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      Monday 21st November

      The message popped up as soon as Josh Cooper logged on.

      “Morning Angel.”

      Josh blew the message a kiss and typed a greeting in return.

      “Morning Charlie. Need coffee.”

      Any further communication would have to wait until Josh found caffeine. After two years Charlie knew Josh wasn’t in the mood to talk until his blood stream was eighty per cent caffeine.

      Of course, Josh wasn’t really Angel and Charlie was… whoever he was… but if they wanted to greet each other like relics from a seventies TV show then it was no one’s business but their own. Their relationship—if IM could be called a relationship—had started two weeks after Josh began at CDR, when CDR053 had messaged Josh by mistake. When he wouldn’t give his name, Josh had dubbed the mysterious stranger Charlie. The minute Charlie had called Josh his angel; Josh knew Charlie was sent by his goddess, Farrah Fawcett, to brighten his existence. But he didn’t hear from Charlie every day. Sometimes weeks would go by without a word but, when he’d log on and receive a “Morning Angel”, Josh would send up a thanks to Farrah for making his day golden.

      Josh blew one more kiss at the computer even though Charlie couldn’t see it, and wandered off to find life-saving coffee. It was just after nine in the morning and he was about to drink cup number four, which would elevate him from zombie to almost human. He was unashamedly addicted and if he encountered one of those ‘green tea plucked from the Himalayas only on a full moon in a month beginning with Z’ types he wouldn’t apologise for what came out of his mouth. He liked his coffee black and strong, just like his… dog. Josh didn’t have a dog either.

      Whenever he said that people would smirk at him and he’d smirk back. He didn’t care what they thought he was going to say. Josh didn’t give a fuck if his men were black, white, built or tiny. When a guy tried it on, Josh stabbed a finger in his chest. “If you think picking me up and banging me against a wall is a sign of a real man you can think again. ‘Sides, I can probably put you on the floor before you lay one finger on me.” And then he would demonstrate. Josh was a show-not-tell man, and the guys who picked themselves up and ran away weren’t worth his time of day. Enough of them dusted off their butt and stayed to make the demonstration worthwhile.

      Josh filled his mug with fresh brewed coffee, took a huge swallow, topped off the mug again and returned to his desk at a leisurely pace, waving to the receptionist as he rounded the corner. She blew him a crimson lip-sticked kiss and he caught it, slapped it to his ass and grinned as she giggled. He sat at his desk, pleased to see the cursor still flashing, and typed a quick “Back again.”

      “Been caught by Dominic yet?”

      “Not yet.” Josh had slid past the operations manager’s office in the hope of being undetected. He couldn’t cope with Dominic Cook prior to being caffeinated. Charlie found Josh’s fractious relationship with Dominic endlessly amusing. Josh had another word—many words— for their working relationship. Amusing wasn’t one of them.

      “Did you hide from him?”

      Josh pulled a face at the screen. Charlie knew him far too well. “It’s too early to deal with him.”

      “Coward.”

      “Sensible.”

      It was all right for Charlie to fling random accusations around when he didn’t work for Dominic. Josh wasn’t entirely sure what Charlie did for CDR and Charlie was annoyingly closed-mouthed.

      CDR, named after its founder, Callum David Ross, provided security for anyone who needed it; whether they were celebrities, big companies, or wealthy individuals who could afford CDR’s resources.

      Two years ago, Josh had been head-hunted from his former company after he saved one of CDR’s high profile clients from an assassination attempt. Josh always maintained he was just in the wrong place at the right time but, after a cutting interview with Dominic which felt like he’d had the close hairs shaved off his balls; Josh was employed as part of a field team dealing with low profile but high risk clients. The rest of his team were currently two floors up in the gym beating the living shit out of each other. They were the muscle; Josh was the brains. At least in theory. Josh didn’t want to test it out. He had a feeling both men were more than capable of beating him in both brains and brawn.

      Charlie left a new message. “You’ve got a new assignment.”

      Josh frowned at the screen. “How do you know that?”

      “You know I’m not going to tell you my sources.”

      “Fuck. I’ve just got back from the last one. Mr. Truffles is gonna be pissed.”

      Josh had recently been adopted by a chocolate brown cat who’d moved in one day and showed no signs of leaving. So far his neighbour had seen more of Mr. Truffles than he had.

      “You know Eileen will love to have him again.”

      “That’s what I’m worried about, Charlie. I swear one day she won’t give him back.”

      “Angel.”

      “Yes?”

      “Be careful.”

      Josh didn’t think Charlie was talking about the potential loss of a cat. He huffed and stabbed at his keyboard. “I’m always careful. You know that.” He’d built his reputation on protecting his clients and his team.

      “I know, Angel. But this isn’t like your usual assignments.”

      Josh could almost hear Charlie trying to sooth him but he was still feeling huffy. “I’ll do my job. You know. What I’m paid for.”

      “I know you will. Just watch your back. Sorry, Angel. I’ve got to go.”

      Josh stared at the screen for a long moment. He’d always suspected Charlie was high up in CDR’s ranks, but for Charlie to know about the assignments before he did only confirmed Josh’s suspicions.

      “Cooper!”

      Josh looked up to see his flame-haired operations manager waving from conference room one. “You yelled, oh great one?”

      “Cut the crap,” Dominic growled. “It’s too early.”

      “Yes, sir!” Josh saluted him smartly.

      Dominic growled again. “Get the boys down here now!”

      Josh sent a text to both members of his team and then sat back in his chair to finish his coffee. There was no point in rushing. They would take six minutes and forty-five seconds to shower and arrive from two floors up. In the meantime, he wondered whatever the hell was so serious that it had stuck a bug up Dominic’s butt and worried Charlie. He pulled out his notebook and logged this crisis under number 5440. Josh definitely had OCD tendencies, although not many people noticed until they discovered he never forgot anything, invariably to their cost.

      After six minutes Josh headed into the conference room, a full mug of coffee in his hand. Dominic was staring pensively out of the rain-lashed window. He didn’t turn around as Josh entered so Josh took his usual seat and waited for Dominic to acknowledge him. Forty-five seconds later when the rest of the team arrived, Dominic was still staring out of the window.

      Landry and Gil Grover, the so-called muscle of his team, took the seats flanking Josh. Twins, six-foot-four, dark skin and dark eyes, they were basically sex on legs. Josh had entertained more than one fantasy about being the filling in that particularly muscled sandwich. Unfortunately, they were both straight, laughed hysterically at the idea of being in the same bed and rejected the offer of Josh’s dick on numerous occasions. He kept trying though, for form’s sake. At least now they rejected him without threatening to rearrange his face. Josh didn’t take it personally. He was born to flirt. Sometimes he got lucky.

      Gil raised an eyebrow at Dominic’s preoccupation and Josh shrugged in response. Aside from Charlie’s comment he knew no more than they did. Eventually, Dominic dragged himself away from the window to sit down at the table.

      Josh leant back and stuck his feet up on the polished surface, crossing them at the ankles. Landry automatically knocked them down before Dominic exploded. Josh thought about doing it again but decided against it. He gazed around the table, flitting from one face to the other. Josh was sure none of the three men were Charlie. Landry and Gil had girlfriends. Landry’s girl was half his height and twice as scary and Gil liked to date stunning models. Dominic had a wife—supposedly. No one at CDR had ever seen her. He kept his personal life well away from the office.

      “If you’re ready to do your job, Mr. Cooper?” Dominic snapped.

      Josh slurped his coffee loudly and gave him a condescending wave. “Please, go ahead.”

      His red brows almost knitting in the ferocity of his scowl, Dominic tapped at the iPad on the table. The screen on one wall sprang into life showing the round face of a man, his hair thinning on top and grey around the edges, but handsome enough, with a slightly crooked smile and teeth to match.

      “Who is he?” Landry asked. Six minutes older and half an inch taller than his twin he was shy in a public situation but was always the one with the questions. It was easy to underestimate Landry. Josh didn’t make that mistake.

      “Jonathan Michaels, thirty-eight,” Dominic said. “An entrepreneur who’s now a hedge fund investor in London. He’s gone missing.”

      Gil tapped the table. “So why do we need to know about a missing Brit?”

      Josh was equally confused. CDR focused on bodyguard work for celebrities and politicians. The agency never touched missing persons’ cases.

      “Because he’s a friend of a friend,” Dominic replied. “We’ve been instructed to find him before Scotland Yard’s Serious Fraud Office does. You’re booked on a flight to London this evening. Details of which, along with the hotel information, have been forwarded to your emails.”

      “We don’t do cases for friends,” Landry said in a flat tone. “Company policy.”

      Dominic inclined his head. “Normally yes, but not this time. He’s insisted.”

      He was the boss. Josh had never met Callum David Ross but he wasn’t in any hurry to rectify that situation. From office gossip CDR could snap people in half if they crossed him, pull out their intestines and fry them up for dinner. The stories may have been exaggerated but Josh had never met the guy. What did he know?

      “When did he disappear?” Josh asked.

      “Three weeks ago. October 30th,” Dominic said. “He left the office at 7.00 p.m. and never arrived home. The journey from his office to his house in Chelsea takes thirty minutes.”

      “And we’re only just getting involved?” Josh knew in K&R three weeks was a lifetime.

      “The local law enforcement, the Metropolitan Police, thought he was a jumper as his car was found by the Thames. His body’s not been found, although that’s not unusual. Sometimes they get stuck in the mud but the bodies usually turn up downstream after a few days. If he didn’t jump and he’s still alive, no ransom demand has been made.”

      So no kidnap and ransom. “Why us?”

      “Because money has gone missing,” Dominic said. “A lot of money, from his clients’ accounts.”

      “And Michaels is the prime suspect?” Landry asked.

      “That’s the general belief, yes.” Dominic’s frown intensified. He seemed personally pissed off about this case.

      Landry leaned back in his seat and slurped his coffee, ignoring Dominic’s glare. “This sounds more like a job for the insurance company than us. An executive skipped off with the cash. Why isn’t their white collar division dealing with it?”

      “What are you not telling us?” Gil demanded.

      Dominic took a long time to answer but finally he said, “Jonathan Michaels is a partner in this agency. If he isn’t found this agency is at risk.”

      Josh snapped his fingers. He knew that name sounded familiar. Before Josh had interviewed for his post, he’d found out all he could about CDR. Jonathan Michaels was the silent partner of CDR. An old college buddy of Callum David Ross and an extremely successful businessman, Jonathan had lent him the money to start the business eight years ago. Now he was in trouble and therefore, potentially, so was the agency. Josh tried not to process the thought that his job was at risk. He loved working at CDR. “Where do we start?”

      “I’ve sent you everything we already know about Michaels,” Dominic said. “I’m going to follow the trail this end. There’s no record of him leaving the UK but that don’t mean jack. You coordinate the London operation and report back to me. Darryl and I will stay here and focus on his financials and his movements. Nothing else matters until we find Michaels, dead or alive.”

      Josh waited for Dominic to say something else but the operations manager stood and scowled at them all. “Why are you still sitting here? You’ve got a plane to catch.”

      Gil looked at Josh. “Meet at your desk in ten?”

      “Yeah.” Josh finished his coffee and headed for a refill. He had a ton of phone calls to make before they left. Not the least of which was roping in his neighbour to look after his cat while he was away.

      London in November. Christ, why couldn’t Michaels live somewhere hot?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Monday 21st November

      One advantage of working for CDR was the chance to fly Business class, which saved Josh having to listen to Landry and Gil moan about the leg room. Today there was a cute little flight attendant with a bubble butt who eyed Josh up and down as he boarded the plane.

      Josh returned his gaze with a grin and sashayed to his seat, knowing the steward’s eyes were glued to his ass the whole way.

      Across the aisle Gil gave Josh a flat stare as he settled for the flight. “Already? We’re not even off the ground yet.”

      Josh sniffed and settled into his seat. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Just ignore him,” Landry said. “He got dumped this afternoon. She wasn’t happy about him going away again”

      Josh frowned, leaning over to pat Gil’s knee. “Poor boy.”

      “Fuck off,” Gil growled, then he grinned at Josh and muttered his thanks.

      “How did Lisa take it?” Josh asked Landry, who grimaced and shook his head.

      “You really don’t want to know.”

      Josh nodded. Lisa was pissed.

      Once in the air, Josh accepted a sparkling water from the perky flight attendant, who wiggled his butt as he moved away from Josh. Gil bit back a curse. Josh slurped his water and gave him the finger.

      “You never stop, do you?” Gil muttered.

      “I won’t stop until they put me in a box.” At Gil’s scowl Josh winked at him.

      “Leave Josh alone,” Landry said. “At least he’s not like Dominic.”

      “Fuck me, I hope not.” Josh was horrified at the thought. “You have my permission to shoot me if I turn into Dominic.”

      Ignoring the derisive snorts of his traveling companions Josh changed into slippers, reclined his seat and slipped his eye-mask over his baby browns. It was a long flight. He needed to sleep if he was going to deal with the Brits. Perky would have to wait for his entertainment. Josh yawned and let the muted sounds of too many people trapped in a tin can thirty-six thousand feet in the air lull him to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      Josh woke to someone shaking his shoulder. He grumbled his annoyance as he removed the eye-mask, only to see Perky smiling hopefully at him as he nodded toward the bathroom. Josh thought about it—for five seconds. What the hell? Endorphins always worked for him.

      Inside the bathroom Perky pulled him closer and ground his mouth against Josh’s, exploring Josh’s tonsils with his tongue. Damn, he was a pushy bitch. Josh hauled Perky closer and he rubbed blatantly against Josh, shoving his groin in an insistent fuck-me-now motion. Josh got with the program and manhandled him around to face the mirror. Perky shoved his pants down and stuck his butt out.

      Josh looked at Perky’s fuzzy butt, ready and Josh was pretty sure lubed, and waiting for him, and hesitated.

      Perky glanced at Josh’s reflection in the mirror. “Come on. I can’t be in here for long.”

      Josh looked again at that inviting hole, sighed and patted one ass cheek. “I can’t. I’m sorry.”

      “You married? Attached? Is it the dudes out there, cos I wouldn’t mind a daisy chain if we could find somewhere bigger?” Perky hauled up his pants. He didn’t seem angry, more resigned.

      “No. Long story. Just waiting for the right guy to notice me.” Josh leaned forward and kissed Perky on the cheek.

      “You can have fun in the meantime. You don’t want to get blue balls.” Perky looked into the mirror to straighten himself out. “You know where I am if you change your mind in the next hour.”

      “I know and thank you.”

      Perky smirked at Josh. “Gotta go.” Then he eased himself out the door.

      Josh waited a minute and then he followed, relieved most of the passengers were still asleep and oblivious to two men leaving the bathroom. He settled back in his seat.

      Landry opened one eye. “Good time?”

      Josh winked and placed his mask over his eyes. He had to maintain his reputation. He yawned and fell asleep again, more than a little frustrated and hungry.

      “Sir? Sir? We’re almost ready to land.”

      Josh opened one eye to see Perky smiling at him, this time professionally rather than the suggestive smirk he’d used earlier. “Huh?”

      “You need to sit up and prepare for landing.”

      Josh felt sluggish and as he’d slept through the refreshments offered during the flight he was caffeine-deprived and ready to commit murder if he didn’t find a Starbucks. He suffered through the landing, trying to ignore the pain in his ears and the knowing smirks of his team.

      Once the plane had landed Josh switched on his phone to find a message.

      
        
          
            
              
        Morning Angel

      

      

      

      

      

      Josh tapped out a quick response.

      
        
          
            
              
        Morning Charlie

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Was he good?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Where’s the bug?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        You really don’t want to know

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        He was okay

      

      

      

      

      

      Charlie didn’t need to know Josh had bailed on a sure thing.

      
        
          
            
              
        Just okay?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        I’ve had better.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Tart

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        You know me

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Not as much as I’d like to

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Whose fault is that?

      

      

      

      

      

      Josh had been trying to find out the identity of the mysterious Charlie for months now. He was pretty sure he had the gender right and odd things he said made Josh wonder if Charlie was British. And the flirting had been getting more obvious and open with every message. Charlie had to be gay, or bisexual. Josh had to wonder if he’d still have the urge to jump the man once he knew who he was. He hoped so. This was the closest thing he’d had to a relationship in a long time. Christ, how sad did that make him?

      “We gotta go,” Gil said. “Quit texting your boyfriend.”

      “Don’t have a boyfriend, dumbass.”

      Gil huffed and rolled his shoulders as he stood. “What’re you waiting for?”

      Josh opened his mouth to snap at him, but he caught Landry’s shake of his head and Josh subsided. He messaged a goodbye to Charlie before gathering his bags. His phone beeped as he looked out of the window, but Josh didn’t bother to look at it. He was too busy trying to figure out why, when it was only midday, it could have been the middle of night as rain pounded against the windows. They shuffled like zombies toward the exit of the plane and the gaggle of flight attendants.

      “Welcome to London, sir. I hope you enjoyed the—” Perky gave the smallest of pauses and a quirk of the lips. “Flight.”

      Josh winked back. He’d made the flight interesting and under different circumstances Josh would’ve happily ridden Perky Airline.

      “Welcome to fucking England,” Gil muttered behind him. “Move!”

      Josh stepped back to tread on Gil’s toes, smiling sweetly at Perky as Gil yelped and cursed Josh, and his mother.

      “Well, this is gonna be fun,” Landry said laconically. He shoved them both forward. Josh was damn lucky he had lightning reflexes or he’d have ended up flat on his face and kissing the ground.

      “What the fuck, man?” Gil was real unhappy now. “I’m tired, my toes hurt and I don’t need hassle from my stupid fucking brother.”

      “Just move,” Landry snapped.

      Josh kept going. They could fight it out between them. Josh just wanted to get through immigration and face-plant in the hotel for a few hours.

      British Customs and Borders looked as bored as their US counterparts, but eventually they were done and in a black SUV. Gil and Landry fell asleep as soon as their asses hit the seats, but Josh fished out his phone and made a call to Dominic.

      Despite the fact that it was now five in the morning in Seattle he knew Dominic would still be at the office and, after one ring, his bright red hair and permanent scowl appeared on the screen. “We’re here.”

      “Go to the hotel. I’ve got a five-thirty meeting set up with a local agency. Ask for Jesse Waldron. Don’t piss them off, Josh. They’re friends of CDR and hard-core bastards.”

      “As if I would.” Josh rolled his eyes at Dominic’s disbelieving grunt. “No promises.”

      “He says if you fuck this up don’t bother getting on a plane home.”

      It was Josh’s turn to grunt because he didn’t fuck things up. That’s why they employed him. “What agency?”

      “Just ‘the agency’.”

      Josh grunted again. Pretentious bullshit. 

      “Was the flight attendant good?” Dominic asked, a sneer curling his lips.

      “I’ve had better.” Josh changed the subject. “Anything more on Michaels?”

      “Not yet. No body and no money. He’s completely off the grid.”

      “So he’s a bad boy?”

      “Let’s hope not. I’ve got to go,” Dominic said. “Darryl and Ryan are tracking his financials. Call me back after the meeting.”

      He disconnected before Josh could utter another word. A loud snore erupted from Gil. Josh scowled at both of them for being asleep when he had to work, but there was no point bitching about it. CDR didn’t pay him to be a princess on their time. Josh smirked, thinking about the rest of the time. Oh yeah, he could be a princess then. He dug both guys in the ribs when they arrived at the hotel.

      “You could’ve been shot,” Landry growled as he sat up.

      “Britain. Remember? No guns.”

      “Fucking stupid idea.” Gil thought everyone should be armed. It was an old argument and neither Landry nor Josh paid any attention.

      Josh got out of the SUV, stretching and rolling his shoulders as he surveyed the hotel. The hotel was the usual generic kind of place that CDR picked. Discreet, adequate, hopefully good beds. They checked in and by the time Josh reached the room there was only an hour before the meeting. He sighed heavily. There was no point in trying to nap now.

      Josh made use of the shower instead, the hard stream of water washing over him like manna from heaven. He closed his eyes, letting the water sooth him, only cursing when he realised he’d left his shower gel in his carry on. Josh refused to use the shower gel the hotel provided; he had fucking standards and he worked hard for his soft skin.

      He reached for a towel and dried off enough to make a dash for the carry on, fumbling around for the shower gel and, on impulse, grabbing the lube too. He usually jacked off in the shower anyway and it would wake him up. Back in the shower he washed quickly, pleased to soak away the long night before he took care of other matters. Josh squeezed the lube into his palm and stroked the length of his cock. He closed his eyes, leaned against the tiles and focused on his dick, smoothing lube over the head. As usual he thought of his ideal man. Even though he’d never met Charlie, Josh knew he’d be right for him and, as usual, he was fucking frustrated that Charlie had blocked all attempts for them to meet. The thrill of the chase was one thing, but Josh was here, ready to be caught. Josh stroked harder, imagining Charlie pressed up behind him; big, alpha, large dick nestled into Josh’s lower back. Yes, he made no apologies for being a size queen.

      “Talk to me, Angel. I wanna hear you.”

      “Need you, Charlie. Fuck me harder.”

      Josh rested his head against his forearm as he jacked harder. His balls tightened in anticipation. He’d got to get a new fantasy because the thought of Charlie pressed up behind him was getting Josh off way too fast.

      “Come for me, my angel.”

      He yelled as white ropes spurted over his hand, falling to be washed away by the water. It was the same every time. The thought of Charlie calling him ‘my angel’ tipped him over the edge. If only he would. Josh leaned against the tiles, panting hard. “I’m going to have you, Charlie,” he said aloud. “You can’t hide from me forever.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Tuesday 22nd November

      They arrived at the address thirty minutes after the meeting was due to start, thanks to Gil falling asleep in the shower. Josh had called reception to let him into Gil’s room where Josh found him—snoring his head off. Gil woke up cursing and shouting when Josh turned the temperature to ice-cold. Then he bitched all the way through the late afternoon traffic in London, until Landry told him to shut the fuck up or he’d shoot him the second he got a weapon.

      Josh ignored them both as he prepared for the meeting, although the information he had to work with was about as useful as a chocolate jockstrap. Jonathan Michaels was a wealthy hedge fund manager; squeaky clean up to the point he disappeared. Not even a parking ticket. Then suddenly he was an embezzler, who’d been kidnapped, or disappeared, or worse, murdered and dumped in the Thames. Maybe Josh was stretching it a bit there. What happened? Had Michaels been juggling too many balls? Too many questions, no answers and why the hell did they have to work with a British agency, called ‘the agency’? Josh snorted again at the absurdity of the name. Usually CDR told the relevant agencies they were in the UK and that was it. As long as CDR kept off their turf the Brits left them alone.

      The car dropped them at an anonymous office building in Threadneedle Street, near the Bank of England. Gil’s mood hadn’t improved; neither had Josh’s and they glowered at each other as they got out of the car. This meeting had better pan out or Josh was on the next flight home.

      A sleekly-dressed young man smiled at Josh from behind the black reception desk, and he noticed there wasn’t any sign of a company name anywhere. “May I help you?”

      “We’re here to see Jesse Waldron.”

      The young man nodded. “Mr. Waldron is expecting you. Please take a seat.” He pointed to a couple of brown leather sofas set around three fake plants. At least Josh assumed they were fake, they looked too healthy to be real. All the plants Josh had ever possessed died within a month.

      Landry groaned as he settled into the seat. “Damn, I could fall asleep here.”

      Josh moaned in agreement. The sofas were better than the ones in his apartment. He hadn’t realised he’d actually closed his eyes until someone spoke to him.

      “Mr. Cooper and Messrs. Grover?”

      Josh opened his eyes to see a young man of medium height, with pale blond hair and grey eyes smiling down at them. “Yes?”

      “I’m Jesse’s assistant, Stephen. He asked me to take you to the conference room.”

      Josh and the twins followed him to the elevators. Josh was inspecting Stephen’s ass when Gil nudged him.

      “Stop that,” Gil muttered.

      “What?” Josh widened his eyes innocently.

      “Cut it out!”

      Landry exhaled exasperatedly. “Guys, not now. I’m too tired for you assholes.”

      Seemingly oblivious to the byplay, Stephen guided them into the elevator, but Josh was sure he caught a brief smirk as he hit the button for level 5.

      

      The chill around the conference table was palpable, and most of it seemed to be aimed at Josh, Landry and Gil. Josh looked at his team to see if they knew what the fuck was the problem but they both give a brief shake of the head. Three men from ‘the agency’ faced them, but none of the grey suits seemed to want to start the goddamn meeting. Josh had mentally named them Plummy Green-Eyes, Baldy Big Mouth, and Shortass. They hadn’t introduced themselves which set Josh’s teeth on edge as he had no idea which one was Waldron. Eventually Plummy Green-Eyes at the head of the table spoke.

      “Our agencies have been told to cooperate with each other.”

      If he wasn’t glaring over his half-rimmed glasses and looking down his nose at them, Josh would’ve suggested they have a separate meeting – just for two. Despite the plummy voice and glasses which would have been too old for a man twice his age he was fuckable; all broad shoulders and dark curls, and the stripes in his tie matched the deep green of his eyes. Maybe Josh’s intentions were obvious because he caught Gil’s warning shake of his head. Don’t fuck up! Josh gritted his teeth and reminded himself that if he fucked this up he was stuck on this godforsaken island full of men with bad teeth, forever.  “Who are you exactly?”

      “It’s not important.”

      “What’s your connection with Jonathan Michaels?”

      “You don’t need to know that.”

      Josh raised an eyebrow. “So by cooperation you mean⁠—?”

      “You’ll share the information you discover with us.”

      “And you’ll share diddly-squat?” Three men stared back at him. Josh hadn’t had nearly enough fucking coffee to deal with this. He got to his feet. “I don’t think so. Time to go, boys.” Gil and Landry stood and followed him to the door. Josh opened it to find more grey suits blocking his way. He smiled sweetly, letting the edge of danger bleed into his expression. “We’re leaving.”

      Plummy Green-Eyes coughed to attract his attention. “You were told to work with us.”

      “The operative word is ‘with’,” Josh pointed out. “When you decide to understand fucking English, we’ll come back. Now get the suits out of the way so we can get the hell out of here.”

      Someone obviously gave the signal because the goons moved and escorted them back to reception like grey oompa-loompas. On the sidewalk Gil and Landry gave Josh wary glances.

      “What?” Josh snapped, hunting through his pockets for his cigarettes. He kept a packet for emergencies and now was a fucking emergency. He didn’t smoke much usually, only when he was under pressure. Today the need for nicotine was almost as strong as the need for caffeine. He shivered in the cold grey morning. At least it was drizzling rather than a howling gale.

      “Dominic’s gonna string you up by the short and curlies,” Gil said, shrugging his collar up to protect his neck.

      Ignoring the sign on the building which said ‘no smoking’ Josh lit a cigarette and took a long drag, feeling fractionally calmer as the smoke burned its way down into his lungs. “He’s five thousand miles away.”

      “We were told to work with the Brits.” Gil pointed out.

      “And we will. On our terms, not theirs. It’s posturing, is all. Remember Boston? We’re on their turf so they think they’ve got the upper hand.” Josh looked back into the building and saw Plummy talking to another man. Neither of them looked happy, and they scowled at Josh on a regular basis. “Watch and learn, boys,” he drawled.

      Gil rolled his eyes at Landry. “In other words, he’s gonna be an asshole.”

      Josh ignored them because the unknown guy was walking toward them.

      “Mr. Cooper?” the new guy said.

      Josh studied him carefully. He was probably mid-forties, dark hair greying at the wings, a few lines but enough to make him interesting. Josh predicted that he had a wife and two kids somewhere in the ‘burbs. “Yeah. You are?”

      “Jesse Waldron. I’m your new handler.”

      A handler? Josh struggled to keep a rein on his eyeballs and smiled sweetly at him. “Are we meant to sit up and beg?”

      “Dominic said you’d be an asshole.” Jesse’s accent made it more arrrrsehole. Kinda cute.

      “What else did he say?” Josh ignored Gil and Landry’s simultaneous snorts.

      Waldron smirked. “Do you really want to know?”

      Not really. Josh didn’t need some stuck up Brit to relay Dominic’s cantankerous instructions. “What do you want, Mr. Waldron?”

      “Call me Jesse. We got off on the wrong foot. You must be exhausted after your flight. Come back inside to my office. I’ve ordered coffee and pastries as I missed breakfast too. Then we can start again.”

      Josh ramped up the smile. “Let me confer with my co-workers, Jesse.” Jesse gave him a suspicious look but obligingly stepped away. Josh looked at Gil and Landry. “Okay, boys, time to play ball.”

      “Or Dominic will have yours,” Gil said.

      “I have two.” Josh shrugged. “Quit complaining, they’re playing nice now.”

      “You’re a devious little shit, Josh,” Landry said.

      “I’m good at my job. Anyone can be a grey suit. Not many can be a Josh Cooper.”

      Landry snorted again. “Thank fuck for that.”

      Josh ignored him and glanced at Jesse. “The coffee had better be strong.”

      Jesse broke out the smile again. Shame about the wife and kids because he was a good looking guy. “It is. CDR’s instructions.”

      “You know CDR?”

      “Ross was one of us,” Jesse said. “I trained him in the field.”

      Josh tried to hide his shock, but from the smirk on Jesse’s face he failed. He noted the same smirk on Gil’s face although Landry looked as shocked as Josh. Someone had been keeping secrets. Josh made a mental note to have words with Gil when they got back to the hotel. Keeping secrets between the team could get them killed.
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        * * *

      

      Jesse’s office was small and functional compared to the conference room. Josh got the impression he didn’t spend much time in here. A couple of photos dominated one wall. Josh glanced at them, then peered more closely. One was a group of men playing soccer, one of them obviously Jesse. Josh’s gaydar shrieked at him, which was confirmed when he studied the other photo. Jesse had his arms wrapped around a man, a black dog sitting at their feet.

      “That’s my partner Dan, and our dog, Norman,” Jesse said.

      So much for the wife and two kids. Josh wondered if he’d like a threesome.

      “Any kids?” he asked. Josh never got involved in a domestic situation.

      Jesse shook his head. “Never thought it mixed with my job. I was away for months at a time.”

      “Is Dan in this business?”

      “No.”

      Josh recognised when he was being shut down and he didn’t ask any more questions. Jesse handed him a coffee without asking how he took it. Josh sipped at it and scowled because it was perfect. The Brits were yanking his chain and he didn’t like it.

      “Let’s start again,” Jesse said. “As I said, we didn’t get off on the right foot.”

      Josh smiled dangerously. “You’re going to tell us what the fuck is going on?”

      Jesse hesitated but then he nodded. “Let’s meet the team again.”

      “Do we have to deal with Mr. Plummy—fuck.”

      Jesse gave him an amused look. “Tall guy? Built like a brickie? Stunning eyes?”

      Josh had no idea what a brickie was, but the eyes were right. “If he’s the one you were talking to in the lobby, then yes.”

      From the way Jesse laughed, Josh got the feeling the joke was on him. He took a deep breath, doing his best to keep his temper.

      “Yeah, he’s part of the team. Don’t worry, I’ll stick a lead on him,” Jesse promised.

      “A lead?”

      “You call it a leash.”

      Josh had a sudden image of the green-eyed man naked, handcuffed and clipped to a leather leash. “I can live with that.”

      “I really don’t want to know what you were just thinking,” Jesse said. “You must drive Dominic mad.”

      “He does,” Landry agreed as Gil snorted with laughter.

      Josh scowled at the two traitors. “It keeps him on his toes.”

      Jesse shook his head and led the way back to the conference room. The three suits were there again, huddled around a pot of coffee. Plummy had lost the glasses.

      “Josh, meet Cal, Rick and Dave.” Jesse pointed them out in turn.

      So Mr. Green-Eyes was called Cal. Josh had expected him to be a Perry or a Tarquin, not Cal. Rick was baldy and that made Dave the shortass. Rick and Dave stepped forward and shook hands with each of them. Cal stayed where he was until Jesse raised an eyebrow, then he held out his hand with a huff. Josh expected Cal to crush his hand, but it was a firm grip, nothing more.

      “For this operation, Cal is your equivalent, Josh, and Rick and Dave will work with Gil and Landry.”

      “And you’re our… handler?”

      “I’m your Dominic,” Jesse agreed.

      Josh groaned and everyone, including Cal, laughed. The tension in the room eased and Josh relaxed. He’d made their point but time would tell if the Brits were going to play nice. Stephen brought in fresh coffee and placed it in front of them. Cal sat opposite Josh, studying him carefully. Not all the tension had gone. Josh got the feeling Jesse had another agenda but he didn’t know what it was. Josh was used to being in control of the team, not having his strings pulled by total strangers. He took out his notebook and waited for the debriefing.

      The screen sprang into life with the face of Jonathan Michaels.

      “Jonathan Edward Michaels, thirty-eight years old. He works for Barton and Wharlow. You already know he’s a silent partner in CDR,” Jesse said, and everyone nodded. “You know the story. He went missing on October 30th and hasn’t been seen since. The police found his car by the Thames but no body. The theory was he jumped in and got carried down the river but he hasn’t popped up in any of the usual places.

      “His employers discovered the money loss a week after he disappeared. The SFO, the Serious Fraud Office, are still following the trail. If—and I’m making no assumptions—Michaels has it hidden, it’s hidden deep.”

      “And there’s been no ransom demand?” Josh asked, even though he knew the answer.

      “We haven’t heard a thing and nor has the family,” Cal said. “We’ve tapped every phone they have, including the burners they think we don’t know about. His cards have remained inactive since the day he went missing. The last transaction was for a coffee and a sandwich at about 7pm.”

      Gil pursed his lips. “So he’s skipped town.”

      “And his firm is anxious to find their employee,” Cal said.

      Josh snorted loudly. “And the money.”

      “That goes without saying,” Jesse said. “This is a huge embarrassment for them. We don’t usually handle K&R⁠—”

      “If it is a K&R,” Josh interrupted.

      Jesse nodded. “But one of the senior partners is a friend of my boss and she agreed to take it on.”

      “And we’re involved because of Michaels. Fucking great,” Josh muttered. “Two security ops for one missing embezzler and none of us with the right skills.”

      “Why do you need us?” Landry demanded. “We’re muscle, bodyguards. You need white collar crime experts. Hell, you need the Feds. What do you call them?”

      “We might need to extract him at short notice,” Jesse said. “We are not trusting this to the SFO.”

      “You’ve got the muscle.” Josh pointed to Rick and Dave. These guys could make mincemeat of Landry and Gill, despite the cheap-cut suits which strained at the seams across the shoulders. He dragged his eyes away from studying the two men and caught Cal’s sour expression.

      “CDR insisted you got involved.” From Cal’s sneer it was clear he disagreed.

      Jesse shot Cal a look which said to rein it in. Josh was tired. He didn’t give a shit about politics between the agencies. He just needed to study Michaels, to learn about the man who’d vanished off the face of the earth and caused this clusterfuck. He pointedly tapped his pen on his notebook. “I need more information.”

      “You probably need sleep first,” Jesse replied. “Rick and Dave will take you back to the hotel.”

      Josh huffed because he could’ve done with crashing two hours ago. Although he was still tired, all he wanted to do was to start gathering more intel. It was clear no one had a fucking clue what had happened to Michaels.

      “We’ve got a meeting with the wife at nine tomorrow morning,” Jesse said to him. “I’ll pick you up at eight.”

      Josh nodded and glanced over at Landry and Gill. “We need to talk to Dominic when we get back to the hotel.”

      Gil groaned. “You can talk to him. I need sleep and food.”

      Josh wanted to point out that the twins had gotten way more sleep than he had but then he’d always functioned better on five to six hours rather than the recommended eight. “We’ll talk to them on the way back to the hotel.”

      Getting back in the car was a relief. Gil and Landry closed their eyes almost before the door had closed. Josh contemplated taking a photo of the two of them curled up together.

      Landry opened one eye. “Don’t even think about it.”

      “How the hell did you know?”

      “I know you.” Landry closed his eyes again.

      Josh sighed in disappointment and video conferenced Dominic at CDR. His operations manager had this look of smug amusement when they finally connected.

      “Why are we here?” Josh demanded before Dominic had a chance to speak.

      “Because no one is looking out for Michaels. That’s what you’re there to do.”

      Josh scowled at him. “Then why’re we working on no fucking intel?”

      “Because the Brits have sewn the case up tighter than their asses, You’ve met Jesse. He’s not gonna tell you anything if it affects his case.”

      “I thought we were working on the same case. You know, finding Michaels.”

      Dominic shook his head. “Your job is to find Michaels.”

      “What’s Jesse’s agenda?”

      “You don’t need to know that.”

      Josh hated fucking politics. He knuckled his eyes, weary to the fucking bone. It didn’t help when Gil and Landry were snoring, dissonant sounds that jangled his nerves. “We find Michaels?”

      “Yes.”

      “Alive or dead?”

      Dominic gave him a steady stare. “You bring him home alive.”

      Josh disconnected the call and leant back against the leather seat of the SUV, closing his eyes. It hadn’t escaped his notice that the powers that be thought Michaels was still alive. Whatever Michaels was caught up in, it was their job to extricate him. That was their mission; to find Jonathan Michaels. And to do that Josh needed information. Not that he was worried. He would get it. He always did.
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      Wednesday 23rd November

      Jonathan Michaels’ wife was not what Josh expected. He’d met trophy wives and soccer moms, even cougars with their boy-toys, and if that sounded critical it wasn’t meant to. Wives of rich men operated in a different world to other people and they acted accordingly.

      Melissa Michaels was middle-aged with straggly eyebrows, grey hair, and didn’t wear a scrap of make-up. She dressed in jeans and a hoodie with knock-off Ugg boots, and she looked like the bottom had dropped out of her world. She was also, very obviously, sick of talking to men in suits accusing her husband of embezzlement and didn’t offer them a cup of tea. Wasn’t there some law against not making tea for guests? Josh thought that was treason or something in England. Despite the fact it had only just gone 9.00 a.m., Josh could smell booze and an empty tumbler sat on the side table next to her. He wondered if she’d even gone to bed.

      Josh sat in her expensive mews house in Chelsea with Jesse and Gil. Cal cried off saying he’d met her before, and Landry wanted to follow a lead Dominic had given him. Landry had a knack of dealing with financial people.

      The furniture matched Melissa, not the house she lived in. Josh liked this woman’s attitude, but he didn’t think his warm feeling was returned.

      She gave them a cynical look when Jesse introduced Josh and Gil. “I know who you are and where you’re from. You’re just here to protect your own backs.”

      Well, yes, but Jesse made noises about pooling resources. When she caught Josh’s eye he winked, letting her know she was right. Josh wasn’t going to patronise Melissa Michaels and treat her like an idiot. She inclined her head to let Josh know she’d gotten the message and the brief exchange was over. Josh was aware from the flicker of Jesse’s eyelids that he’d caught it too.

      Josh perched on the edge of her sofa, noting that Melissa sat in an old recliner. He understood that this was her way of sticking two fingers up at the world. The rest of the world could be uncomfortable in chic; she was going to be who she was.

      She glared at Jesse as he tried to lead her through the events of the day her husband disappeared. “I’ve been through this already. I spoke to the local police, and the fraud squad.” Her tone suggested she wasn’t impressed with either. “He went to work at 7.00 a.m., and I reported him missing when he hadn’t returned by midnight. They told me I had to wait forty-eight hours before they’d do anything.”

      “When did you realise something was wrong?” Jesse asked. His tone was gentler than Josh would’ve been, and he gave Jesse credit for the way he was treating her.

      “When Jon didn’t return home,” Melissa snapped. “When his car that he didn’t even drive to work was found by the Thames. When the police accused me of knowing my husband had been embezzling millions. I knew then.”

      Josh exchanged an uncomfortable glance with Jesse. “Ma’am, did you know about the money?” he asked bluntly.

      “Of course not. Jon’s never done anything wrong in his life. He doesn’t even drive over the bloody speed limit.” 

      That fitted in with the information they had of Jonathan Michaels. Squeaky clean although a demon at his job. He wouldn’t be the first man to lead a double life, but something was hinky and Josh couldn’t put his finger on it. Not yet. But he would, that’s why they employed him.

      “Had you noticed anything odd before he went missing? Maybe a change in his behaviour or strange phone calls?” Jesse asked.

      “I’ve answered all this before,” she snapped.

      Josh leaned forward to attract her attention. “I know you have, but the difference is I want your husband safe and well. The cops want to find a body; the SFO want the money. Callum Ross, my boss, wants his friend back. That’s what I’m here for. Everything else is secondary.” Josh wanted to ask Jesse what the fuck he wanted but now was not the time.

      Melissa stared at Josh, doubt written clear, but he didn’t flinch before her gaze, and eventually she drew a shaky breath. “The only thing I can remember is one phone call about a week before he left. It was about 3.00 a.m. and he got up to take the call. He never used to bother leaving the room if it was a client, but this time he went downstairs. I fell asleep and he was beside me when I woke up.”

      “Did you question him about it?” Josh asked.

      “He said it was a client. That he knew it would be a long call and he didn’t want to disturb me. I didn’t think anything more about it.” Melissa sniffed and her eyes shone with unshed tears.

      Gil, ever the gentleman, leant over and handed her a handkerchief. Josh rolled his eyes. Gil was the only man he knew, under seventy, who carried a handkerchief. She wiped her eyes and blew her nose loudly. Gil told her to keep it when she tried to hand it back.

      Josh took out his notebook, scrawling a reminder to check if the police had traced the phone call and find out why Michaels was driving his car if he didn’t normally. He assumed Jesse’s agency and the Serious Fraud Office would have already investigated, but it wasn’t in the file. The lack of information was infuriating. “What do you know about your husband’s financial affairs?”

      “Less than you do,” Melissa snapped.

      At this stage Josh wasn’t so sure but for now he took it on trust. “You had no idea about the money being stolen from his clients’ accounts?”

      “If I did do you think I’d still be sitting here?”

      “You’d have disappeared with him? Do you love your husband?”

      Tears spilled onto Melissa’s cheeks and she wiped them away angrily. “If you’d asked me that three weeks ago I’d have said yes without hesitation.”

      “And now?”

      “He left me here to face this by myself.”

      “Do you think he’s alive?” Jesse asked.

      “You do, or you wouldn’t be here.”

      Josh noticed Jesse didn’t answer and he made another note to get Gil to pin Jesse against the wall until he coughed up the intel. He stood up, ignoring the surprised looks from Jesse and Gil. “Thanks, ma’am. I don’t think I’ve got any more questions for you.”

      Jesse raised an eyebrow. “You don’t?”

      “Let’s go,” Josh said shortly and he waited for Gil and Jesse to stand up.

      They all piled into the SUV and, as they drove away, Josh saw Melissa Michaels staring after them. She looked small and lonely in her doorway, and Josh cursed the circumstances that brought her to this point.

      They were a mile away before Jesse spoke. “Going to explain what that was all about?”

      “Gonna give me fucking intel?” Josh snapped. “Or am I gonna have to get Landry and Gil to beat it out of you?”

      Gil didn’t react, not even a facial twitch. If Josh told him to work Jesse over, he would, Dominic and CDR be damned.

      Jesse leant back in his seat, seemingly calm in the face of personal violence. “Ask your questions.”

      “You think he’s alive,” Josh said flatly.

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      “His employers got a ransom demand.”

      Out of the corner of his eye Josh saw Gil’s jaw tighten and his fists clench. If Gil decided to take a swing at Jesse, Josh would hold his coat.

      “Why weren’t we told that before we were sent here?” Gil demanded.

      “We thought he’d vanished with the money up until two days ago. Then his firm got the ransom demand. That’s when I made the decision to ask CDR for help.”

      “Despite the connection with Michaels?”

      “Because of the connection with Michaels,” Jesse corrected.

      Josh processed this for a minute. “You don’t think Callum Ross could be involved?”

      Jesse burst out laughing. “Not in a million years.”

      “Why not?” CDR may have been Josh’s employer but no one was above suspicion, not even the head of a security firm. Especially not the head of a security firm. Ross wrote the fucking manual on criminal activity.

      “Once you know him you’ll understand. Ross had my balls strung up for keeping him out of the loop.”

      Josh stared down at his notebook and planned how Landry and Gil were going to kill Jesse. He was still exhausted and his patience was at its end. “How much was the ransom for?”

      “Ten million.”

      “Dollars?”

      “Pounds.”

      “So about thirteen million dollars at current rates. Are they going to pay?”

      Jesse pulled a disgusted face. “They’re talking about it. There’s still the issue of the missing money.”

      “So they still think Michaels is responsible for embezzling the money?”

      “It’s safe to say Barton and Wharlow doesn’t know what to think. They employed us to find out.”

      Josh rubbed his forehead. “There are too many people and too many agencies involved in what should be a simple case. Who’s our liaison with the SFO?”

      “Dirk Brenner.” Jesse caught sight of Josh’s expression. “Yeah, he knows you, too. He thinks you’re a dick.”

      Josh grimaced. Of all the fucking detectives in London, the last one he wanted to work with was Dirk Brenner. “What about the local LEOs?”

      “Detective Chief Inspector Susan Walters. Smart, efficient and really pissed off with all the yanks on her turf.”

      “At least you won’t have fucked that one, Josh,” Gil said conversationally.

      Jesse’s eyes widened and Josh glared at Gil, who gave him a wholly fake innocent look. “Set up a meeting with all of us tomorrow,” he said firmly to Jesse.

      Jesse pursed his lips, obviously not pleased with the order. Josh stabbed his notebook with his pen. He didn’t give a shit if he trod on a few toes. He was three weeks behind and, if this was a kidnap, Michaels’ chances of coming out alive were getting slimmer by the hour.

      “I’ll set it up for ten unless you hear otherwise,” Jesse replied. “What’re you going to do now?”

      “Go back to your office and work. You and your team have information we need.”  Josh had a lot to do before tomorrow’s meeting. He refused to go in unprepared again.

      “It’s on a need to know basis.”

      Josh rolled his eyes at Jesse. “You didn’t just try and pull that one, did you?”

      Jesse smirked widely. “It was worth a try.”

      Rick, who’d been designated the driver, spoke for the first time since they’d gotten in the vehicle. “Boss, I think we’ve got a tail.”

      Nobody looked out of the back window.

      “What is it?” Jesse asked, his voice calm.

      “A black Merc and a motorbike. They’ve been following us since we crossed over the river.”

      “Delta E,” Jesse instructed. “Notify the office, and for God’s sake, don’t scare the tourists.”

      No one said anything but the tension was obvious. The car following them could have been the police but the presence of the motorbike had ramped it up into something more serious. Jesse looked at Gil and Josh. “If we have to separate, get to the nearest tube, and go to Notting Hill Gate. Turn left out of the station, six turnings down go right, then to number eighty-six. Ask for Mrs. Jones. That applies the whole time you’re here.”

      “Notting Hill Gate, left, six blocks, right, eighty-six, Mrs. Jones.” Josh recited it back and Jesse nodded. Gil muttered it under his breath.

      The vehicle’s movements felt more deliberate than before and Josh realised Rick was trying to shake off their pursuers.

      “Motorbike coming up on the right-hand side!” Rick snapped.

      “Get down.”

      They followed Jesse’s order. Josh held his breath and waited, expecting the thud thud thud of bullets hitting the reinforced body of the SUV. Nothing. It was almost an anti-climax, but then Rick spoke again.

      “Coming back on the right, down, down, I can see a gun. Delta A!”

      The vehicle swung to the right, and Josh hung onto the side. He heard the screech of metal, then “Motorbike down, motorbike down.” They lurched again and then they were speeding away.

      Jesse sat up and smoothed his dark hair. “What about the Merc?”

      “Gone, boss. Lost it after the motorbike.”

      “Let the office know so they can smooth things over with the police.”

      Gil sat up straight and Josh heard a crack as he rolled his shoulders. Josh hated it when he did that and swore he did it deliberately. “Didn’t get shot this time.”

      “Get shot a lot?” Jesse asked.

      “Not if I can help it. Last time was a bitch.” Gil rolled his left shoulder, his face a study in painful memory.

      “Through the shoulder,” Josh explained.

      Jesse’s wince was enough. Instead of sleeping this morning Josh had investigated his new English friends. Jesse was still fresh from being a field agent. He’d resigned after being held for nearly a year by a drugs and guns cartel. When his cover was blown he’d been kept alive by a warlord so that the man could exact his vengeance on Jesse for their losses; literally carving it out of him. Jesse had returned broken and battered, taking months to recover. Josh discovered that the only reason Jesse had returned to this agency was because his ex-handler had been killed by a drunk driver and they’d begged him to return. Dominic had told him not to ask questions and not to piss Jesse about. Any smart-aleck response Josh was tempted to make died at his fierce look. He understood. Jesse was off limits. It was so rare Dominic laid down any hard orders about people that he knew it was serious.

      “We’ve got a tail again.”

      Jesse sighed at Rick’s words. “The Merc?”

      “Not this time. SUV. Looks like the usual.”

      “Christ, they’re all out this evening. Delta E. Then take us home.”

      “E?” Gil asked.

      “Ditch the bastards,” Jesse said.

      Josh raised an eyebrow. He remembered Rick’s words just before they had tried to evade the motorbike. “And A?”

      “Kill.”

      Gil made a loud snort. “And B, C, and D?”

      “Between dead and ditch,” Jesse said with a smile that made Josh shiver. Under the polite exterior Jesse was a killer and Josh had better not forget it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Thursday 24th November

      “Morning Angel.”

      Josh knew he’d be there as soon as he logged on. That’s why he’d worked for an hour using his notepad before he signed in. “Morning Charlie. Can’t sleep?”

      “I slept just fine. Found him yet?”

      Josh huffed at the screen and tapped out an impatient reply. “How the hell can I find him when no one is sharing information?”

      “That’s why Dominic sent you. You’re not telling me you can’t do the job?”

      “Don’t be ridiculous.”

      “That’s what I thought. You never let me down.”

      Josh gave a wry smile at the screen. Charlie was always his cheerleader. He just hoped his faith wasn’t misplaced. They’d spent an entire day yesterday sifting through Michaels’ life and turned up zilch.

      “Why aren’t you here?”

      “Busy busy.”

      “Oh fuck off!”

      “Would Jill speak like that to her Charlie?”

      Josh wanted to stab him because Charlie knew Jill Munroe was his favourite from the original series. “I hate you!”

      “No, you don’t.”

      No, but sometimes Josh skirted on the edges of it. They’d be good together. They both knew it, but Charlie wouldn’t make the first damn move. Josh changed the subject. “Jesse.”

      “What about him?”

      “Is he to be trusted?”

      “Yes.”

      He nodded at the screen. Charlie didn’t deal in shades of grey. If he trusted someone he said so unequivocally. “But he’s keeping secrets.”

      “It’s his job. Focus on Michaels. He’s the one who’s important.”

      “That’s what Dominic said. Oh God, you’re not him, are you?”

      “You’ve asked that before.”

      “And you didn’t answer.”

      “I’m not Dominic.”

      “That’s a relief!”

      “Are you on your own?”

      Josh blinked. Charlie had never asked that before. He usually had no compunction about getting him aroused in the middle of the office. He just assumed that Charlie always knew where Josh was. A frisson of excitement zinged along his nerves and headed south. “I’m alone.”

      “What are you wearing?”

      “A tux.”

      “Ass!”

      “Ya know it. I’m wearing the hotel robe and briefs.”

      The robe was huge on him and his briefs had little pink hearts on them, but Josh wasn’t going to tell him that.

      “I wish I could see.”

      Did Josh catch an edge of wistfulness? “We could Skype.”

      “Nice try!”

      “I’ll never stop trying. I’ll get you one day, Charlie.”

      “I know.”

      And there it was. Finally. An acknowledgement that it was gonna happen. Charlie and his Angel. Josh’s cock perked up in anticipation. Okay, it was corny, but he had to ask. “What are you wearing?”

      “A suit. I’m in a meeting.”

      Josh gaped at the screen. “You’re talking with me in the middle of a meeting???”

      “One question mark is enough. And yes, the meeting is boring.”

      Josh growled at Charlie’s grammar nazi moment and then something occurred to him. Great Big Flashing occurred to him!

      “You’re in a meeting at”—Josh looked at the clock—“ten at night?”

      “No.”

      “You’re not in Seattle.”

      “Well done. Not so blond after all.”

      “Fuck off x2. You gonna tell me where you are?”

      “No.”

      Josh settled back in his chair, loosened the robe, and slid his hand over his flat stomach—he worked for those muscles—in lazy circles. “You could always come suck me, Charlie.”

      “It’s tempting.”

      “Me, lying back in the chair, you between my legs.”

      “If anyone’s doing the kneeling it’ll be you.”

      Josh chuckled at the alpha response. “I can do that. You’d like that? Me, naked, on my knees in front of you?”

      “Oh yeah.”

      “Hard. Cock tied up in leather.”

      “You’ve got a kinky streak.”

      “A mile wide, Charlie, don’t you forget it.”

      “I never forget.”

      “7 ½ inches.”

      “6 ½ thick and curved,” Charlie corrected.

      Josh snickered, because yeah, he had told Charlie his exact measurements. Not that long but more than a handful. “You wanna hold it?”

      “Hold it, suck it, cage it. Make it mine.”

      “Possessive bastard.”

      “Don’t you forget it!”

      If only it were true. Josh’s dick felt like it was being strangled by his tight briefs. He pushed the elastic down, tucking it under his balls. He had a fleeting sympathy for Charlie, stuck in a meeting and unable to relieve himself. “If you told me where you are I could join you. Kneel under the table and
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