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  CHAPTER ONE




  A Chateau in Normandy




  September 2009




  Baldwin smiled smugly as he surveyed his lavish surroundings, self-congratulation exuding from every pore. That night would be all about him, his ability to manipulate others, as months of meticulous planning came to fruition.




  A few of the scantily clad girls, all of Eastern-European extraction, giggled in the corner. He scowled at them, realising they’d been helping themselves to the potent punch intended for his esteemed guests.




  With the final tune-up complete, the band members drifted off to get changed. Meanwhile, the experienced agency staff tinkered, adding the finishing touches to the thirty-foot table, laden with some of the world’s finest food, specially imported for the night’s soirée.




  Baldwin’s gaze drifted out over the large terrace, and he took in the incredible view, the view that had sold him on the chateau. Thirty acres of manicured lawns, bordered by hedges shaped like animals—luxurious surroundings more suited to royalty than a lad brought up—or rather, dragged up—in the boarded-up slums of Salford, Manchester. A lad with a rap sheet longer than the Seine.




  Most of his men were already standing in position, their weapons safely concealed beneath their smart tuxedos. They would be joined by the others once the limos arrived.




  Baldwin glanced at his watch for the tenth time in as many minutes, his irritation bubbling just below the surface. The guests should have arrived at seven, a full ten minutes before; where the bloody hell were they? He marched over to the window and craned his neck to look up the long, tree-lined drive.




  Nothing, not a limo in sight—nothing but the grey gravel, glistening in the evening sun. It didn’t bode well, not in his book, anyway. His blood pumped harder, faster, and he felt the familiar vein jut out on his temple, just as it always did when something didn’t go according to plan. His plan.




  “Well?” he asked when Julio, his second in command, joined him at the window.




  “Nothing as yet, boss. Everything’s ready, though.”




  “That much I can see, you bloody moron. Now go and see what the fucking hold-up is. I want this evening to go smoothly. You understand, Julio: no cock-ups.”




  “Yes, boss. I’ll get onto it straight away.”




  “Never mind. I’ll see for myself. I know how those guys can twist you round their fingers.” Baldwin stormed into the communications room next door. The room was littered with pizza boxes, and a bottle of scotch sat on the desk in front of his men. The three men, all built like bouncers, leapt to their feet.




  “Look at the bloody mess in here! Did I say you could drink on duty? This is supposed to be serious business tonight. I’m warning you: fuck this up, and you’ll pay for it—with your lives. You got that? Now, what’s the bloody hold-up?” He glared. The men nodded like toy dogs in the back of a car.




  Glaring, Baldwin stepped forward. He stopped in front of the youngest of the three men, their noses a few inches apart. “I said, ‘Have you got that?’ Benji?”




  The man gulped, his eyes bulging with fear. He nodded again. “Yes, boss. I got it.”




  “This is your final warning, Benji. Screw this up, and…” Baldwin left the sentence unfinished on purpose.




  The new recruit backed away, and Baldwin let him go—for the time being. He’d had his eye on Benji for a while. The man’s attitude stank. It hadn’t escaped Baldwin that the young man thought highly of himself and enjoyed strutting around as if he owned the place.




  “Now, let’s start again, shall we? Tell me, what the hell is going on?” Baldwin sat on the corner of the desk, looking at the ten TV screens attached to the wall in front of him, each showing a different area of the chateau and its grounds.




  “The limos called in a few minutes ago. They got held up a few miles up the road. They should be here any minute,” Benji said.




  “Make sure they are. I’m getting anxious, and I don’t need to tell you what that means, do I?”




  The men nodded their understanding of the unspoken threat. Baldwin’s anxiety was notorious, and it often resulted in bouts of violence. Despite his men having muscles ten times larger than their IQs, when Baldwin went on the rampage, he knew they all turned into quivering wrecks.




  With the threat still lingering in the air, Benji pointed to one of the screens as a car pulled into the drive. “Here comes the first lamb now.”




  Relieved, Baldwin headed for the door, but he stopped in the doorway, turned, and issued a final warning. “Remember what I said…‌Any fuck-ups, and I’ll personally cut off your balls and serve them to the pigs.”




  Re-entering the Great Room, Baldwin clicked his fingers and the band brought the room to life with one of his all-time favourite Jazz numbers.




  Julio gathered the girls together to make sure they understood their roles for the evening. Several of the girls noisily smacked on their gum, no doubt bored of hearing the same instructions for the fifth time since arriving mid-afternoon. The plans were embedded in their minds already. Baldwin made a mental note which of the girls he would punish later for showing Julio attitude.




  An English butler announced the arrival of the guests as they entered through the main doors. “Mr. Chang Foo, representing the Chinese Government.”




  As each guest was announced, Baldwin stepped forward, a welcoming smile lighting up his handsome face. He lost his annoyance at their lateness—temporarily, at least.




  “Mr. Yashicotin, representing the Japanese Government,” the butler announced. After the dignitary shook hands with Baldwin, one of the young girls latched onto the man and guided him in the direction of the free bar at the rear of the room.




  When everyone was assembled and the room was buzzing with excited chattering, Julio gave the signal for his men to take up their positions. The men who’d accompanied the limos drifted through the crowd and slotted into their allotted places around the room, roughly six feet apart, with their weapons still concealed.




  As per their instructions, the band stopped playing as soon as Baldwin appeared on the makeshift stage. The room erupted with loud applause as he stepped up to the microphone. “Good evening, gentlemen. First of all, let me tell you what a great honour it is to welcome you into my humble home.” Baldwin paused to accept the rapturous applause generously given by the audience, before he continued with his sucker-punch. “It has always been my ambition to become the world’s richest man, and now, with the help of you and your respective governments, I’m in a position to achieve that ambition.”




  He noticed several of the brighter men in the group eyeing him with caution. Their unease changed to alarm as his men took out their guns.




  “Now, now, gentlemen, settle down. There really is no need to be alarmed.” Baldwin addressed the audience in a sing-song voice. “Providing, of course, you co-operate.”




  The Russian Finance Minister, his face flushed and contorted with rage, approached the stage. He gesticulated with his hands and shouted in his native tongue.




  Outraged by the man’s rudeness and the mistimed outburst, Baldwin nodded to one of his men standing nearby and signalled for the man to be silenced.




  Three shots echoed around the room, and the Russian groaned.




  Again, the Great Room fell silent.




  The Russian clutched his chest and fell to the floor, his blood quickly making a pool beside him.




  Several guests tried to escape out onto the terrace, but the armed men herded them back into the centre of the room.




  Baldwin’s calm, yet assertive voice rose above the commotion. “Gentlemen, you disappoint me. I thought we were all getting along so well. It’s unfortunate that our Russian friend chose to disrespect me, but I hope the rest of you will learn from his mistake. The ball—as they say, gentlemen—is in your court. Now, what is your decision? Am I to take it from your silence the rest of you have no objections to helping me fulfil my ambition or—”




  The Chinese Finance Minister chose to interrupt his speech. Yet another communist with balls, Baldwin thought, as the man approached the stage. Foo mumbled, “Robert, we are all friends here. We should discuss your ambition openly and frankly.”




  Baldwin’s smile vanished. The Chinese Minister, whose position gave him great power, shrivelled in front of Baldwin. “And what do you foresee the outcome being, Mr. Foo?” Baldwin asked through clenched teeth.




  Foo’s body trembled. He tried to take a step back, but Julio’s Colt dug into the base of his back. Panicked, the man ran, but three shots prevented him from going more than a few paces. Foo cried out in agony and slumped as the impact of the bullets sent him sprawling to the newly polished floor, like a puppet whose strings had been cut.




  “Is anyone else going to interrupt me? Speak now. My patience is wearing thinner by the minute.”




  The room remained silent.




  Baldwin’s triumphant laughter echoed round the enormous room as he sensed his long-awaited objective about to finally materialise.




  CHAPTER TWO




  Lorne stretched and turned over to cuddle Henry, her Border collie. “Time to get up, lazybones.”




  Henry raised his head, stuck out his tongue, and licked the side of her face.




  “What woman needs a man when a dog can give kisses as good as that?” She gently nudged the dog off the side of the bed. Before going downstairs, she walked into the bathroom and let out an agonised moan. “Christ, look at the state of me. What bloody man would consider sleeping with me anyway?” She studied the state of her makeup-smudged face and the way her shoulder-length brown hair stuck out.




  Her eight-year-old dog whimpered in response, she suspected more out of desperation to relieve himself than in reply to her daft question. “Okay, mate. Come on.”




  She led the way down the stairs of her tiny two-bed terraced house in Highbury, with Henry trailing behind her. As Lorne unlocked the back door to let her faithful companion out, her eyes drifted up to the Arsenal wall clock hanging in her galley kitchen: Eleven fifteen. “Bloody hell. Where the heck did the morning go?” she mumbled, looking at the clock her dead partner had given her several years before.




  Detective Sergeant Pete Childs had been Starsky to her Hutch, back in the days when she’d been a successful Detective Inspector in the Met, and he had been her partner, a friend whom she still missed daily. Now he was gone, gunned down in an alley by the Unicorn, the terrorist who’d become her arch-enemy over the eight years she’d hunted him. She’d come close to capturing him several times, only to have him escape when she thought he’d been cornered. She blamed the Unicorn for ruining her life.




  The man had intentionally set out to teach her a lesson by kidnapping and raping her beautiful thirteen-year-old daughter, Charlie, and by putting Charlie to work in one of his seedy brothels alongside dozens of Eastern-European teenagers, smuggled into England in the backs of lorries. He’d also robbed her of the man for whom she had intended to leave her husband, Tom.




  Within days of burying her partner, she’d been forced to endure the unenviable task of repatriating pathologist Jacques Arnaud’s body back to France, so his loving family could bury him. It was a job that had left her with a gaping hole in her heart.




  That had taken place a little over a year ago, and the farewell to Jacques proved to be the final straw in tearing apart her career. After watching the Unicorn’s boat blow up in a massive explosion, Lorne’s DCI had insisted the criminal had carried out his last evil deed. But Lorne’s instincts came into play and, as they watched the smoke billowing over the marina, she remained convinced the Unicorn, otherwise known as Baldwin, had managed to escape the blaze.




  Whilst the DCI and the superintendent had been busy congratulating themselves and patting each other on the back for a job well done, Lorne had written out a two-page letter of resignation. She hadn’t given DCI Roberts the chance to talk her out of it, either. After handing him the envelope, she had turned on her heel and walked out of the building and had never stepped back in the place since. She didn’t even know if her superior had wanted to keep her as part of his team. That question still remained unanswered, as he’d never once bothered to contact her. It hadn’t caused her sleepless nights, but it had pissed her off, just a little. In the end, she’d put his unwillingness to beg her to return to his team down to his enlarged ego.




  Being as stubborn as he was, she would almost certainly have thrown his offer back in his face. Still, it wouldn’t have hurt him to have asked.




  Baldwin’s final words visited her daily, too. Each and every one of your loved ones will die. And because of his callous, heartless threat—which, from him, was more of a promise—Lorne had divorced her husband Tom and forced her daughter to live with her father, out of harm’s way. Her already fragile heart almost packed in at that point, not because of her divorce, but because it dawned on her she wouldn’t be around to see Charlie flourish into a dynamic young woman.




  Tom had insisted the proceeds from selling the house should be split down the middle fifty-fifty. However, with Charlie being raised by her father, Lorne had assured Tom that a sixty-forty split in his favour would be more than fair. Not wishing to argue any longer—their whole marriage had been one big argument, anyway—Tom had the documents drawn up in a fifty-fifty split at the solicitor’s without her knowledge, and the matter was closed.




  Charlie’s therapist applauded Lorne’s decision to let her daughter live with Tom, believing it to be a more stable upbringing for the confused child. So, there Lorne was, all alone, with just Henry to keep her company through the long days and even longer nights. Her heart ached from everything she had been through in the past twelve months, and she prayed now and then for some way to get her life back on track.




  Even Henry eyed her with sympathy during her rants of self-pity, when she wondered if she would ever get involved with a man again, if she could bring herself to put another person’s life in jeopardy, with Baldwin at large. More often than not, she turned to a bottle of vodka for comfort.




  The sound of Henry barking at the back door wanting to be let in pulled her out of her self-absorption. She opened the door just as the telephone in the lounge started to ring. “Stay there, mister. The last thing I want is you traipsing through the house with muddy paws. I’ll be right back to dry you.”




  She hurried through the kitchen door, swiftly closing it behind her, blocking the dog’s escape route. Lorne grunted as she hunted for the portable phone. “Where the bloody hell is it?” She tossed the scatter cushions lying on the couch to the far side of the room and finally found the phone. “Who is this? And what do you want?”




  “It’s a pleasure speaking to you too, Lorne,” a deep velvet voice mocked.




  “I repeat, who is this?” The voice sounded familiar, but her hangover prevented her from putting a name to it.




  “You’re a mighty difficult person to track down, even for someone with my exceptional skills.” His sentence ended with a self-deprecating laugh.




  “All right, buster, you’ve got exactly three seconds to tell me who you are, or I’m putting this phone down. One…‌two…”




  “Jesus, woman! When did you lose your sense of humour?”




  “Three.” Lorne disconnected the call and stomped back to the kitchen, infuriated by both her inability to place the voice and the knowledge that she would never have had such a problem a year ago, when she’d been on top of her game. She needed sustenance to counteract her hangover blues.




  She almost made it to the kitchen door when the phone rang again. Convinced that it would be the obnoxious caller ringing back, she found herself with a dilemma: Did she let the confounded phone just ring, in the hope he’d finally get the message and give up; or, for the sake of her sore head and the thought that she should know the caller, did she answer it a second time? “What the fuck do you want? I’m tired, hung over, and in no mood—”




  “Lorne. For Christ’s sake, it’s Tony.”




  “Tony?”




  “Oh, how easily the lady doth forget,” the caller mocked.




  “Enlighten me, then.”




  “I despair, really I do, Lorne. And there I was thinking we were good friends.”




  “I’m counting again; you know what will happen when I get to three. One…‌two…”




  “Tony Warner, your friendly secret agent. Remember now?” Tony asked, his humour disappearing along with his patience.




  After several seconds of quiet, Tony had to ask if she was still there.




  “Yeah, I’m here. But why?” Lorne asked, collapsing into the sofa behind her.




  “Why am I ringing you, you mean?”




  “Yes?”




  “If I said I’m checking in to see how you are, would you believe me?” he asked.




  “That’s a negative.”




  “That’s what I thought. So, why don’t you open your front door, let me in, and we can discuss why I’m getting in touch after all this time?”




  “You’re what? You’re here. But—”




  The doorbell rang.




  Lorne flung open her front door, forgetting she looked a mess, then watched in horror as he took in the sight of her dressed in bubblegum pink pyjamas covered in comical penguins. Both of them had a phone pressed to the ear.




  “Nice outfit. I must’ve missed that particular number at the London fashion show. Hi, Lorne. It’s good to see you, kind of.”




  The more her cheeks burned, the wider the grin spread across his handsome, slightly scarred face.




  Her mouth hung open for several moments before she grabbed him by the collar and hauled him in through the front door.




  “I think it’s a little late to be concerned about what the neighbours might think, don’t you?” he asked, laughing as he followed her up the narrow hallway.




  “Wise arse. Give me a minute to throw on some proper clothes, will you?” Her cheeks were surely the colour of beetroot, and she hated herself for colouring up like that.




  “Don’t bother changing on my account. It’s been a while since I’ve laid eyes on a young lady in such fetching jimjams.”




  As Lorne ran up the stairs, momentarily forgetting about the delicate state of her head, she gave him the finger behind her back. “Make yourself at home. Just don’t go in the kit—” She stopped shouting mid-sentence when she heard Henry bounding up the stairs to find her.




  “Sorry, did you say something?”




  Shaking her head, Lorne grabbed the dog by his collar and dragged him into the bathroom so she could clean his dirty paws.




  “Come on, mate. I know it’s not your fault. If men had bloody brains, they’d be far too dangerous for this universe, or the next.” With dog and owner both looking more presentable, they headed back downstairs to see what the deal was with their unexpected guest.




  She found Tony standing by the kitchen window gazing out at her tip of a garden. “Work in progress, I guess you’d call that, huh?”




  “If you must know, Tony, I’ve only just completed renovating this place. If you knew anything at all about property development, you’d know the last piece of the puzzle is always the garden and any external work.”




  “Is that what you are nowadays, a property developer?”




  Lorne filled the kettle, feeling further embarrassed by the muddy footprints making not so pretty patterns across the newly tiled floor. “I was just about to dry Henry when you arrived; you’ll have to excuse the mess in here—and throughout the rest of the house now, thanks to you.”




  “What did I do?” He sounded mystified, as only a man could in such circumstances.




  “Forget it. Why are you here?”




  “Any chance we can go somewhere a little less messy?” Tony asked, his gaze on the kitchen table overflowing with dozens of interior design magazines and piles of unopened letters and bills.




  Lorne poured the boiling water over the instant coffee granules and mumbled, “Cheeky sod.” She added the milk and sugar, picked up the two mugs, and headed back up the hallway into the lounge at the front of the house. “This better?” she asked, handing one of the steaming mugs to the agent.




  “Much. Now, I need you to sit down.”




  The humour had gone, and his expression looked more serious, which worried Lorne.




  “You’re kidding me. Just get on with it, Tony, for Christ’s sake,” Lorne snapped, refusing to take a seat on her comfortable new brown, angled leather sofa.




  “Sit.”




  As she met his troubled gaze, the hairs on the back of her neck stood to attention. His tone held a warning to expect the worst.




  She took a step back and gently lowered herself onto the sofa, placing her mug on the side table beside her. “I’m sitting. Now, what’s up?”




  “He’s back,” Tony said.




  CHAPTER THREE




  He’s back! Two words. Two words that struck dread and fear into every pore of her skin.




  Lorne felt the colour drain from her face, and her hands shook in her lap. She searched Tony’s face and noticed the concern etched upon it. Even Henry, who was now sitting in front of her and tilting his head first one way and then the other, appeared to sense the magnitude behind those two small, but powerful words.




  “He can’t be. Not again.” Her words came out as a whisper.




  “Sorry, love, but I wouldn’t lie to you.”




  Lorne licked her dry lips. “Where? Why?”




  “He’s been spotted in France—Normandy, actually. It doesn’t look good, Lorne.”




  “Why? I mean, why have you tracked me down and come here? How does this concern me?” She could see the torment lingering in his hazel eyes.




  “I need your help.”




  Lorne thrust herself off the sofa and stood in front of him. “My help! You want my help? Are you bloody insane, Tony?” She watched the hesitation flicker in his eyes.




  “I assumed you’d want revenge.”




  “Of course I want revenge. Who wouldn’t? But don’t you think this guy has destroyed me enough already? I can’t believe you’re asking me to get involved in this. I’ve already had one breakdown. I don’t think I could cope with another.”




  “I had no idea.”




  “No, no one did. I did my darnedest to hide it from everyone. Why should you know about it…‌?” Her voice trailed off.




  “I shouldn’t have come. It was wrong of me to disturb you. Forgive me, Lorne.” Tony’s shoulders slumped, and he looked defeated, something she’d never known before. He turned to leave, but she spoke, drawing him back into the room.




  “Eight years I chased the Unicorn. Eight bloody years. Don’t you think it’s about time someone else had a pop at the guy? Jesus! I can’t believe you’re here. I really can’t.” She started pacing between the cast iron black fireplace and the sofa, her mind exploding, fracturing into pieces it would take a lifetime to put back together. Finally stopping in front of the fireplace, she berated him again. “After all I went through, how dare you have the audacity to seek me out. To ‘invite me’ to get involved in what I know will prove to be another fruitless mission.”




  “At least think about it. Don’t make a hasty decision that you’ll spend the rest of your life regretting—”




  Lorne raised her hand to halt his speech. “Stop it. Stop right there, buster. Don’t play that game with me. I repeat, you know what I went through—what Charlie, my fourteen-year-old daughter went through—at the hands of that lunatic. It’s obviously all in a day’s work in your line of business. Well, I’ve got news for you, buddy. Losing my career, my marriage, my partner, and the man I love—in my book, that counts for a phenomenal amount of pain. More pain than you or anyone else could endure in a dozen lifetimes. It’s inconceivable of you to think I haven’t suffered enough at the hands of this guy. That you should come knocking on my door like this. I find it downright fucking insensitive!”




  “You’re probably right, on all counts. But I remember what you used to be like.”




  Lorne watched Tony take a sip of his almost cold coffee and screw up his nose. His gaze scrutinised her five-foot-five frame.




  “Why you…‌you shit bag.” She took two steps towards him and thrust out an arm to slap the supercilious look off his face.




  He caught her wrist before she made contact. “That’s as may be. But I’m a shit bag who’s desperate to rid the world of an even greater shit bag! And I truly thought you would feel the same way. Guess I was totally wrong with that one, huh?”




  “Get out!”




  “If that’s what you want, I’ll leave, and you won’t hear from me again. If that’s what you really want! Although when the idea sinks in, and I’m long gone, I think you’ll be kicking yourself that you missed the opportunity to bring this guy down. Still, it’s your choice, hon. Just remember this is a one-time offer. If I leave here empty-handed, I won’t be coming back in a hurry. I won’t have time, love. I’ll be busy organising my travel plans. I leave for France this evening, with or without you.”




  Despite Lorne’s couldn’t-care-less attitude, she found herself wondering if maybe Tony knew her better than she knew herself.




  CHAPTER FOUR




  Once he’d left her house, she had thought long and hard about his offer. Finally, after half an hour of soul searching, the temptation had proven too much for Lorne. She had hit the redial on her phone and told Tony to count her in.




  It was close to midnight when the plane touched down at Charles de Gaulle airport. The flight had been quiet, both of them lost in their thoughts, but they were brought back to the present as the plane landed with a bump.




  “It’s this way,” Tony said, tucking his arm through Lorne’s. He guided her to the exit, and they got in the back of the waiting courtesy car that Interpol had laid on for them.




  Lorne put up with Tony’s manhandling because she was exhausted. She felt as though the day’s events had been a whirlwind, and she had been carried along with no way to control things.




  After Tony’s surprise visit, the day had panned out like this: First, she had called her father, begging him to dogsit Henry for a few days. Second, she’d made one of the toughest calls she’d ever had to make in her life. Charlie had picked up on the first ring, giving Lorne little chance to think up a plausible excuse why she had to cancel their plans for the weekend—plans that had been arranged for the last month and had included an extra special surprise, an early birthday present for Charlie: a table at The Ivy for eight o’clock. Six months that table had been booked—six bloody months! Jesus, Tony really does pick his moments, doesn’t he?




  But Charlie hadn’t kicked up a fuss, hadn’t ranted like other teenagers or reacted like the old Charlie would have. Maybe the girl’s frequent visits to the psychiatrist, Dr. Carmichael, were paying off after all. Instead, her daughter had calmly said, “That’s okay, Mum. I understand. Maybe next weekend, huh?”




  The way the teenager had accepted the situation, without any arguments, only made Lorne feel worse. She hated letting her daughter down, but she knew that if the trip led to Baldwin’s capture, both she and Charlie would end up celebrating at The Ivy and dancing on the table with joy. Whatever happened, Lorne would bend over backwards on her return and make it up to her only daughter. If they had to wait another six to eight months to sample some of the—if not the—finest food in the Capital, then so be it.




  Tony jabbed Lorne in the ribs, interrupting her thoughts. “Hey, you with me, Lorne?”




  “Yeah, just thinking.” She smiled despite her tiredness.




  “About letting Charlie down?” he probed.




  She nodded. “Amongst other things.”




  “Did you explain why you’re coming to France?”




  “No. That was the hardest thing of all, not being able to tell her the truth. She’s made giant steps in her therapy. I thought if I told her the real reason behind my visit, it might set her back. I told her one of my oldest friends desperately needed my help.”




  “Well, that’s certainly true.” He grabbed her hand, raised it, and squeezed it tightly. “I couldn’t have done this without your help, Lorne.” He surprised her further by touching his lips to the back of her hand.




  Lorne brushed the sentimental gesture aside, not wishing to give it a second thought. “You old smoothie. You sure know how to wrap a girl round your little finger, don’t you?”




  “Years of practice, I guess. We should be at the hotel soon. We’re staying here in Paris tonight, and after an early breakfast—seven all right with you?” She nodded, and he continued, “Another car is due to pick us up at seven thirty, then we have a rendezvous lined up with a few Interpol agents. That part is all pretty hush-hush. Not sure what will happen from there, but I’m assuming they’ll escort us to Normandy and Baldwin’s new hangout.”




  Lorne studied the famous Paris landmarks whizzing past her window and bent forwards to see if she could see the top of the Eiffel Tower. “I’m glad you’ve stopped calling him the Unicorn. It was such an unlikely name for the bastard.”




  “I know what you mean. ‘Baldwin’ seems so much nastier, much more in keeping with his character.”




  “Maybe.”




  Considering Interpol was footing the bill, the hotel they were booked into turned out to be far grander than Lorne had anticipated. One step down from swanky, in her tourist guidebook.




  A bellboy showed them to their rooms, which were opposite each other on the fourth floor.




  Tony appeared to hesitate at his door, and Lorne pretended not to notice. She smiled to herself, feeling awkward. Please don’t try coming on to me! “Remember, breakfast is at seven on the dot. Good night, Lorne.”




  She closed the door and locked it behind her. A shudder swept through her. What was that all about? Why is Tony being so nice? Of course he would be—he needs your help, you idiot.




  She chastised herself for looking for something that clearly didn’t exist. Had the Paris effect hit her? After all, it was supposed to be the most romantic city in the world. But she had no interest in Tony—or in any other guy, for that matter. When Jacques had died, she’d promised herself she’d never fall for anyone ever again. It was a promise she intended keeping. “Snap out of it, Lorne. You’re tired and imagining things,” she told herself as she began unpacking her overnight bag.




  She cleaned her teeth in the en-suite bathroom and then settled into bed.




  After half an hour of her mind refusing to switch off, she decided to call her father, back in London.




  A groggy voice came on the line. “Yes, who is this?”




  “Hi, Dad. It’s me. Sorry to be calling so late, I just thought you might like to know that…‌I’ve arrived safely.” She hesitated, then reprimanded herself for almost putting her foot in it. He had no idea she was even out of the country, let alone in Paris with a man. She’d told all her family she was visiting an old friend in Devon, alone.




  “Lorne, sweetheart. Don’t be daft. I dropped off in front of the box, that’s all. I was waiting up for your call. How’s Judith?”




  “Umm, she’s fine, Dad. She sends you her love. How’s Henry settling in?” she asked, to quickly change the subject.




  “He’s fine. Well, that’s a bit of a porkie, actually. The damn dog is driving me to distraction, keeps squeaking that damn toy of his, wants to bloomin’ play all the time. The bloody mutt is wearing me out.”




  As if on cue, Henry squeaked his favourite toy in the background—not just once, but at least a dozen times. She laughed. “He loves ya, Dad. He knows when he sees you that you always play with him.”




  “That’s when I come to visit you. I accept it then. But non-stop for twenty-four hours a day—that’s a bit much, wouldn’t you say?”




  She could hear her dog growling and pictured her father trying to wrestle the “damn toy” off him. “Apart from that, is everything okay on that end?”




  “Why wouldn’t it be? You only left here a few hours ago, girl.”




  Because of her exhaustion, she’d managed to raise his suspicions. “Don’t go getting all defensive on me. I was only asking.” Lorne sidestepped her father’s inquisition before it had the chance to get started.




  “When did you say you’d be back?”




  “Couple of days max, Dad,” she lied, unsure what the actual timeframe would be for her visit.




  Her father grunted. “I say the sooner you get back, the better, where this bloody dog of yours is concerned.”




  Lorne raised her eyes to the ceiling. “If he gets too much, Dad, maybe you can give Tom a ring. Perhaps he and Charlie can have him. I’m sorry, Dad; I thought the company might do you some good.” His state of mind since her mother’s passing two years earlier constantly worried her. Despite his daily assurance that he was coping well, the evidence to the contrary was overwhelming. His garden had gone from an award-winning entrant in the national garden scheme’s “yellow book” to resembling Lorne’s own shabby, unkempt plot.
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