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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      It was wise to call John Garcia by his street name—Beast. Calling him John reminded him of the asshole who’d fathered him, which tended to bring out his violent streak. He supposed he should have legally changed the John to something else, but he liked having an excuse for being the Beast. The nickname fit with the life he lived in the underbelly of Atlantic City. And it worked well with his profession—cage fighter and sometime bodyguard. Although, according to the four guys who knew him best, it was time he stopped using his face as a punching bag and got a new profession.

      One of those four guys was the reason for Beast’s current visit to the Amazon rainforest—Joe Barone had married into a UK acting dynasty, and his new family had arranged a week-long wedding party to celebrate. Week-long. Beast shook his head at the thought. Where he came from, wedding receptions took place in an evening at the local bar.

      “Is there anybody here who isn’t famous?” Noah Merchant, one of Beast’s four closest friends, leaned back against the bar, his eyes on the crowded dance floor. Noah was an Atlantic City cop who’d flown down with Beast. Neither of them had been able to take the full week off work to attend the entire event.

      “Us.” Beast raised an eyebrow at the sight of two ageing Hollywood directors as they tried to line-dance. They were laughing hard while holding each other up. At least somebody was having fun.

      “This is too weird,” Noah said. “I never thought Joe would marry into a bunch of celebrities. I thought he’d end up in jail.”

      Beast chuckled his agreement. It was hard to get past the fame in Joe’s new family. His father-in-law was an Oscar-winning director, his mother-in-law a multiple-Oscar-winning actress, his brother-in-law was an action movie star, and his sister-in-law…

      His eyes found Belinda Collins, yet again. She was magnetic and he was cheap-as-dirt tin. She pulled him to her, the same way she pulled the eyes of most every man in the room. And each and every one of them looked at her with a need to possess, something she seemed oblivious to as she danced with sensual abandon. The woman moved like smoke. Elusive. Sensual. Provocative. She was messing with his brain and making him sound like a weird fragrance commercial.

      Noah caught the direction of Beast’s gaze and shook his head. “She’s not for the likes of us, Beasty-boy.”

      There was no need to reply. An MMA fighter who lived in the underbelly of society and a Hollywood princess? Yeah. Wasn’t going to happen. Unless…she fancied slumming it. But then, even if she did, Beast wasn’t about to lower his standards to appease her curiosity about the rougher side of life. His life wasn’t a tourist destination. He’d spent enough time as a kid dealing with well-meaning outsiders who treated him like a curiosity, or worse, a charity case. As far as he was concerned, if the Hollywood princess wanted to see how the other half lived, she could look elsewhere. He wasn’t giving any tours.

      “Doesn’t cost anything to look,” Beast said.

      It was the mantra of his life. Plus, if a Hollywood actress wanted to put on a show, he sure as hell wasn’t going to pass up the chance to watch.

      “Looking is all any of us can afford with this crowd. What the hell are we doing here?” Noah drew Beast’s attention away from Belinda’s long legs.

      “Damned if I know.” If Joe had given a crap about their friendship, he’d have eloped and sent an email telling them after the fact. Hell, the ceremony hadn’t even taken place in Peru. That had been a tiny event in Scotland. Now, if Joe had stopped with that, Beast would have been more than happy.

      “We’re here to support Joe,” Harvard said as he sipped his girly champagne. Out of the five childhood friends, Michael Carter, a.k.a. Harvard, was the only one who’d gone to college. Ironically, his big brain had earned him a full scholarship at MIT, but it had been too late by then to change his nickname. “And, hopefully, get laid.” He grinned. “I call dibs on Morticia.”

      Their heads turned to watch the woman Harvard couldn’t take his eyes off, Rachel Ford-Talbot. She was mega-rich, related to British royalty, and an ice-cold bitch. She was also one of the owners of Benson Security, the firm Joe worked for and wanted his friends to join.

      “She’ll freeze your balls off,” Beast warned.

      “Yeah, but what a way to go.” Harvard grinned. He put his glass on the bar beside him and tugged at the cuffs of the white shirt where they poked out from the sleeves of his charcoal suit. He ran a hand over his shaven head and turned to them. “How do I look?”

      “Black,” Noah said. “And I don’t think the princess does homeboys.”

      “You know what they say about going black…” Harvard waggled his eyebrows at them. He was six feet six inches of pure muscle and genius brain, but he was also a horny black man with his eye on the prize. “Wish me luck. I’m going in.” And with that, he sauntered through the crowd and straight towards Rachel.

      “Ten bucks says she eviscerates him within five minutes.” Noah reached for his wallet.

      “When are you gonna learn that you never bet against Harvard?”

      “Next time.”

      “Fool.”

      “You taking the bet or not?”

      “Hell yeah, I’m taking your money.”

      Beast shook his head. It was a miracle Noah had become a cop instead of the world’s worst gambler. And growing up in Atlantic City, the pressure was on to become the latter. Not for the first time, Beast thanked God that they’d all been roped into a church boxing group when they were teens. That group had saved all of them.

      “Nice to see how the other half live,” Noah said as he surveyed the crowded ballroom. With its floor-to-ceiling windows and view across the Amazon, it was a far cry from Noah’s own wedding reception, which had been held at the local Irish bar. “Guess this is what happens when you have more money than sense. Do you know what Julia’s mother told me?”

      Beast shook his head. A better question might have been whether he cared what she’d told him.

      “That they chose Peru for the party because it had romantic significance for the couple—they fell in love here.” Noah shuddered at the thought.

      Beast was in complete agreement. That was the kind of pink, girly crap that made a man want to find the nearest underground fight and let off some steam.

      “Joe know she’s telling people that?” he said.

      “Joe doesn’t give a crap. Look at him.”

      The newlyweds, Joe and Julia, were slow dancing to a techno tune over in the corner by the bar. The place could have blown up and they wouldn’t have noticed.

      “How the mighty fall,” Beast said, with a shake of his head. “What’d you get the happy couple for a wedding gift?” He put his empty glass on the bar behind him. He was done for the night.

      “Dinner plates with the flag printed on them.”

      “The American flag?”

      Noah’s eyebrows shot up. “Is there another one? What’d you get them?”

      “Matching pistols.” Noah laughed hard, and Beast shrugged. “It was before I met Julia. I figured if she worked at a security company she had to like guns. Now I’ve met her, I realise I should have bought her a whiteboard.”

      “She does like her lists.”

      Joe had sent them photographic evidence that they were on several of Julia’s lists, which meant they had to turn up for the wedding. There had almost been a whiteboard meltdown when Beast made it clear he could only attend the last couple of days of the reception. Julia had been forced to write new lists, and Joe had not been pleased.

      “What do you think Joe’s in-laws got them?” Noah pointed to the dance floor, where Julia’s famous family were holding centre stage. Each of her siblings were competing with each other, and their mother, for the spotlight. It was hard to believe they were related to the painfully shy bride.

      “Gold-plated bathtub?”

      Noah choked on his beer, and Beast thumped his back.

      “That doesn’t help,” Noah said when he could breathe again.

      They watched the dancing for a few minutes, and Beast found his eyes constantly straying to Belinda Collins. The actress was wearing a shimmering silver lace mini-dress that hugged her curves. She’d kicked off her shoes hours ago, and the silver toe ring on her left foot kept snagging his attention. Her hair was down, skimming her shoulders in a cut that probably cost the average person a year’s wages. But, he had to admit, just looking at those silky tresses made him think it was worth the money. And the way she moved brought on all sorts of visions involving satin skin on silk sheets.

      “You gonna take the job?” Noah’s question snapped Beast’s attention back to his friend.

      “Dunno. You?”

      Noah looked down for a second. “Yeah. There’s nothing keeping me and the kids in Atlantic City now Therese is gone.”

      Beast slapped a hand on his friend’s shoulder and squeezed. Cancer had taken Noah’s wife two years earlier, leaving him with a broken heart, and two young boys to raise.

      “London will take some getting used to,” Beast said, because he didn’t know how else to comfort his friend. “Don’t think there’s any baseball.”

      “I’ll survive. Well, what do you know?” Noah pointed to the other side of the room. “Looks like I might win a bet for a change.”

      Beast groaned at the sight of Harvard receiving a lecture from his crush and pulled a ten out of his wallet. “Guess this means Harvard will follow his dick and take the job too.”

      “She’s an incentive, but he’s ready for a change. He’s done with the government. He wants a new life.”

      They watched as Rachel slapped the big guy’s face and then strode away with her nose in the air. Harvard stared after her like a puppy watching his owner leave the house.

      “Here’s hoping he lives long enough to enjoy it,” Beast said.

      “It’d be good if we were all together again.” Noah used a suspiciously light tone that told Beast he was trying not to pressure him.

      “I don’t know if I can follow orders, and Callum McKay sure likes to bark them at his team.” They looked over at one of the four owners of Benson Security. He was standing at the edge of the dance floor, feet apart, arms folded, glaring as his wife danced with a British actor. Every time Isobel caught his eye, she burst out laughing. But the actor was beginning to sweat under Callum’s threatening stare.

      “I don’t think he realises he isn’t in the army anymore.” Noah took a sip of beer before casting Beast a sideways glance. “You’re going to think about it, though, right?”

      “Told Joe I would. Although if that”—he pointed at Belinda’s bodyguards—“is the standard at Benson Security, I think I’ll take a pass.” The two men were too busy flirting with the wedding guests to pay any attention to their charge.

      “They’re a different crew,” Noah said. “Julia’s trying to get her family to fire their teams and take on people from Benson Security.”

      “They need firing.” Beast scanned the crowd and spotted Belinda staggering towards the exit, shoes in hand. “They haven’t even noticed their charge is leaving.”

      Noah’s eyes swung to the movie star. “You head her off and I’ll go kick their asses. She can’t head out of here alone.”

      Their five-star cabanas were dotted all over the large acreage of the resort. And although it was an isolated location, there was always a chance someone would want to get a little too close to a film star.

      “No, she can’t.” Beast scowled at the thought. “Meet you in the lobby. Kick them hard.”

      He took off at a jog, pushing his way through the partying crowd. One of the newer Benson Security team members was covering the door to the ballroom—overseeing the hotel’s security staff, and the private protection brought in by the celebrity guests.

      “Belinda?” Beast called to the woman. She barely topped five feet and yet still managed to look deadly.

      She glared at him, as though his one-word question was a criticism of her ability. “She’s meeting the third member of her team, the driver, at the main entrance. I have a hotel security officer escorting her there.” She was of Chinese heritage, with a thick Scottish accent that did nothing to soften her angry demeanour. “Because the arseholes who should be watching her are nowhere to be found.”

      “They’re busy hitting on women on the other side of the ballroom.”

      She muttered some curse words that Beast didn’t catch.

      “I’ll cover her until they get here,” Beast said. “Noah’s rounding them up.”

      “Roger that. I’ll inform the team.” She pressed the bud in her ear and mumbled into her throat mike.

      Beast didn’t wait; he jogged through the resort corridors, hoping he picked the fastest route to head Belinda off before she left the building. She was a celebrity, recognised the world over, and she should have known better than to go anywhere without her complete team—even if she was surrounded by family and friends. Just because you were familiar with people, didn’t mean you should trust them. Beast knew exactly how evil the people closest to you could be.

      He ran down the stairs, skipping several at a time, and rushed into the lobby, just as Belinda went through the main doors and out into the night. The third member of her team, the driver, greeted her with a smile that was as fake as a two-dollar bill. Alarm bells blasted in Beast’s head. Every instinct he had told him something was wrong. He just didn’t know what it was—yet. His eyes scanned as he ran, looking for the threat. Adrenalin honed his skill and instinct until he noticed every detail surrounding the actress. But still he couldn’t spot the threat.

      Belinda said something to her driver as she laughed and patted his chest. Clearly, she knew him and trusted him.

      Beast didn’t.

      The hotel security guard who’d escorted Belinda nodded to the driver—transferring his charge over to her team. The driver smiled as he opened the rear passenger door. With his other hand, he produced a handkerchief and wiped his brow. He was far too nervous for a man inside a secure compound. A man with a team at his back.

      And then the threat became clear.

      If Beast hadn’t been studying the scene so intently, he would have missed it. As Belinda climbed into the car, she slumped forward. The driver positioned himself behind her, blocking the passenger door from the main entrance. But he didn’t block all of it. Beast saw hands reach for Belinda. Hands that shouldn’t have been inside the car. In a matter of seconds, someone dragged the actress into the darkness of the vehicle.

      They were kidnapping her.

      A wave of adrenalin surged through Beast. With a roar, he barrelled through the doors and lunged at the driver. The man spun, his hand coming up to fend off the attack. Someone called from inside the car. Beast grabbed the driver’s jacket and tossed him out of the way. Something sharp slammed into his chest. He reeled back. There was a metal dart sticking out of him. A strong hand grasped his upper arm as his knees gave way.

      His last thought, before the world went dark, was Son of a bitch drugged me.
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      Belinda Collins woke to a terrifying realisation—she wasn’t in her hotel room. She knew this because her hotel would never have allowed the heat to gather in her room to the point where she felt like she was in a sauna with a sumo wrestler sitting on her chest. No, the exclusive resort on the edge of the Amazon rainforest was all about air conditioning, thousand-count sheets and beds that made you feel like you were sleeping on a cloud. And she definitely wasn’t lying on a cloud. It felt very much like she was lying on a carpet of Lego.

      But worse than the heat and the lumps beneath her was the presence of a large body lying beside her. The body was breathing, hopefully sleeping, and Belinda didn’t dare move or open her eyes until she remembered who that body belonged to. Which, considering the fog in her head and the throbbing pain in her temples, could take a very long time.

      She vaguely remembered staggering out of her sister’s wedding reception, on the last night of a week filled with rainforest tours and poolside parties—all to celebrate Julia marrying Joe. Then she remembered heading for one of the cute little golf carts the hotel used to transport people around the resort. She remembered being disappointed that a SUV was waiting for her instead. She remembered her driver opening the door for her, ready to transport her to her cabana. And then…she remembered nothing at all. Nothing. Absolutely blank nothingness. She didn’t have a clue where she was, how she’d gotten here and even worse, who she was with.

      This was bad. Really bad. As in international-news bad. This was worse than the time she’d gone skinny-dipping with the cast of her first movie and the paparazzi had plastered the photos of her very naked, and un-Photoshopped, backside over every tabloid in the world. It had been cellulite-ageddon. And now, here she was in trouble again. How could this have happened? She was so careful now. She was past the getting drunk and blacking out stage of her life. She was mature—okay, mature-er. She was a serious actress. An Oscar nominee, for goodness’ sake. She was also very much stuffed.

      “You might as well open your eyes. I know you’re awake.”

      Belinda’s eyes popped open at the sound of the deep American accent. She blinked against light that felt like ice picks stabbing into her brain and waited as a face came into focus. She frowned. She knew that face. It was attached to the most masculine man she’d ever seen, and she vaguely remembered he was some sort of fighter…

      “MMA! Cage fighting,” she said with a smile, making him frown.

      Wow, she hadn’t seen a man pull off a look that brooding since Brando in A Streetcar Named Desire. It shot his looks from unconventional straight into panty-melting. And she had to admit, she’d been rather partial to his looks before he went all broody on her.

      The man had skin the colour of warm caramel, cheekbones sharp enough to cut paper and hair that was so inky black it was almost blue. His nose had been broken at some point and hadn’t set properly. It was a crooked line on a face made up of angled planes.

      A white scar cut through his left eyebrow and another curved round his jaw. Thick black lashes outlined exotic almond-shaped eyes with the palest grey irises she’d ever seen. They were hard eyes that betrayed a man who didn’t trust easily. Eyes that dared you to challenge him. Eyes that seemed to see through the polite veneer of the world around him straight to the dirt that lay beneath.

      No, there was nothing pretty about John Garcia. He was a barbarian dressed in a tailored shirt and five-thousand-dollar watch—an incongruity on a man that had instantly fascinated her with his presence. He’d dominated the room when she was introduced to him earlier that day, after he’d arrived late to the week-long party. His arrival had blown every other man in the room out of the water for Belinda. Yet when he’d looked at her, she’d seen nothing but dismissal in his eyes. He was one of those men. The ones who thought she was useless because she spent her life pretending.

      Which made it all the more humiliating that she’d ended up in bed with the man. “Please tell me we didn’t sleep together?” she said, without thinking it over first—a flaw she had.

      His eyes went flat. Like a shark. “Don’t worry, Hollywood. You didn’t lower your standards that far. We’ve been kidnapped.”

      Belinda felt her face flush as his words stung. Either the guy had a chip the size of California on his shoulder, or she’d said something to offend him when she’d been out of it. Oh, she hoped she hadn’t been rude. She wasn’t usually… Wait—kidnapped? What the hell?

      “We’ve really been kidnapped? Taken? Like the movie? You mean this isn’t your room?”

      “You thought this dump was my room?” The jaw clenching was back.

      Belinda tore her eyes from his and looked around. They were in a shack. That was the only word for it. The walls were made of planks of untreated wood, haphazardly nailed together. Overhead, beyond the torn and grey mosquito net, was a straw roof. Beneath them was a stained mattress, on a bare dirt floor. It was as far away from a hotel room as they could get and still be indoors. It was a hovel.

      “No, I don’t think this is your room.” She looked back at him. “We’ve really been kidnapped? Both of us? Are you sure?”

      He gave her a terse nod, as though he was losing patience. But nothing he said made sense.

      “Why would they kidnap you?” she said. “I can understand why someone would kidnap me. I get lots of threats. It’s part of being in the public eye. But you’re…?”

      His jaw became even tighter than it had been before. At this rate, the guy was going to crack the bone. “I’m what?”

      Intense? Sexy? Broodingly male? Obviously, a bad-tempered dickhead? “You aren’t famous.”

      The tension in his jaw eased somewhat. “I saw them try to take you and I stepped in to stop it. It didn’t go as planned.”

      Now Belinda felt bad for thinking he was dickhead. “I need to sit up.” She put a hand on his chest to push him out of her way.

      It was a mistake. A jolt of pure electricity ran through her body as her surroundings disappeared. There was only her awareness of John. It was primal. Her body wanted his. Their chemistry was off the charts, which was not only embarrassing, but also dangerous. Getting physical with a man who barely tolerated her was a recipe for disaster. She snatched her hand away, feeling as though she’d been burned, and sat up. He backed away from her, and she noticed that his hands and feet were tied, but hers were free. It didn’t make sense. None of this did.

      “Are you sure this is a real kidnapping and not a fake one?” she asked.

      “Fake one?” He looked at her like she was several sandwiches short of a picnic. “This is real, Hollywood. Your driver set you up. That’s how this happened.”

      Now it really didn’t make sense. “No. Brian wouldn’t have done that. He’s been with me for years.”

      His face gave nothing away. “The guy opened the back door of the car for you. While you were smiling at him, someone drugged you and pulled you inside. I was the lucky bastard who stepped in to stop them and ended up going along for the ride.”

      She stared into his eyes, trying to read the truth in them. She knew subterfuge. She worked in an industry of liars. And John Garcia was telling the truth—or at least he believed he was, which meant he wasn’t in on it. Because Belinda was beginning to believe that her kidnapping was nothing more than an elaborate prank.

      “They drugged us. We’ve been out cold for hours,” John continued in that flat voice she hated, as though he could barely tolerate talking to her. “It’s three in the morning.”

      She watched him for a couple of minutes, but he didn’t even blink. He was definitely being pranked too. Nobody was that good an actor.

      “My brother and I talked about this a couple of months ago,” Belinda said. “There are security companies who arrange fake kidnappings to teach you how to act if a real one happens. I was going to attend a workshop before I took on a movie role where I played a kidnap victim, but I chickened out at the last minute. My brother thought I was a wimp and threatened to arrange to have me fake-kidnapped when I least expected it. He must have gone ahead with it and roped Brian in to help.”

      John’s eyes went wide, then narrowed to hard little slits. “Listen to me carefully. This is not a joke. It is not a training exercise. You really have been kidnapped.”

      She reached over and patted his arm, again feeling that strange, tingling awareness when she touched him. This time, she tried not to let it bother her and kept her hand in place.

      “I know you believe what you’re saying,” she said in her most soothing tone, “but think about it carefully. A fake kidnapping is the only logical conclusion. We were in a private resort, miles from anywhere. The resort has its own security staff. At least a third of the guests brought their own security teams to the wedding. On top of that, half the wedding guests work with Benson Security—one of the best security companies in the world. Do you really think, given all that information, that someone could waltz in and snatch us out from under their noses? Does that seem likely to you? I don’t think so. The only way it could have happened was if the people at the party were in on the kidnapping plot—ergo, fake kidnapping experience!”

      He seemed to be grinding his teeth together, so she gave him another pat. She’d bet her next paycheque that her brother had boasted about his plan to John’s friends and they’d jumped at the idea to include him. Probably because John was late getting to the party. Surely his friends would have known he couldn’t cope with this sort of joke. She was going to give them a serious talking to once this experience was over.

      “Don’t worry.” She patted him again. “I know what I’m doing. Just follow my lead. I don’t think they’re expecting expert level acting, anyway. In fact, we could totally ham this up. This is going to be fun.”

      John opened his mouth, no doubt to argue further, but the door to the hut slammed inwards. A man stepped into the room. He had a lean and hungry look about him that told her he could be cruel and enjoy it. He wore grey jeans and a pale blue dress shirt that had large, dark patches of sweat under the arms. Tucked into his belt was a large machete. In his right hand he held a revolver, and in his left, he held a large mobile phone. Overgrown, greasy hair had been swept back from his forehead, and calculating, beady eyes considered them.

      “Bueno, you’re awake. Now we talk business, no?”

      With a smile that chilled her to the bone, he walked towards them.

      Belinda stared at him in awe. Here was a man who really knew how to get into character. She could learn a lot from him. Maybe she’d get something out of being pranked after all.
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      Beast had descended into the ninth circle of hell. Not only had he been kidnapped, but he was with a woman who didn’t believe it was happening. A woman who thought they’d have fun. They weren’t going to have fun. They were going to die. And he would bet that the asshole in front of him would be the one to pull the trigger.

      With bound hands, Beast grabbed Belinda and shoved her behind him.

      “Great improvising,” she whispered to him, making him growl.

      Their captor smirked at the move, thinking he was the one with the power. He didn’t know Beast. Even bound, hands and feet, he’d take the guy in a fight. The guns were a problem, though. Fists were no good against bullets.

      “Señorita Collins,” the kidnapper said.

      Beast didn’t like his tone. It made his skin crawl. This guy wanted Belinda. And not just for money.

      “And”—the kidnapper cocked his head at Beast—“it seems we have an extra guest. One who isn’t as famous as the beautiful señorita.”

      Beast didn’t answer. He wasn’t giving this guy anything if he could help it. Not even his name. Behind the kidnapper, two more men sauntered into the tiny room, and the tension amped right up. They were both armed with rifles. The two men stood either side of the door, ready to protect their leader. Or to kill the captives. With a knowing smile, the leader turned to the two men behind him and spoke in Spanish, a language Beast spoke fluently.

      “See how he protects her still? What a good dog!”

      Beast’s muscles went taut. But he didn’t move. He’d learned the hard way not to react, to bide his time before he struck his foe.

      “Señorita Collins, it is a pleasure to have you as our guest.” The leader’s eyes lazily scanned her body, lingering at her breasts and thighs. Yeah, the asshole definitely had plans for Belinda that didn’t involve making money from her.

      “Who are you? What do you want?” Belinda sounded terrified. Over-the-top terrified. The airhead was acting. Overacting, in an attempt to have some fun. Beast itched to shake some sense into her, but he didn’t move. He had to keep his eyes on the biggest threat in the room—the kidnapper.

      “What do I want?” The guy shared a laugh with his colleagues. “I want money.”

      He crouched down in front them. Beast noticed he made sure to keep out of reach of his feet. It said a lot about their kidnapper, that he realised Beast was dangerous to him, even while bound. Which made Beast even more worried. This was a man who knew violence, who assessed people quickly and wasn’t afraid of striking out. In fact, Beast suspected their kidnapper enjoyed making people suffer. He reeked of it. His eyes glowed when Belinda cowered. Yeah, he was definitely their biggest threat.

      The kidnapper held a phone out to Belinda. “I need you to call your very famous father and tell him that he must do as I instruct. If he doesn’t, I will feel the need to send his princess back to him in pieces.”

      His voice was calm, to the point where he could have been discussing the weather, not threatening an A-list actress. Beast felt Belinda still behind him and hoped reality was sinking in for her at last.

      “I know I should stay in character,” she said cheerily, “but I have to ask. I mean, you’re an amazing actor. Right up there with De Niro. You’ve even got me second-guessing things. This is a fake kidnapping, right? Not a real one?”

      If this were any other situation, and Beast’s life wasn’t on the line, he would have groaned. Belinda Collins didn’t think like normal people. She was in a world all of her own. One that was most likely populated with Disney princesses, rainbows and unicorns.

      The kidnapper looked stunned for a second and then burst out laughing. “She thinks this is fake. She thinks we’re all acting,” he told his men, who laughed heartily too.

      “Oh, señorita,” the guy said, “this is very much a real kidnapping. And as real kidnappers, we want our ransom.” He gave her a wide smile that didn’t touch his eyes.

      There was silence for a second as Belinda processed his answer. “Gotcha, you can’t break character. I should have known. You’re professionals.”

      “She still doesn’t believe me,” he told his men. “She thinks this is a game. I wonder if she’ll think my dick is real when I shove it into her.”

      Beast clenched his fists to stop from lunging for the man. He obviously assumed his captives didn’t speak Spanish, or he didn’t care if they did. His eyes shot to Beast and he smirked, challenging him to do something about his plans. Beast clenched his teeth hard as he narrowed his eyes at the man. As far as Beast was concerned, his kidnapper was nothing more than a dead man walking.

      The kidnapper held the phone out to Belinda. “Make the call,” he ordered her, his voice cold and flat.

      Belinda took the phone. “And you promise that once you have the money, you’ll return us to our families?” She was back to acting.

      “But of course.” He shrugged, as though he was a reasonable man.

      “Unharmed?” She infused the word with trembling fear. If only it had been real caution Beast heard instead of the part she thought she was playing.

      “I’m sure we won’t hurt her too much while we use her,” the kidnapper said to his men, who laughed again.

      He turned back to her with a leering smile. “Of course you will be returned in one piece to your family. We are not monsters. We are businessmen.”

      Yeah, even if he couldn’t speak Spanish, Beast wouldn’t have believed him.

      “What do you want to do about her bodyguard?” one of the men asked.

      The leader gave Beast a considering look. “We keep him for now. We can use him to get her to behave. But once his usefulness is over, get rid of him.”

      Beast tensed. He’d known he was useless to the kidnappers. Now he knew his time was already running out.

      “Should I get my father to handle John’s ransom too?” Belinda said, making the men still. “Or do you want John to speak to his partners at the studio himself?”

      What the hell? Beast wanted to turn to her and shake some sense into her. He wasn’t a damn character in her delusional game. None of them were.

      “Studio?” The leader eyed Beast.

      “Oh, yes, studio. Unless it’s too expensive to call the States.” Belinda had obviously decided that her character should be dumb as dirt. Great. More fun for all.

      “Oh, wait,” she said as she scooted forward, phone in hand. “That was your agent at the party, right? You could call him instead.” She beamed at him, clearly enjoying herself.

      Beast stared at her. He couldn’t speak. There were actually no words in his head.

      “Why would your bodyguard need an agent?” the leader said.

      Belinda giggled, and Beast had to fight the urge to shake his head. What the hell was she doing? She was going to get them both killed.

      “This isn’t my bodyguard,” she said. “This is John Favreau. He’s one of the best directors in Hollywood. He directed Iron Man. He’s known for his action movies, and he’s going to direct me in my next movie.” She lowered her voice as though she was imparting a national secret. “I’m playing the title role in a reboot of Supergirl. That’s why he was invited to my sister’s wedding.” She gave Beast a vapid but shaky smile—still playing her part of airheaded kidnap victim. “We’re practically best friends, seeing as we’ll be working together.”

      The leader gave her a lecherous grin. “So pretty and yet you stupid,” he said.

      Beast knew he radiated tense readiness. If their kidnappers bought that he was anything other than a caged animal waiting to pounce, then Belinda was a better actress than he’d given her credit for.

      “A movie director?” Their kidnapper was, unsurprisingly, unconvinced.

      Beast silently willed Belinda to shut her mouth and stop weaving stories that were going to get them both shot.

      She didn’t. Instead, her eyes widened and she nodded. “Oh yes, he started in the business as a stuntman. That’s where the muscles come from; he’s known for his healthy movie sets. All of his casts are expected to work out and eat, like, salads and stuff.”

      She’d lost the plot entirely now. Beast wasn’t even sure what she was talking about. She was so focused on making the fake kidnapping fun for them both that she was weaving incredible stories. He’d seen photos of the real John Favreau. The guy did not look like he worked out ten hours a day. All their captors had to do was Google the name and they’d know Belinda was lying.

      “Stuntman?” The leader was clearly sceptical.

      “Oh yes.” She nodded, all wide-eyed and breathy with conviction. It was hard to believe she’d been nominated for an Oscar. She looked better suited for the type of acting you found in a porn movie. A comparison that must have occurred to their kidnappers too. They were looking at her as though they were starving and she was steak.

      “After a few years getting knocked around doing stunts,” Belinda carried on, oblivious to the hole she dug deeper with each crazy word, “John decided he knew more about making action movies than the guys ordering him around, and he made one to prove it. The rest is box office history. Now he makes the best action movies on the planet.”

      He also made Elf. Another fact the kidnappers would find out when they Googled the real John Favreau.

      There was a moment’s silence before the leader spoke. “I think the big director can make his own phone call.”

      Yeah, that hole was even deeper now.

      “You first.” The leader motioned to the phone.

      Beast kept his eyes on the men as she dialled. “Dad, it’s me, Belinda.”

      There was silence. Belinda smiled. “I knew you were in on this too! Tell Daniel I’m going to get him back for this.” She actually winked at her captor before getting back into character. “Dad, listen, the men who’ve taken us want me to give you a message.” Her voice broke on the last word, and if Beast didn’t know she was hamming it up, he’d have thought she was genuinely scared. “John Favreau has been kidnapped too. We’re together. John is going to call his agent, Michael Carter, and tell him he needs to pay the ransom. I’m telling you the same thing. Everything will be okay if you pay. The⁠—”

      She didn’t get to finish, as the phone was snatched from her hand.

      “Señor Collins,” the leader said to her father, his eyes still on hers and a smirk in place, “I have left a letter for you at reception. Follow the instructions in it and you’ll get your daughter back in one piece.” He hung up. “Well done, Señorita, we are going be good friends—this I know.”

      The leader handed the phone to Beast. “Your turn, big director.”

      Beast had no choice but to play along. He had absolutely no doubt that if he didn’t, there would be a bullet lodged between his eyes before he could take another breath. He stabbed Harvard’s number into the phone, his eyes never leaving their captor. With bound hands, he held it to his ear. “I’ve been kidnapped. Pay the ransom.” He tossed the phone to the leader, who narrowed his eyes.

      The man held the phone up. “Is this the director’s agent?” There was a pause. “That depends on you. I didn’t plan for two captives. You will follow the instructions given to Señor Collins or your client will die.”

      Belinda shrank behind Beast and started to sob. Crocodile tears. Great.

      “You’re going to regret this,” Beast told the leader when he’d finished the call. His voice lacked emotion of any kind. He was imparting fact. Nothing more.

      The man stood and turned his back on them. A clear message that the man didn’t fear Beast. His threat meant nothing to him. “What’s he going to do?” he said to his men. “Go on TV and complain about me? Americans! Always complaining about something.”

      No, Beast thought, I’m going to hold your head and twist until I hear your neck crack. That’s how I’m going to make my complaint.

      “Rest,” the kidnapper said. “This will be over in the morning.” He turned towards the door but looked over his shoulder with a chilling smile. “I wouldn’t try to escape. We’re in the middle of the jungle. There are no towns for miles. Your chances of making it out alive are non-existent. Trust me, you are better off dealing with me than the jaguar who prowl this area. And to prove I am a businessman and not a monster.” He ordered one of his men to give them provisions.

      The man reached outside the hut and came back with two bottles of water. He tossed them on the mattress beside Belinda.

      “We will bring more in the morning. Now rest. You have had a stressful day, no?” And with that, he was gone.

      Beast turned to find Belinda grinning at him, her eyes dry. She reached for the bottles and handed one to Beast. He ignored it.

      “You need to drink,” she said. “You dehydrate fast in this humidity.”

      He felt his eye begin to twitch. There was a good chance that if the kidnappers didn’t rid the world of Belinda Collins, he might do it himself.

      “What the hell did you think you were doing?” he demanded.

      She blinked at him with confusion and twisted the lid back onto the bottle. “I was establishing your role. It will be much more fun for you if you’re a famous victim too.”

      Beast was pretty sure a vein popped at his temple. “This. Is. Not. A. Game. This is a real kidnapping. Those were real guns. You are in real danger.”

      She rolled her eyes. Dramatically. “I’ll admit, for a second there, I doubted. That guy was such a good actor. He totally gives me the creeps. Like De Niro in Cape Fear. He’s wasted in the jungle. He should be in Hollywood; he’d make a fortune. Anyway, I thought it through, and really, this couldn’t be anything but fake. Think about it logically. There was too much security at the hotel, Brian would never betray me, and my brother threatened to arrange this experience for me. I’m sorry your friends roped you in too, but you should suck it up and make the best of it. Think of this as training for when you take the job with Benson Security. They do a lot of hostage retrieval work. This way, you get to see things from the victim’s side, and it will help you become a more sensitive security specialist.”

      A rumbling growl was the only answer Beast could give her.

      “Do you have to growl at me? How about you use your words instead. Huh?”

      Beast could have sworn a blood vessel popped behind his eye, because he was definitely seeing red. “How’s this for some words, Hollywood? This is a real kidnapping and we’re in a fuckload of trouble, which you just made worse. You put us on a deadline. As soon as you opened your mouth and gave him a name he could look up on the internet, the clock started ticking. Now, we have no option but to escape tonight. Which means hiking through the rainforest with no resources, no idea of our location and no experience in this terrain. Basically, we’re up shit creek and I’m your only paddle, because somehow, I don’t think you have the skills we need to get out of this alive. So, listen very carefully to what I say—this shit is real.”

      She stared at him for a long time before she smiled. “That was awesome! I actually had goosebumps. That’s some of the best acting I’ve seen in years.”

      Beast couldn’t help it. He growled again.
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      Ryan Granger, security specialist and ex-soldier, was on round two of his own private party with a waitress called Esperanza, when the Batman theme blared from his dress trouser pocket. The trousers were on the floor, where he’d kicked them off in his rush to get naked. Unfortunately, he’d forgotten to switch off his phone before he’d undressed, hence the very loud and very annoying music.

      As the sound grew in volume, Ryan knew he couldn’t ignore it. It was the ringtone he’d assigned to his boss. And if he didn’t answer, Callum would come find him instead. Reluctantly, Ryan rolled off the gorgeous woman beneath him. Esperanza was made for sex; she had curves in all the right places and inky-black hair that fell in waves to her hips. Separating from her, even for five minutes, was damn hard to do.

      She groaned, grabbed his hand and pulled him down for another kiss. Damn, but it was tempting to pretend he didn’t hear his phone and instead concentrate on the very needy woman in his bed. After all, he was technically on an enforced vacation. And this was what he did on vacation—he found a willing woman and lost himself in her until it was time to return to reality.

      With genuine regret, he extradited himself from Esperanza’s arms, rolled to the edge of the bed, put his feet on the ground and reached for his phone. Esperanza sat up behind him, pressing her lush breasts against his back. Ryan mentally cursed his boss and prayed Callum had a genuine reason for interrupting one of the best nights of his life.

      “Don’t answer it,” the temptress said as she kissed Ryan’s neck.

      She spoke English as though she was born to it, but with the sensual accent of a native South American Spanish speaker. Compared to the flat tones of his London accent, every word Esperanza uttered was an invitation to sin. Just hearing her talk made him hard all over again.

      “I have to answer. I wish I didn’t, but it’s the bat signal.”

      “You’re a superhero?” He felt her smile against his skin.

      He smiled back, even though she couldn’t see it, as he glanced at his phone’s screen. Yep. It was his grumpy-arsed boss, Callum McKay. A text appeared on the screen while he held it: Answer your bloody phone! Callum seemed madder than usual, which only happened when Ryan did something particularly dumb. He glanced over his shoulder at Esperanza. Could she be considered a dumb decision?

      “You didn’t answer my question,” she said as she nibbled his shoulder. “Are you a superhero?”

      “One of many. I’m on a team of superheroes,” he told her. “We’re all ex-military, or ex-law enforcement. It’s our job to fight the bad guys.”

      He felt her tense behind him. “I knew you were security, but I thought you installed cameras and made sure shopping malls were safe.”

      “Nope, baby, we’re the real deal. We’re the guys the cops call in when their hands are tied. We do a lot of bodyguard work, hostage retrieval and investigative work. Think A-Team rather than mall cop.”

      Before she could say anything else, Ryan answered his phone. “Yeah?”

      “We need you in the ballroom. Belinda and Beast have been kidnapped.”

      A burst of adrenalin shot through him, and just like that, his mind wasn’t on sex any longer. “On my way.”

      He ended the call and reached for his pants. There was no time to dig around looking for jeans, in the bag he hadn’t bothered to unpack. The dress clothes he’d worn to the party would have to do. Belinda and Beast were as much a part of Benson Security as anyone employed by the company. Belinda was the sister of the London office manager, Julia. And Beast was one of Joe’s best friends. That made them family.

      As he buttoned up his crisp white shirt, Ryan looked at Esperanza. She was kneeling in the middle of the bed; the sheet was pulled up to cover her breasts, and her hair was wild about her shoulders.

      “I need to go.” Ryan didn’t bother tucking in the shirt. “Something’s come up. You don’t need to leave, but I don’t know when I’ll be back. This could take a while. Make yourself at home, huh? Have a shower, or there are snacks in the fridge.” He leaned over, clasped her nape and pulled her in for a kiss that quickly turned desperate.

      With great difficulty, he pulled himself away from her. Damn, he’d never seen anything sexier than this woman. With her kiss-swollen lips and gorgeous golden skin, she was temptation personified.

      But she was a temptation he had to resist.

      “I really don’t want this to be the end of things. I’m here for a few more days, maybe longer. Leave your number on the nightstand, and I promise I’ll take you out for a five-star meal.” He snorted. “Somewhere where you don’t work.” His phone beeped and he looked down to see another text from Callum. Get your arse down here!

      After one last kiss, Ryan headed for the safe in the room’s closet. He punched in the code and retrieved his pistol, tucking it into the back of his pants, under his shirt.

      “Don’t leave here without giving me a way to contact you,” he ordered the lust-dazed woman, and then he forced himself out of the door and ran for the little golf cart that would take him back to the main hotel building.

      As soon as he was moving, he regretted that he’d ever answered his phone. Leaving Esperanza in his warm bed was tantamount to torture. He actually felt like he was being pulled apart the further he got from her. He was never this soft over a girl. It had to be the wedding. Or the champagne. Or the rainforest. Something was affecting his brain, because he never gave a second thought to a woman after he left her bed. He’d made a fine art out of being carefree when it came to sex.

      Why then couldn’t he get the sight of her dark eyes watching him leave out of his mind? Why was he thinking about Esperanza when he should have been focused on their missing teammates? Bloody Peru. He hated the country. Every damn time they were in it, things went balls up. And now, instead of enjoying the woman in his bed, he was running off to deal with another South American crisis. He should have stayed in England.
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      Belinda felt sorry for John. The stress of the situation had to be hard to deal with if you believed it was real. And she was sure it wasn’t. What else could it be other than the fake kidnapping her brother had threatened her with? There was just too much evidence against it being real. Although she would have been a tad more confident if the kidnapping guy had broken character for a couple of minutes to reassure her things were fake.

      “Don’t worry, John, everything is going to be fine,” she said to the man who was glaring at her.

      “Don’t call me John.”

      She blinked several times. That was not what she was expecting him to say. “Why shouldn’t I call you John? It’s your name. Did the drugs they gave us affect your memory? Have you forgotten your name? How many fingers am I holding up?” She held up two.

      He did that annoying growling thing again. “I’m not concussed. I know who I am. What I’m telling you is simple. See if you can follow along. Don’t call me John. Call me Beast. Or nothing at all.”

      Belinda gaped at him. “Call you what?”

      He held out his bound hands and made a fist with the right one. Sure enough, tattooed on each knuckle were letters that made up Beast.

      “B.E.A.S.T. Beast,” he said. “You memorise lines for a living; one word shouldn’t be too hard to remember.”

      She opened and closed her mouth a couple of times. “Beast? You want to be called Beast?”

      “This isn’t hard, Hollywood. Say it with me—Beast.”

      This was just too, too funny. Belinda grinned at him. “This is priceless. My name is Belinda, but people call me Belle…and you’re Beast!”

      He stared at her. “Are you one of those actors who takes a pill to get through the day, and another one to get to sleep at night? Did you miss some meds?”

      Belinda started to giggle. “Don’t you get it?” She burst into the theme from Beauty and the Beast, which was hard because she was still laughing.

      Beast didn’t even crack a smile as Belinda wiped tears from her eyes. This was too good not to share. As soon as she was done being kidnapped, this was going on Instagram.

      “Just use the name,” he snapped. “Now, stop laughing and untie me. We need to get out of here.”

      She shook her head as she struggled for composure. “We can’t.”

      His eye twitched and his jaw clenched and unclenched. “Why not?”

      She pointed at the tiny, glassless window. “It’s dark o’clock. Didn’t you hear him? We’re in the middle of the rainforest, and you don’t want to be out in the jungle at night. Especially when you don’t have a clue where you are. Don’t you watch the Natural History channel? Didn’t you see the movie Daniel Radcliffe made? Four men got lost in the jungle; only two of them made it out. Daniel was one of them. That’s how bad it is out there. Everything can kill you in the jungle at night. Everything.”

      He gave her a look that made her think he might turn out to be one of the things that could kill her.

      “Untie me,” he said very slowly. “I have a plan.”

      “Oh.” Her eyes went wide. “I get it. You think we should do what kidnap victims would actually do. I agree. We should definitely escape. We should make this as hard on them as possible.”

      “Then untie me.”

      She considered him. He was a loose cannon. He could get himself hurt if he freaked out and ran off half-cocked. “Tell me the plan first, and if it makes sense, I’ll untie you.”

      Yeah, he was definitely going to kill her. It was there in his eyes.

      “Hollywood, you wouldn’t recognise a good plan if it bit you in the ass.”

      She shrugged. “Then I guess you stay tied up until someone comes to rescue us.” A rescue had to be part of the package Daniel paid for? Surely, she wasn’t expected to rescue herself? That seemed like way too much work.

      They waited in silence. She folded her arms over the silver dress that was little more than a long T-shirt and wished she’d been kidnapped when she’d been wearing jeans and sneakers.

      The silence stretched, and it became clear that Beast had a stubborn streak to match hers, which was impressive.

      “Fine,” he snapped at last. “I was going to get you to put your acting skills to good use and send you outside to see what their camp looks like.”

      “I’m going to ignore the fact you sneered the word skills and say that’s a great idea.”

      Before he could say anything else, she was on her feet and thumping at the door. “Hello, anybody, I need to use the bathroom. Hola, tengo el baño.”

      “I wasn’t finished detailing the plan,” Beast snarled at her.

      “What’s to finish? I agreed with this stage. If it looks like we might be able to escape, we’ll discuss the next step. First, we need to see what we’re up against. Right? And I can totally do this. I have kidnap victim experience. Although the woman I played was kept in an apartment in Manhattan. But I can adapt. Don’t worry. I’ve got this.”

      She beamed at him. Beast leaned back and hit his head on the wall. Repeatedly. She would have told him to stop before he hurt himself, but the door opened and a man with a gun appeared.

      “Baño?” Belinda flashed her movie-star smile.

      “Vamos.” He motioned for her to follow.

      “Oh wait, my shoes.” She ran for her silver high-heeled sandals as the guy followed her into the room. He sneered at Beast as Belinda tugged her shoes on. Then the two men watched in bewildered wonder as she fluffed her hair and adjusted the strap of her tiny cross-body bag. “I’m ready.”

      Both Beast and the guy with the gun just stared at her.

      “What?” she said as she tottered towards the door on four-inch heels.

      She heard Beast groan as the door closed behind them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      Ryan jogged down the long corridors of the overpriced resort and slammed through the ballroom doors. The party was well and truly over. The lights were on full and the tables had been pulled into the centre of the room to form a makeshift command centre. His team were at the tables. Elle Roberts, their IT expert, was busy tapping at her laptop. She’d dyed her hair lavender to match her party dress, rather than the usual electric blue she preferred.

      “Any word?” Ryan asked her as he pulled up a seat beside her.

      “The kidnapper called and spoke with Belinda’s parents and then Harvard.” She pointed at the giant black man who was one of Joe Barone’s childhood friends and, if rumours were right, ex-CIA and about to become part of the Benson Security London team. “Her dad said Belinda wasn’t making any sense. He thought she was drugged. I’m trying to pinpoint the location the call came from, or at least narrow it down.”

      “Why’d they talk to Harvard?” And what was it with Americans and nicknames? On Joe’s side of the wedding party, there was a Grunt, a Beast and a Harvard. Ryan felt sorry for the fifth guy, Noah, and wondered why he didn’t have a nickname too.

      Elle let out a tense sigh. “Belinda told her captors that Beast was really John Favreau, the movie director, and that Harvard was his agent.”

      Ryan let out a low whistle. “Rookie move. Now all they have to do is Google him to see if she’s lying. A made-up name would have bought slightly more time than a real one.”

      “Yep, she put them under pressure.”

      “Listen up.” Lake Benson, the original owner of the company, raised his voice to cut through the chatter, and all eyes turned to him. “The clock is ticking here. The ransom is supposed to be transferred to the kidnappers’ account by midday. Seeing as it’s past three now, that doesn’t give us much time to find them. The Collinses are insistent on paying the ransom by the deadline. Delaying payment would have bought us more time. As it is, we have nine hours to get to them.”

      As an ex-SAS soldier, Lake was experienced with these situations. The man was still lean and muscled well into his forties, and there was barely any grey in his blonde hair. He stood at the end of their makeshift war area, with two of his partners, Callum McKay and Rachel Ford-Talbot, flanking him. The fourth partner, Harry, was a silent partner. Ryan had never actually met the guy. As far as he knew, he had very little to do with the business.

      “Elle,” Lake said. “What can you tell us?”

      Elle’s fingers stilled over the keys as she looked up at her team. “I’m not sure yet, but I think I may have narrowed down the search area—and it isn’t good news. It looks like they’re being held in the middle of the Peruvian jungle. As far as I can tell, they’re nowhere near a road, or a town.”

      Callum did that rumbling thing he liked to do when stuck in an enclosed space with other human beings. “Harvard, what are the chances your man will try to escape with Belinda?”

      “Pretty damn high.” Harvard ran a hand over his bald head, sounding as grim as everyone else felt. “I don’t see him sitting around waiting for the ransom to be paid. Even if we had the money to pay it. Beast might have squirrelled some cash away, but it sure as hell isn’t anywhere close to the ten million they’re asking.”

      Callum let out a huff. “Tell me your guy has experience in the jungle.”

      “Wish I could. He’s city, all the way. There’s no better man to have at your back, but he doesn’t have any experience with this terrain. Don’t underestimate him, though. He’s a mean son of a bitch. When he isn’t touring the MMA circuit, he works as a bodyguard. He knows how to fight, and he’s street smart.”

      “They aren’t in the street,” Callum said.

      The rest of the team fell silent for a minute.

      “What about Belinda?” Lake turned to Belinda’s brother, Daniel. “Has she got any experience in the jungle, any survival or outdoor skills?”

      Daniel had paled to the point of being unrecognisable as his action-hero persona. “She made a movie once where she lived in a cabin in the Canadian wilderness.”

      “That’s a no, then,” Lake said.

      “They are so stuffed,” Ryan whispered to Elle, who nodded.

      “Looks like we have to get to them before they start hiking out of there,” Lake said. “Elle, can you narrow the search area down further?”

      “Working on it.” Elle’s eyes didn’t leave her screen. “The satellite phone signal is easier to trace than I expected it to be. They obviously didn’t expect anyone to follow the call back to them,”

      “Any word on the missing driver?” Lake said.

      “He’s involved,” Elle whispered to Ryan, bringing him up to speed. “Witnesses saw him disable Beast and shove him in the car. Then the coward made a run for it.”

      Ryan was furious. It was people like that who gave their whole business a bad name.

      “Aye, I’ve heard something,” Callum growled in his thick Scottish brogue. “I got a text from Violet. I sent her and Noah to the airport, and they hit the jackpot. They found the bastard trying to make a run for it.” Callum’s eyes narrowed and he got that look his team liked to call Killer-Callum. It meant someone was about to get hurt. “They’re on their way back with him. Give me five minutes alone with the guy and I’ll get the information we need.”
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