Place- named after his father- and my stomach grumbled. The one time I’d eaten there was seriously the best food I have ever eaten. And now it was lunchtime. I was starving.

Fenix was packed with lunchtime diners and I couldn’t see a single free seat. Louis was sitting at his regular table by the water’s edge with his arm candy girlfriend, Krista, seated by his side. His head henchman, Wade, was nowhere to be seen, but I knew he wouldn’t be far away. 

Louis’ new muscle was a young, enthusiastic guy called Kane. Kane just replaced a man called Jeff. Jeff had a nearly decade long vendetta against Louis that he had kept a secret until a week ago when he kidnapped me and tried to hold me for ransom. Hitch, Wade and Louis rescued me and I haven’t seen or heard anything about Jeff since. And truthfully, I don’t want to, because I don’t want to know anything about the dark and scary things Wade does to people like Jeff.

Kane on the other hand, seemed less dark and less scary. He was standing by the edge of the building wearing black cargo pants and an indecently tight black tee-shirt. He was easily six foot four and he had the biggest arm muscles and widest set of shoulders I have ever seen. I was sure he would have to turn sideways to go through a door. I guessed his age to be in the mid-twenties and he had that eager, ‘I’m new to the job’ look about him. He was wearing a pair of black wraparound sunglasses and he was looking around the restaurant like he was guarding the president.

Hitch glanced at Kane as we walked past him and Kane nodded slightly. Hitch gave an almost undetectable shake of his head and I knew behind his black Prada aviators he was rolling his eyes. 

“What’s with the Secret Service?” Hitch asked as he pulled out the chair opposite Louis. He helped me into it and then he sat down in the chair next to me. Always a gentleman.

I felt a flush go through me as I looked at Louis. Boy he was a sexy man. I loved how I still felt excited and nervous whenever I saw him.

Louis’ cool blue eyes flickered to Kane for a split second before they settled on Hitch. “Kane is green, but he is loyal to a tee. You could take a leaf out of his book Hitch.”

Hitch scoffed. “Yeah right.”

Louis turned to me and a slow smile spread across his face. “How are you and Leela settling into your new place, Jen?”

I felt a flash of nervousness shoot through my stomach. There was a mischievously glint in his eyes and I knew he was just trying to stir up some trouble. To say Hitch was unhappy about me moving out of his place and into one of Louis’ was an understatement.

“It’s great, Louis. Thank you for all your help. I don’t think I’ll ever get Leela to leave.”

“Well, you are welcome to stay there as long as you want.”

I could see Hitch’s fists ball up under the table and I knew I needed to change the subject. “I heard about the big party you’re having on New Year’s Eve, Louis. It sounds exciting.” I snuck a glance at Hitch. Hmm, probably not the best topic I could have brought up.

Louis smiled. “It is my favourite party of the year. I hope you and Leela will be there.”

“This is not a social visit, Louis,” Hitch interrupted, his tone dry as toast. 

Louis turned to look at him and raised an eyebrow. “Oh? Well, why are you here?”

“I went and saw Logan Price an hour ago. What do you know about what’s going on with him and this Grayson Miller guy?”

Louis shrugged one shoulder. “Logan kidnapped one of Miller’s girls and Miller kidnapped her back. Those women are worth a bit of money to Miller, he’s not just going to stand back and let one go for nothing.”

“Miller wants Logan to pay him thirty grand to get the woman back. So Logan needs thirty grand for Miller and ten for you. He has eighteen.”

Louis shrugged again. “So did you get my ten grand?”

Hitch smiled sheepishly and took the photo of Dottie out of his shorts pocket. He flicked the photo across the table and it landed on Louis’ empty plate. 

“This is Dottie, apparently she is Logan’s kuuipo.”

Louis smiled slightly, obviously understanding the meaning of the word. He tilted his head to one side as glanced at me, before he looked back at Hitch. “Am I running a charity here, Hitch?”

Hitch shrugged. “No, and I’m not asking you for anything but a little more time for Logan. He’s always been good for his money over the years.”

“Fine, Logan can have another month,” said Louis and he lent forward in his seat. “But I’m going to warn you, Hitch, to stay away from Grayson Miller. He is one sick individual. I don’t need you getting involved in any of his dealings.”

I felt my stomach churn again. I knew Hitch wasn’t going to back away from this and part of me didn’t want him to. I wanted the lovely looking woman in the photo to be free as much as Logan did.

Hitch frowned. “Tell me about him.”

Louis gave his head a single shake. “Not here. Come by my place tonight, about eight o’clock and I’ll tell you more.”

Hitch nodded and pushed out his chair. He rose to his feet and lightly pulled me to mine. “Fine then, I’ll be there at eight.”
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Chapter three
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“WHERE TO NOW, HITCH? What’s the plan?” I asked as he started the Porsche and took off away from the restaurant.

Hitch smiled. “There is no plan, Jen. I’m going to see what Louis has to say tonight and then I will decide from there what I am going to do. And notice how I said I? Don’t think that you’re getting involved in this, Sweetheart.”

“I’m already involved.”

“No, you’re not. This is dangerous stuff and by the sounds of it this Miller guy doesn’t have much respect for women.”

“Couldn’t I just help out behind the scenes? You and I are a good team.”

Hitch slid a glance my way. “Sweetheart, since you and I have been hanging out I’ve experienced more fuckups than all my other retrievals put together. I’ve been shot twice in the past month for shits sake.”

“I’m sure things will be better now that we’re on your home ground. Surely we can’t keep having that sort of bad luck. Besides, maybe it has nothing to do with me, maybe you’re just rusty from being out of the game for so long.”

He slid me another glance. “I’m not rusty, Sweetheart, in any way.” He gave me a sexy look with those chocolate eyes and I felt a flash of heat go through me. “I’m going to go and talk to Harvey at the bar, see what he knows about Miller.” Hitch grinned. “I might grab some lunch while I’m there. You hungry?”

I grimaced, all heat gone. Harvey’s bar was not my favourite place. And eating there was especially not one of my favourite things to do. It was not the cleanest bar around, in fact, I’d seen cleaner and more hygienic public restrooms.

“I’m not feeling real hungry,” I lied. “But I’ll come anyway.”

Hitch slid another glance my way. “Since when aren’t you hungry, Sweetheart?”

“Since the last time we went to Harvey’s and a cockroach the size of a small cat crawled across the table.”

Hitch laughed. “That wasn’t a cockroach, it was a beetle. Besides, I’ve been eating at Harvey’s for years and I’m fine.”

“You keep telling me that, but it doesn’t help.”

Harvey’s bar was in Cavill Avenue, right in the middle of Surfers Paradise. We pulled up right out front and Hitch parked in the loading zone. Hitch and I piled out of the Porsche and walked inside. There were four bikies seated at the bar and Harvey’s bartender Sam, was making them all beers.

“Hello fella’s,” said Hitch, nodding at the men. “I’m looking for Harvey, he in?”

Sam nodded. “Yeah mate, he’s in his office. Go right ahead.”

Hitch led me to the back of the bar and he knocked on a door that said ‘staff only’. Harvey called for us to enter and Hitch and I walked into the office. The smell of cigar smoke and Johnnie Walker Red filled my nostrils. Harvey’s signature scent.

“Hitch,” said Harvey. “How are ya mate? I haven’t seen you for a couple of weeks.”

Hitch reached over and shook his hand. “Good, things are good. You?”

“Great.” Harvey looked at me and gave me a crooked smile. “How are ya, love? Heard you’re livin’ up here now?”

I stifled a smile. Harvey always seemed uncomfortable around me. I think it went back to when he first met me and he couldn’t hide his surprise that Hitch would be interested in a girl like me. Hitch had a history of dating women like the perfect, airbrushed Krista. “I am living here, it’s going great.”

“Good, good. So, what can I do for you, Hitch? This a social visit?” Harvey asked as he poured himself a shot of Johnnie Red. He offered the bottle to Hitch and I, but we both declined.

“Sadly, it’s not social, Harv. You remember Logan Price? Old school surfer dude, lives over in Burleigh Heads. Owns that little surfboard store?”

Harvey nodded. “Vaguely. The guy who smoked a little too much weed in the seventies?” 

“Yeah, that’s him,” said Hitch. He went on to tell Harvey everything he knew about Logan and Dottie’s situation.

When Hitch finished talking, Harvey poured himself a double shot and downed all of it. “I donno a lot about this Grayson Miller, Hitch. But what I have heard, I don’t wanna repeat. Especially in front of a lady. He smuggles in these beautiful women from all over the world and either pimps ‘em out or sells ‘em to the highest bidder. And when you get one of Grayson’s girls, nothin’ is off limits. The more fucked up, the more you pay, but nothin’ is off the cards. You understand what I’m sayin’, mate?”

“I understand,” Hitch nodded. “You’re telling me Logan’s girl is not in a good place.”

“Not good in any way.”

Hitch nodded and stood up. “Thanks mate.” He reached over and shook Harvey’s hand and led me out of his office. Hitch nodded to the guys at the bar and we walked out to his car. Thankfully we didn’t stop to eat.

Hitch lent against the side of the Porsche and sighed. “I don’t want to get involved in this, Sweetheart.”

“Neither do I, but how can we not? This woman needs our help,” I said leaning next to him.

Hitch looked down at me and smiled. “Excuse me, but who are you? What happened to the Jen that hates any kind of fighting? Any kind of danger? I haven’t even seen you swallow back any vomit today.”

“I am scared, but I hate this sort of mistreatment of women. All women deserve the right to live their lives free and not be some sexual pawn in a rich man’s world.”

“Ouch. I hope that’s not a dig at me and Louis?”

I smiled. “No. The women that Louis has around him do so completely of their own choosing. And if that’s how they choose to live, that’s their business. Sometimes I wonder who’s using who.” I sighed. “It’s the women that have no choice that upsets me. And I have no doubt in my mind that Louis and Grayson Miller do not treat women in the same way.”

“Alright then, I guess we can work together on this. But you are to be completely out of sight. And you are never to come face to face with Miller, got it?”

“Don’t worry, I don’t want to meet him. So does that mean you’re going to help Dottie?”

Hitch nodded. “I’m going to try. But I’m not making any promises, Sweetheart. If this is going to create a war, I’m not getting involved.”

I nodded and moved so I was standing right in front of him. “Deal. Now how about you take me to somewhere halfway decent and get me some lunch. I’m starving.”

Hitch wrapped his arms around me and smiled. “My housekeeper brought over a lasagne for my dinner tonight. There’s enough for two. How about we go back to my place, eat the lasagne, and then you can help me deal with the stress I feel building inside me?”

“Sounds good, but what are you going to have for dinner?”

“You can make me dinner at your new place. I’m sure Louis made sure the fridge was fully stocked.”

I chose to ignore his dry tone. “It was, and after dinner I will come with you to Louis’ place.”

“Deal. Now let’s go.”
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Hitch and I arrived back at my place at five-thirty. We’d spent the last few hours relieving most of Hitch’s stress and quite a bit of mine. We’d eaten all of the lasagne for lunch and now we were hungry again.

As I opened my front door the smell of chicken cacciatore filled the air. My stomach rumbled.

“Geez that smells good,” said Hitch.

“It sure does. Leela’s job interview must of went well. She only cooks chicken cacciatore when she’s in a really good mood.”

Hitch followed me into the kitchen and we stood by the breakfast bar watching Leela finish off the last of her cooking. She looked up at us and smiled.

“I take it that the job interview went well then?” I asked.

Leela nodded. “It did. I start tomorrow. I’m a tad disappointed I won’t be able to go to Louis’ New Year’s Eve party, but this is a good job. The money is above award.”

“That’s great, Lees. I’m happy for you. Now, is there enough food there for Hitch and I?”

Leela dished up three plates and we carried them to the lounge room so we could sit in front of the TV to eat. I liked to watch the news while I had dinner, it was my quick slice of what was happening in the rest of the world so I didn’t just focus on what was happening in my own life.

After dinner, Hitch and I piled into the Porsche and we drove over to Louis’ house. The guard standing by the big black gates nodded to Hitch, and without a word being exchanged, the gates slid open. Hitch drove up the driveway and parked behind a brand-new black Lamborghini.

“Louis have a new car?” I asked Hitch.

Hitch rolled his eyes. “Louis always has a new car.”

We got out of the Porsche and walked up to Louis’ front door. Hitch didn’t even bother knocking, instead he opened the door and walked straight through the house and into the sitting room. Louis, Wade, Kane, and Krista were sitting on the lounge suite. Krista had a glass of white wine in her hand and the boys each had a bottle of beer. Craft beer, the fancy stuff.

“Hitch, Jen,” said Louis. “I was hoping you’d both forget all about this Grayson Miller problem and not turn up tonight.”

“We need to help her, Louis. This guy has no right to treat these women like this,” I said, standing up straighter and trying to sound forceful. Louis still scared me, just a little bit, and standing up to him wasn’t an easy thing to do. But this was important to me.

Louis raised an eyebrow slightly and glanced at Hitch. Hitch shrugged. 

“Fine,” said Louis. “What do you want to know?”

“I’m going to have a bath,” Krista said quietly. She stood up, kissed Louis on the cheek, and turned and walked out of the room. But not before she glanced at me and gave me a dirty look. Krista and I are not friends, although it was her choice, not mine.

Hitch and I sat down on the lounge. Louis offered Hitch and I a drink and we both declined, although I felt like I needed a good drink. I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear what Louis had to say. But if I was going to get involved in this, I knew I had man up and hear it.

“Tell us what you know, Louis,” said Hitch. “Who is Grayson Miller?”

Louis sighed. “Grayson is an Englishman who moved to Australia five years ago. He’s forty-five. He comes from an extremely privileged English family. Old school money. Very old school. But Grayson is one twisted individual. His family made him take his ‘businesses’ overseas because they didn’t want anyone to find out and for him embarrass the family name by what he does.”

“Tell me about his operations,” said Hitch.

Wade scoffed. “His business dealings aren’t high tech operations. Miller and his men travel to third world countries, find beautiful women, and promise them a better life in Australia. He charges them a thousand bucks upfront and then he tells them they can work for him when they get here or they can marry an Aussie bloke who will look after them and pay off the rest of their debt. What he doesn’t tell them is that they’re basically sex dolls either way. The only mystery is how he gets them into the country. My guess is private planes and fake passports.”

“He doesn’t tell any of these girls,” said Louis, “that if they choose not to marry, they have to work as sex slaves in his prostitution ring. Grayson’s clientele includes some really sick and twisted men. Really hardcore criminals, wealthy men, politicians, judges. Anybody with a lot of money. And nothing is off limits with these girls. Grayson doesn’t care what the men do to these women as long as they pay up. I’ve heard some terrible stories about rapes, beatings, S&M gone wrong, even deaths.” Louis sighed and I could tell he was angry about what he was saying to us, but his face was void of emotion. “The problem is, Grayson has some really high-profile clientele and he’s got a lot of dirt on them. He’ll never be brought to justice because too many people will go down with him.”

“So you’re basically telling us that this has no hope? We aren’t going to be able to save Dottie?” I said miserably. I don’t know why helping this one woman meant so much to me, but it did. If I could just save one woman it would be worth it.
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