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To all the strong women out there.


Never give up!




Prologue


Four Years Earlier


I’m standing on the beach in a place called the Hamptons looking out at the swirling grey sea, thousands of miles away from our home in Russia, wondering what the fuck happened. Elena can’t be dead. I only spoke to her this morning. She was excited to be getting out of the city for the weekend, away from school and the gruelling hours spent training to be a ballerina. She and her childhood best friend, Anna, had been invited to some socialite’s end of summer party and they were excited to go, said there would be celebrities there.


Sergei, my co-worker, mentor and Anna’s father, stands beside me.


‘I don’t believe it, Maxim.’ He shakes his head. ‘Nothing makes sense. Why would they have gotten into the surf when they don’t know how to swim? I don’t believe my little girl is gone. I won’t accept it. They never found their bodies, until they do, I have hope.’


A flash of lightning streaks across the sky. I keep staring at the storm rolling in. Witnesses said they saw the girls go into the water, but never saw them come out. I wish I had faith like Sergei does, but the police, coast guard—everyone—has been out combing the sea until it became too treacherous. It’s like they just vanished into thin air.


What happened, Elena?




Chapter 1


Maxim


‘Please, please don’t kill me,’ Dmitri, the man I am here to scare, begs. He knows who I am. Everyone in the Bratva knows who I am. They call me the Shadow of Death, because there’s no way you’ll be seeing the light again after I’ve finished with you.


‘You fucked up.’ I push the end of my gun into his temple. The man is shaking like a leaf. It’s pretty disgusting really, he’s supposed to be some big deal in the Bratva, but he looks like he’s seconds away from pissing himself.


‘I know, I know. But it wasn’t me, it was my cousin, this is all on him,’ Dmitri pleads.


My bosses have informed me of the headaches Dmitri and his cousin Nikolai have caused for the organisation. They are not pleased at all with them. Lucky for Nikolai, he is already dead. Apparently his ex opened him up like a bad tin of bad tuna just before Interpol turned up to bust him.


‘Blaming the dead, come on now, Dmitri. That’s pretty low, even for you.’ Unfortunately, my job today is not to put a bullet between his eyes like I want to, because Dmitri is annoying as fuck. ‘Now, what the hell should I do with you?’ I taunt him.


‘Please, I will give you anything you want. You want girls, I can get them to you—young girls, even barely legal ones.’


I pistol whip his face for that comment. I’m no fucking paedophile.


‘The fact you just offered me underage girls is enough for me to end you.’


Dmitri gulps and tries to swallow, his eye bleeding where I hit him.


‘But today is your lucky day. The higher-ups don’t want you dead, yet,’ I say, and his body relaxes for a moment. ‘But your time is limited. Because of the stunt your fucking cousin pulled selling the jewels and not telling anyone, they believe you are the only other person alive who knows the whereabouts of these jewels.’


I step away and stand in front of him. He looks up at me, right eye closing over. ‘You have six months to find the jewels or I kill you. So if I was you, I wouldn’t fuck around, time’s a-wasting.’ I tap my watch.


He stands up, shakily. ‘I need your help then.’


His statement makes me laugh, and I turn and look at Sergei, who just shrugs, a bemused look on his face.


‘And why the fuck would I help you?’


‘I already know where two of the jewels are.’


‘How is this my problem?’


‘I can’t go anywhere near them—they know my face. You could steal them, or at least one of them.’


This makes me laugh. Is this fool serious?


‘And why would I do that?’


He reaches around to his back pocket and pulls out his phone. He swipes it a couple of times and shows it to me. ‘This, this is them.’ He points to two beautiful girls, both blonde, one with sapphire eyes and the other with jade green eyes.


‘Cute. And?’


‘This one.’ He points to the second blonde. ‘Grace. She gives the most phenomenal blow jobs.’


‘Not interested. I can get blow jobs anywhere, don’t need to kidnap some chick to get one.’


‘I’ll pay you.’


Now he’s got my attention. ‘Not sure if you can afford me.’ I cross my arms over my chest.


‘Name your price.’


‘One million dollars.’


His face pales. ‘One … million …’


‘My services don’t come cheap. They’re paying me half that just to rough you up. Also, don’t forget you have to find all the jewels, so do you seriously want to waste your time on those two when you could be finding the others?’


‘You can’t kill them.’


I roll my eyes; I know how precious these jewels are. I’ve never seen them before, but I’ve heard about them, they’re some kind of modern courtesans.


‘You’ll have to give me time to get the money to you.’


I shrug. ‘It’s not my neck on the line, Dmitri.’


‘I know, I know. I promise I’ll get the money to you.’


‘Good. Now that that’s all sorted. I need to finish this job.’


Dmitri’s eyes widen, and I let out an evil chuckle. Did this fucker think he was just going to get a little pistol whipped after the stunt he pulled? Fuck, no.


Sergei and I descend on him as his screams fill the abandoned warehouse.




Chapter 2


Grace


‘I am so happy for you all.’ I hug my sister Zoe and her two fiancés, Tomas and Matteo. We are celebrating their engagement before Mum and Dad have to head home to Kiribati to finish off his time as ambassador. After that, they’re coming back to Ibiza to help Zoe with her charity. I am in awe of my sister. She’s been through horrific things because of her ex, a crazy Russian mobster who had a very unhealthy obsession with her, but here she is on the other side, wanting to help others, functioning normally with her two extremely hot and committed fiancés. To say I am jealous is an understatement. I’d just like one hot guy to hold me and chase away the night terrors that plague me. Instead I chase them away with a magic little pill called Xanax.


‘Thank you, I am so happy.’ Zoe smiles, then her voice lowers to a whisper. ‘How are you doing?’


Today is her day, so she doesn’t need to know that I’m not coping, that I wish I had died instead of having to relive the things Dmitri and those men did to me. She doesn’t need to know that I need these white pills the psychiatrist gives me to just get through the day. Or that I’m supplementing my ‘official’ supply with the help of a local dealer—not that I quite know what it is he’s selling me. I put on a good front, I smile, I laugh, I talk it out with professionals and yet still I can’t escape the images of Dmitri as I sleep. Mac, one of the Mercenaries who saved Zoe in Morocco, and his security crew have been teaching us self-defence, commando style: how to kill a man with your bare hands. How to disarm a man who is carrying a knife or a gun. Survival skills, negotiating skills. Every day we’re at the gym, because Dmitri is still out there and I know he will be seeking revenge on us for killing his cousin. And yet I still can’t function without medicated help. It’s my dirty little secret, one I’m ashamed of, but I just need to get through this and then I’ll be okay. I’m not as strong as Zoe, I’m not as streetwise as Sophie and I’m not a smart as Mackenzie. All my sisters are extraordinary and it’s hard to live in their shadows.


I’ve given up my work in The Hague. I love the law, but after what I’ve seen, how easily the law is flouted, I’ve lost my faith in it. The law should have been able to protect the women kidnapped and sold into sex slavery, the law should be able to put these terrible men in jail for their crimes, yet all they have to do is pay off the right people and they’re out again to continue destroying people’s lives.


‘I’m doing fine,’ I tell Zoe, plastering on the fake smile that seems to be permanently stuck to my face.


‘Well, you know I’m here for you, that I understand.’


I can see that understanding on her face and I hate it. I feel ashamed, I feel dirty and tainted. I look at her, happy with the two men she loves, and I know that will never happen for me. I won’t get a happily ever after.


‘Grace.’ Gabriel, one of our security guards, grabs my attention. ‘There’s a delivery for you.’ Our code for my pills.


I follow Gabriel. He pretty much shat himself recently when I busted him smoking pot in the gardens during his break. I told him that I wouldn’t tell if he could get me some extra pills. I’m not technically a junkie, because I have this under control, I just need an extra boost to what the prescription provides. I mean, it’s only been a month, as soon as I’m better I’ll stop.


I walk past the marquee set up for the engagement party in the backyard and through the makeshift kitchen to the driveway where the white van is waiting. I take a couple of steps, my mind already focused on the pills.


Hugo—my dealer, I guess—looks a little nervous, his eyes flitting around as I walk past him. I give him a reassuring smile, but he ignores it. His mate Donny will be in the back with the goods. The doors swing open and I see Donny slumped on the floor by the crude bed in the back of the van.


‘Donny!’ I call. Fuck, he hasn’t ODd, has he?


Gabriel jumps into the van and I follow. He tries to shake Donny awake and then the doors slam shut and the van starts moving.


‘Hugo, Hugo!’ I scream, but he ignores me. I can see him behind the glass divider, then I see it, a gun pointed at Hugo’s head. Fuck! Gabriel notices it as well and pulls out his weapon.


‘I wouldn’t do that,’ a deep voice warns. ‘Have a look under the guy’s shirt.’


Gabriel lifts Donny’s shirt and we see a bomb. Oh shit, shit, shit. I’m going to die.


‘Put your gun away, and I won’t detonate him. But if you choose to be a hero then you will all be dust,’ the man says in his thick Russian accent. Fuck, this has to be one of Dmitri’s men.


Think, Grace, think. But my mind is a little fuzzy. It’s waiting for its next hit. I crouch in the corner, shaking my head. Fuck, why did I have to be a screw up? Why couldn’t I cope like Zoe? I am so fucking pathetic.


‘I am going to get you out of this, okay?’ Gabriel says confidently. ‘It’s my job.’ He takes his phone from his pocket to make a call. He presses the button and frowns, then he presses it again, then he starts hitting the phone.


‘Oh yeah, jammed the signal. Nice try though.’ The kidnapper laughs.


Gabriel throws his phone against the van in frustration, smashing it to pieces.


‘I think there’s only one, maybe two of them. I can take them on,’ Gabriel whispers to me.


I just nod, my mind shutting down, my anxiety and PTSD returning. I know I need a pill just to get me to the next step. I start searching the van. They have to be here, they have to be.


‘Grace, you need to focus,’ Gabriel hisses at me. ‘Forget the pills.’


I look at him. ‘I need one, just one.’


He shakes his head. ‘I should never have helped you. You need to be alert in case they came back here—I need you to fight Grace, please.’


‘I’ll try but—’


‘Good. Now, we need a plan. They’re either taking us to the airport or to the port.’


I nod, but in all honesty I’m not listening at all, my brain is frozen. I can’t go through this again. I can’t go back to Dmitri. This man can kill me if he wants—I would rather die than go back.


‘When the van stops, I need you to take cover. I’ll start shooting when they open the doors.’


I shrug.


‘Grace, do you understand?’


‘Yes.’ I want to go back to my safe place.


‘You need to hide in the bed, okay? Get in now.’ He pulls the covers off and I slip in, then he piles the cushions all around me. I close my eyes and just pray this nightmare will end quickly and I can go home to my family, and get myself cleaned up.


We haven’t been travelling for long when I feel the van slowing down.


‘Get ready, Grace. Stay hidden.’


I pull the covers over my head. I can hear the sound of feet crunching against stones. My heart is racing. Please let me survive, please. I hear the doors creak open, sunlight filtering through and then Gabriel screaming. I squeeze my eyes closed as the van shakes with his convulsions. Arms grab me and I hear Gabriel’s slurred words as I hit and scream and kick against the tight grip.


‘Hey, easy there, wildcat, you don’t want to hurt yourself.’ The man laughs. The blanket falls from me and I see Gabriel with taser electrodes sticking out of his back, his body crumpled. His eyes widen as he helplessly watches me get dragged away.


‘Let go of me!’ I yell, hoping someone will see a man kidnapping a girl.


‘No one can hear you.’


I open my eyes and look around. We’re at some deserted beach—there’s no one around to save me, to help me. I’m being kidnapped again and there’s nothing anyone can do about it. So I give up. What’s the point? I can’t win against these men.


‘I thought you would have more fight in you, but it’s good to know that you can tell when you’re beat.’


The man’s strong arms stay tight around me, and I watch as the van gets smaller, my life slipping away the further we get from it. Then my feet hit the wooden deck of a luxury boat.


‘Move,’ the man commands, and I feel the cold steel of his gun between my shoulder blades.


I step into the interior of the boat; the extravagant surrounds a stark contrast to what’s happening.


‘Down the stairs.’ He pushes me towards them, and I descend further and further into the depths of hell. ‘In there.’ He points to the room and pushes me inside.


I stumble and hear the door slam behind me, the clear sound of the lock and the footsteps disappearing.


I slump onto the bed and start shaking.


*


I must have fallen asleep, as I wake up confused. Then everything hits me like a kaleidoscope of images, and I jump up and rush to the bathroom to throw up. I stay hunched there next to the toilet, the rocking of the boat making me sicker.


Then I must drift away again, because I wake up wrapped around the toilet. I throw up again, my whole body trembling now, my skin clammy. Dammit, I need a pill, just one to take the edge off. I search all my pockets but I know I took my secret stash out and left it in my room, I couldn’t hide it in the dress I’d decided to wear to Zoe’s engagement party. I scream. I keep screaming, and begin hitting things. I destroy the bathroom. Then I move into the bedroom, and I smash the lights, and tear the sheets and pillows apart, filling the room with white feathers. I kick in the doors, crack the window, the TV, breaking as much as I can, until I collapse into a crying heap among the devastation.




Chapter 3


Maxim


We arrive in Sardinia without a hitch. We’ll dump the boat here, pick up our helicopter and take it back to my house, making it harder to follow our tracks. I go down to where Grace is, and open the cabin door. The room is utterly wrecked, every single item has been ripped out, every mirror smashed, all the pillows ripped apart, it’s a complete mess. A smirk appears on my face. I’m impressed—destroying your captor’s luxury boat is probably not the best way to survive. There she is, a crumpled mess, covered in blood and white feathers like a fallen angel. Her blonde hair is wet, she is shivering, yet her body has tiny beads of sweat all over it. Her face is pale and her eyes aren’t focused. Is she sick? I can smell vomit coming from the bathroom.


‘Holy shit,’ Sergei comments behind me. He looks around the room, then chuckles as well. This is the opposite of how prisoners usually react when their life is in danger. Sergei stares, then takes a couple of steps into the room. ‘Is she seasick?’


‘I think it might be more than that.’ I’ve seen symptoms like this before. ‘Grace, are you on any medication?’


She groans and curls up into a ball.


‘Fuck.’ Sergei rakes his hand through his grey hair.


‘I think she’s withdrawing.’


‘What?’


‘I think she might be a drug addict.’


‘Dmitri never said anything about that. A jewel can’t be a drug addict.’


I give him a look as if to say, Did being a jewel make her an addict?


‘Shit, we aren’t prepared for this. We need to get her home,’ Sergei mumbles and leaves to organise the helicopter back to my home in Tuscany.


I look at her. I’m a little confused; the stories I’ve heard about the jewels are always about how much they love being one, with the beautiful clothes, lots of money, powerful men falling at their feet. That they love sex. That girls aspire to be a Bratva Jewel.


‘What happened to you, Grace?’ I dust off as much of the glass as I can and pick her delicate body up. She doesn’t move, she doesn’t fight me, it’s as if she’s given up. It’s getting late now, and we have to hurry before it gets dark, otherwise we won’t be able to land. I carry her to the waiting Jeep and lay her in the back. Sergei gives me a concerned look and we speed off to the heliport.


Twenty minutes later, we’re getting into our chopper. Sergei takes the pilot’s seat while I sit in the back with Grace. Her head slumps to the side, and she doesn’t even help me when I try to put the seatbelt around her. She is a shell of a woman.


*


An hour and half later we land at my villa in Tuscany, high on a mountain with nothing but country roads, vineyards and quiet surrounding it. Sergei has his own villa nestled further down in the vineyards. I was going to set Grace up in the cellar, but even I am not that cruel. I organise one of the never used guest suites so she will have her own ensuite and balcony overlooking the spectacular views of Tuscany.


‘She’s covered in glass, Max. She needs to be cleaned up.’


I follow Sergei into the ensuite. He turns on the shower, getting it to the right temperature.


‘I’ll leave you to it.’ He gives me a sad smile and leaves me with the girl.


I quickly strip off my clothes, leaving my black boxer briefs on, then I do the same for her, taking off her white designer dress, but leaving her cute white lace underwear on, which turns completely see-through as soon as it hits the water. I place her in one of the corners of the large marble-tiled shower. I turn the showerhead so the hot water hits her, washing off the dirt and grime.


‘What the?’ she splutters when the water hits her face


‘You have glass all over you,’ I tell her.


Hearing my voice, she stills, her jade green eyes widening as she realises I am in the shower with her.


‘Get away from me!’ she screams.


I hold my hands up, showing her I mean no harm, but her fear is palpable.


‘You fucked up the cabin on my boat. You were bleeding.’


She shakes her head as though disbelieving what I’m saying. ‘If you’re going to kill me, please do it now. I don’t want to live anymore.’


Her words hit me right in the chest. For the first time in all my years of killing people, her fear affects me.


‘I’m not going to kill you,’ I say slowly, quietly.


‘Why not?’ Her eyes dart around, looking for an escape, but I am blocking her path.


‘That’s not my mission.’


Her eyes narrow. ‘But kidnapping me was?’


I nod.


‘You are fucking despicable.’ This once frail woman is turning into a ball of anger.


‘Yes, I am. Now that we have that out of the way, you need to clean up.’


She crosses her arms over her chest, but I notice her eyes drift over my body before she quickly turns away. I smile.


‘Fuck you!’


I chuckle. ‘You’d like that, wouldn’t you?’


‘I am going to kill you.’


‘I look forward to that day, but right now you need to shower and then tell me what drugs you’ve been taking.’


Her eyes widen in surprise.


‘The withdrawal you’ve started is a dead giveaway. I’m not going to lie; the next couple of days are going to suck even more than being kidnapped. I’m sure you’ll be begging me to kill you or pleading with me to give you one last taste of your drug of choice, but I’m going to tell you now—I won’t. You need to get off whatever you’ve been using because you’re going to need to be sober to deal with what’s happening to you.’


She launches herself at me, and we roll around the shower, but she’s slippery so it’s hard to get a good grip on her. She knees me in the groin, and I double over in pain, but I have learnt to push through that, especially when I’m in the middle of a hand-to-hand combat—it’s the difference between living or dying. She gets an elbow to my face, just missing my nose. How the hell does she know these defensive moves? Her nails dig into my skin and she bites my bicep as I wrap my arms around her. Motherfucker, that hurts. I release her for a moment. She thinks she’s going to escape, and I let her run out of the shower, watching as she slips on the tiled floor. She scrambles to get up. I take my time getting up from the shower floor, before turning off the tap and prowling after her.


She’s running through the bedroom and the door is wide open, but I am quicker, my legs are longer and I reach it first, shutting it, locking it. She knows she is trapped—I can see the panic on her face. I stalk her around the room, then lunge and catch her leg as she jumps off the bed. Half her body hits the floor with a thud, and she lets out a groan but I have her ankle. I pull her back onto the bed. She’s kicking and screaming, fighting me, but I can take it. I cage her in, my heavy body pressed against her soft curves.


‘Are you going to rape me?’


‘No.’


She just laughs. ‘You’re one of Dmitri’s men, of course you will, it’s in your DNA.’


I jump off her immediately. ‘I don’t rape women.’ I may be a lot of things but I am not a rapist. I don’t need to force myself on a woman to have sex, I don’t even have to try—women are all over me.


She rolls onto her back and props herself up on her elbows. ‘Well, then, you would be the first man I’ve met who doesn’t,’ she sneers.


‘Fucking clean yourself up and rest because tomorrow you are going to be feeling all kinds of pain,’ I tell her, ignoring the insult.


She shrugs and I make my way to the door, slamming it behind me. I think this girl is going to be a complication I don’t need in my life.




Chapter 4


Grace


Kill me now, I think as I throw up into the bucket for the millionth time. I have no idea how long I’ve been a captive, the days all blend into one. But every day, the dark knight stands beside me, holding my hair back as I puke, wiping my brow with a damp cloth. He feeds me tiny bits of cracker and sips of water to keep my energy up. He sits there and takes the abuse I hurl at him. He lets me kick, scratch, spit, attack him. Then, when I am bawling my eyes out, he soothes me, telling me I am doing good, that I’m almost there. I’m so confused by this man. Why is he helping me when his job was to kidnap me?


Every day I feel myself getting stronger, and the fog that has been clouding my mind is starting to lift. My days are spent in and out of consciousness, stuck in a cycle of nightmares and reality. I want to break this habit, I need to break this habit so I can escape, get home to my family, and destroy Dmitri once and for all.


Sometimes a kind old man comes in and takes over from the dark knight. This man makes me laugh, sings me funny songs, tells me crazy Russian stories, helps me take my mind off the agony my body is putting me through. The old man listens to my nightmares and is there to chase the pain away when I can’t escape it. He tells me I am safe, and in a strange way I feel safe, but I don’t understand why.


‘You are looking better.’ The old man comes in with some soup. He’s told me his name is Sergei, but that’s all the information he has given me about himself. He pushes the bowl towards me. ‘Eat, you need your strength.’


I sit up in my comfortable bed. I still suffer from the shakes but they are slowly subsiding.


Sergei hands me the remote. ‘You can watch some TV now you are feeling better.’


I say thank you, only because I’m still figuring out what is going on, and why I am here. My kidnappers’ kindness during this painful period of my life is very confusing, but they’re still my kidnappers. Especially mystifying is when Maxim, the dark knight, hops into the shower with me and washes me down when I am too weak to do it. His strong hands move over my body, but not in a sexual way. He has never once taken advantage of me, even though I know he is a bad guy, because, hello, he kidnapped me. He really isn’t one of those men who force themselves onto women. He has had every opportunity to do so. It’s like he’s focused on the task of washing me and that’s it, his sole focus, and it’s nice. Being able to feel safe while I went through my detox probably helped me come through it quicker.


I switch on the TV and notice that it’s all in Italian. My first clue to where I am. At least I’m not that far from home.


I haven’t left my bed much in a week, only to go to the bathroom or have a shower. But now that I am feeling stronger and my head is clear, I think I need to start exploring my surrounds and working out how to escape. I finish the soup, and put the bowl on the bedside table. I walk over to the large window and pull back the velvet curtains. Bright light fills the room, momentarily blinding me. There’s a large balcony and I open the ornate French doors and walk out, feeling the sun on my skin, soaking it up, replenishing myself. My eyes are drawn to a sparkling pool and the toned arms slicing through the water. Lap after lap, I stare as Maxim glides effortlessly across the pool. He jumps out, and I watch in utter fascination as the water cascades down his spectacular body. Holy shit, the man is ripped; every inch of his olive skin is taut, the muscles rippling in the sunshine. He picks up a towel and uses it to dry his inky black hair. The man is a god. I watch as his biceps bulge with each movement. My eyes skim down his body, past the tiny swimming shorts he’s wearing, and take in his solid legs and large feet. The man must be huge. I try to search my memory to see if I remember him standing before me, but I don’t. Large palms move over his body as he dries himself, and there is a tiny, very tiny, spot inside of me wishing they were my hands travelling over his body. I shake my head. I must be high still, or maybe I have Stockholm syndrome. This makes me laugh. I’m such a fuck-up.


Maxim looks up and gives me a smile that lights his face. Shit! I didn’t mean to laugh that loudly. I can’t look away from those dark, almost black, eyes sparkling in the sun. I notice his chiselled jaw, which hasn’t been shaved in a couple of days and is covered in dark stumble. He is bloody hot; my captor is a fucking supermodel.


I come to my senses and hide behind the balcony, my heart pumping. Maybe he didn’t see me—I mean, the sun was in his eyes.


‘Grace!’ his voice calls from below. ‘Why are you hiding?’


Dammit. I stand up and peer over the edge. ‘I dropped something,’ I say, hoping it covers my foolishness. But he doesn’t look convinced.


‘It’s good to see you up, looking healthy.’


I don’t know why I blush at his statement but I do. ‘Thank you, and thank you for helping me. You didn’t have too.’


He shrugs as if it was nothing. These men are not good men, yet they were good to me when I needed them.


‘Was this some kind of intervention my family put you up to? Can I go now?’ I ask, because I am sick of wondering where the hell I am.


He frowns but doesn’t answer the question. Instead he says, ‘I think we should have dinner together. I can explain more then.’


Huh? ‘Are you going to be letting me go?’


‘Like I said, we’ll continue this conversation tonight.’


‘No, because there’s no point in having a conversation if you’re not going to let me go. I’m your prisoner and making me feel like I’m not by having dinner with you won’t change anything.’


He frowns again. ‘Suit yourself,’ he says, and storms off.


I have to get out of here. I look down and try to work out if I would survive the drop from the balcony. The ground is covered in pebbles so it’s probably going to hurt if I jump. Think Grace, think. My sheets! I’ve seen it done in movies, so it has to work.


I grab the white sheets and tie the ends together, pulling them tight. Please, please hold my weight. I look back out at the balcony and realise it’s solid brick, there’s nothing to tie my makeshift rope to. Think, think. The fancy curtain hooks set into the wall. I give one a pull to see if it’s secure and it feels it, so, fingers crossed, I tie my rope to the ornate gold hook and throw it over the balcony. I take a deep breath and go for it. I am dressed in only an oversized man’s T-shirt; I have no shoes but who cares as long as I can get out of here. I look down and it’s really not that far.


Holding on to the edge of the balcony, I make my way down the brick wall, slowly but surely. Then I hear a rip, and I’m falling,


I land with a thud on the pebbles. ‘Fuck,’ I groan, as the rocks dig into my skin. I assess the damage, but nothing seems to be broken, which is good. There are rows and rows of vines before me, on the other side of a stone wall—if I can make it to them, I can hide, and try to find the exit. There has to be a road somewhere, and someone has to pass by at some point, don’t they?


I dash to the stone wall and creep along. Peeking my head around the end, I check if the pool is empty. There’s a lot of open space between the pool area and the vines, so I’m just going to have to run as fast as I can. I take a deep breath and bolt, the pebbles hot under my bare feet, but I push through the pain and on towards freedom.


My heart is racing, adrenaline pumping, but I make it. I glance at the villa—no one is around. I hunch over and begin to move through the vines, row after row after row. How bloody big is this vineyard? It’s like a maze of greenery, I pop my head up occasionally to check that I am still unnoticed and I am. I just need to find the end and I am free.




Chapter 5


Maxim


I watch Grace’s feeble attempt to escape on the security screen. Seriously, did she not think that this villa wouldn’t have security cameras or a state-of-the-art security system? We’re the bad guys. When the alarm went off on my phone as I got out of the shower, the vision of Grace climbing down her balcony like a modern-day Juliet made me chuckle. I like that she has spunk—even after detoxing, she’s still contemplating escape. It was a pretty good plan, even though it’s worthless, but I let her go for the moment, content to watch her from my phone. Then I get dressed and head down to the stables. Sergei calls, alerted to our escapee and I tell him to let her go, let her have a tiny taste of freedom, because she will soon realise there’s no escape.
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