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CHAPTER 1






"Elle, are you alright?" Ms Pearson's voice sounded
distant. She looked concerned as I sat reeling at the revelations
of the last hour of my life.

"Why did Ivan instruct you to reveal the content of
his will while he's still alive?" was all I could manage.

"Because he wanted you to look after the companies,
knowing you are either doing it for him, or doing it for yourself.
Don't let the other directors push through any decisions," she
replied. It made sense, with Ivan missing, his companies needed
protecting from other, less altruistic directors. I would have
looked after them for him, but he had needed me to understand that
if the worst should happen, I would need to learn to control the
other board members for myself.

"Anything else?" I prayed that there were no further
revelations.

"No, not at this stage. I suggest you take leave of
absence for now, and I hope for all our sakes that this situation
is resolved quickly." Ms Pearson looked sympathetic.

"Yes....yes, so do I...." My voice faltered as I
struggled to keep control. I stood to leave, and, even in my
dreamlike state, remembered to shake her hand, before heading out
to the car.

"Where to next?" I asked Roger, "and who instructed
you not to tell me about Ivan earlier?"

"I think you need to go to Retinski head office. Mr
Ranenkiov asked me to bring you. Mrs Ballard asked me not to
interrupt your mother's funeral with the news."

I remembered telling Jo about the funeral during our
weekend in France. "Ok, Retinski it is." We headed off, and almost
straightaway my phone rang. It was Oscar.

"Hi Elle. I understand you spoke to Darius. Has
anything else happened?"

I raised the privacy screen. "Yes, I've been
informed that I'm acting as managing director of his companies in
his absence, and I've been told that he asked Ms Pearson to inform
me that in the event of his death, all his estate goes to me."
Oscar went quiet. "Are you still there?" I asked.

"Of course, I'm just....shocked. He's an extremely
wealthy man. I'll sort his bank accounts so that you have access,
including the company ones. If you need any help, you can always
count on me, you do know that don't you?"

"Thanks. Have you spoken to Darius?"

"Yes, just got off the phone to him. The Russian
government are insisting that they don't negotiate with terrorists,
which, in itself, presents a bit of a problem."

"What sort of problem?"

"I have to set the terrorists up a numbered bank
account in Switzerland so they can access the ransom, otherwise I
have no way of getting the money into Russia secretly, that is,
without the Russian government finding out."

"So where's the problem?"

"They're peasant revolutionaries, with no way of
getting to Switzerland."

"I see. How big a bag would be needed for that
amount of cash?"

"It's not that simple. There'd be nothing to stop
them taking the cash, and keeping the hostages, or worse, killing
them."

I thought about it. "Retinski must have money inside
Russia, especially given that Ivan inherited Vlad's estate. Let me
talk to Ranenkiov."

"Be careful who you trust, there's going to be a lot
of people with a vested interest in Ivan not coming back." Like
you Oscar?

"Of course. I'm just on my way to Retinski now. I'll
come and see you later on, when I know more."

"Ok. I'll be home tonight."

I cut the call, and sank into the seat, my mind
racing with all the various pieces of information. I thought of
what lay ahead, and quickly scrolled through the app store on my
phone to download a Russian to English translator application. It
wouldn't be ideal, but there was no way I'd be able to hire a
proper translator quickly enough. When we arrived at the tower, I
headed straight up to Retinski Headquarters.

Walking into Ivan's office was difficult, and
slammed it home to me that this really had happened. The room felt
empty and void without his electric presence. I switched on his
screen, and found that it needed a password. I tried the names
Bella and Tania first, with no luck. I typed in my name, and the
screen sprang to life, confirming that I had indeed been on his
mind. Before I could check the emails, there was a knock on the
door. I opened it to find Mr Ranenkiov looking grave.

"Welcome to Retinski, Ms Reynolds, we have been
advised of Ivan's wishes that you assume the position of managing
director. Have you managed to find out any news?"

"Not much as yet. I need to know the cash position
of Retinski in Russia, in case we have to pay a ransom quickly. I
also need to meet the other directors."

"Certainly, please come this way, everyone is in the
boardroom." I closed down Ivan's emails, and followed him out. We
walked down the corridor, and into a large room, dominated by an
enormous oak table, with ten men seated around it. Mr Ranenkiov
showed me to the seat at the head of the table, before sitting in
the chair beside me. I surreptitiously switched on the app, setting
the phone beside me on the large chair. One man spoke in Russian to
the man seated next to him, and a few people laughed. I glanced
down to read the screen. *Ivan must be judging the value of
directors on how good their tits are.* sexist bastards.

"I'd like to introduce myself, I'm Ms Reynolds, Mr
Porenski's nominated acting managing director. Before you all
introduce yourselves to me, I would like to make it clear that only
English should be spoken in my presence please." A murmur rippled
around the room. Stuff ‘em, I'm not sitting like a lemon while
they all chat freely in a bloody foreign language. I pressed
'record' on my iPhone.

Each man introduced himself to me in turn, outlining
their position and area of responsibility. Every single one of them
was Russian. "Does anyone have information on what the current
situation is regarding Ivan's kidnapping?" I looked around the
table expectantly. I figured at least one of them would have a link
to the Russian government.

"It seems the group were held at gunpoint at the
steps of the plane. We know they were taken onto a truck. We also
know that a video message was sent directly to the Kremlin. It
shows Ivan, and all ten guards alive, and held captive in a room.
Their captors are demanding fifty million dollars for their
release."

"Any political demands? Or is it purely money?"

"At this stage, just money. The Kremlin are saying
publicly that they won't negotiate, however, they have put a
negotiator in place, who has made contact with the kidnappers. He
will try and keep them talking for as long as possible, to ensure
the safety of the captives," said the finance director, a short,
rather skinny man, with rather beady eyes, and a slightly beaky
nose. I racked my brain to remember his name. "Oleg Marakov,
finance director," he reminded me.

"Thank you Mr Marakov, is there fifty million on
standby to pay these people?"

"Yes, but of course, we'd rather avoid paying it, if
Russian authorities can rescue them by other means. Ivan is a
prominent businessman, and as such, this is huge news throughout
Russia. If the authorities can be seen to not capitulate to
terrorists, it is so much better."

"Clearly. I'm sure the authorities don't want a
spate of kidnappings arising from this, but my main concern is
getting Ivan out unharmed. We all know what happened when the
authorities tried to rescue hostages in other situations, and ended
up killing half of them. I would like fifty million placed into a
new, separate, bank account straightaway, just in case. Can you
arrange that today please?" I fixed Marakov with a hard stare.

"Consider it done."

"Good. Now gentlemen, I will need you all to bring
me up to speed on all the current companies, and any projects
underway."

I was interrupted by a tall, rather imposing man,
who I remembered had introduced himself as Andrei. "Is there a
reason why you have been asked to become acting managing director,
when you don't even know our company?" Fair point.

"I have been appointed to the board already. You
have no director qualified in legal matters, so I was asked to join
you as a non exec. Ivan appointed me as his nominated second in
command, should this type of disaster occur. Please be aware that I
will be sitting on this board when Ivan returns, so I would
appreciate full disclosure from all of you."

Mr Ranenkiov spoke up. "Ms Reynolds is our lawyer
from Pearson Hardwick, and due to her exemplary performance for our
company, Ivan invited her to join us.”

"The network of companies is rather
complicated....." Oleg trailed off.

"I'm sure I can manage." I smiled at him to try and
disarm him. He didn't smile back.

"Gentlemen, I would like a full list of the
companies, their structure, and accounts for the last three years
please, in English. I'll use this weekend to get up to speed, as
I'm sure you can appreciate, this was rather sprung on me. Is there
any other urgent business?"

Marakov looked sly. "Yes, we are about to vote
through enhanced share options for the board. We are all in
agreement, and it was only remaining for Ivan to cast the deciding
vote. He had suggested it himself, so it was only a formality. He
was planning to cut back on acquisitions, and use the cash to
increase dividends and bonuses."

I gave him a hard stare. "I don't think this is the
time or place for discussions like that. There will be no enhanced
share options granted until Ivan returns, nor will there be any
decisions about dividends or bonuses." There was a small murmur
around the table. Chancers.

"Are you sure that going against the wishes of the
board is a good idea? It would place you in a somewhat
difficult position. It would be a disaster for the company
if anything was to happen to our interim MD as well."
Threatening me now are you? I ignored him.

"Now, if that's all, I suggest we all get on with
sorting the information I'm going to need, and concentrate on
getting Ivan back in one piece. I handed each man a business card
with my mobile number and email address. "Any information or news
on the situation in Russia, I would be grateful if you would
contact me immediately." They all began to leave. Mr Ranenkiov
followed me into Ivan's office, and sat down in front of the desk,
facing me.

"You handled them very well. I think they thought
you'd be a pushover. The share option thing was a crock of
shit."

I smiled, "I know. I wasn't born yesterday, besides,
I'm really hoping Ivan comes back in one piece, and I don't think
he'd thank me for selling off bits of his company on the cheap.
Now, is there anything that needs my immediate attention?"

"Not really. Just be aware that the other directors
will begin jostling for position, should the worst happen."

"Do any of the other directors have direct links to
the KGB?" I fixed Ranenkiov with a hard stare. He shifted in his
seat slightly.

"I do, my brother in law works for them. To my
knowledge, nobody else has a direct link, but saying that,
corruption is common in Russia, and there's a lot at stake
here."

"Am I the only one who actually wants him back alive
and in one piece?" My mind was reeling from the realisation that
there was nobody around me that I could truly trust. "What all of
you seem to be unaware of, is that there is a plan in place in the
event of Ivan's death. He dies, most of you lose your jobs. It's in
everyone's interests that he comes back." Yeah, tell that to the
other backstabbers.

Ranenkiov's eyes narrowed. "Have you seen the
plans?"

"My boss drew them up for him. As you know, Ivan is
the ultimate control freak, and that will extend after his death.
The other directors should be careful what they wish for."

"You have my full support," he reassured me, "it
would be a good idea for me to speak to the others, more privately,
and remind them that Ivan would have made provision for this
scenario. It would be far easier all round if we all worked
together for the good of the company." He stood to leave. "Call on
me anytime, I'll assist in whichever way I can. I'll also contact
my brother in law, and see if there's any new information."

I thanked him, and reminded him to call me day or
night as soon as he knew anything. I surreptitiously switched off
the voice recording on my phone. As soon as I was alone, I switched
Ivan's computer on. I scrolled through his emails, and saw the
point the day before when he had stopped opening them. I clicked
through, using google translate to switch them from Russian to
English. I forwarded a few that contained reports through to my
work email, and, satisfied that there was nothing of major
importance to deal with, I closed down the email screen.

I clicked through the hard drive, finding mainly
contracts and company reports. I sent some to my email to read
through that evening, and changed the computer password before
closing it down.

Ivan's secretary came in to introduce herself. She
was a rather plain, dumpy woman in her late thirties called Galina.
She seemed pleasant enough, although rather suspicious of me
sitting in Ivan's office. I had seen her rather briefly before, so
at least she knew I wasn't an imposter. She was genuinely upset at
the news that Ivan had been kidnapped, and I noted, was the first
member of his staff to express a modicum of emotion at the news.
She went off to make a coffee, and my phone rang. It was
Darius.

"Hi Elle, I just spoke to the Russian foreign
secretary, and the negotiator they have in place. I have some
news."

"Go on," I replied, thinking he sounded quite
upbeat.

"Well, Ivan has British citizenship from when he
claimed asylum here, so the Russian authorities are prepared to
treat this differently from a domestic incident."

"What does that mean?"

"It means they will allow us to conduct a covert
operation on their soil. Plus, here's the biggie, they'll even give
us every assistance, provided we keep quiet about it, and assist
them with their PR. they don't want to be seen to be allowing us
in, if you see what I mean."

"Of course. I understand they don't want everyone of
note suddenly kidnapped, and it would be embarrassing to have to
admit that the British had to come and sort it out."

"The SAS have just set off for the Ural area. We
have a decent idea of where the group are being held. They will do
a recce, and hopefully get them out quickly, with no loss of
life."

"Do we have a timeframe?" I fervently hoped it would
be sooner rather than later.

"They want to do this quickly. Most kidnap
negotiations are long and drawn out, so they won't be expecting
anything yet. Russian forces tend to be clumsy and noisy, so sneaky
arsed SAS men should be in and out before they even know what's
happened."

"How risky is this?" I needed to know.

"There's always some risk Elle, but he's surrounded
by his own guards. They are paid to take a bullet for him." He
paused, "This is a major coup, being allowed to conduct a military
operation on Russian soil. Our men are the best in the world at
this type of thing. That's all the reassurance I can give you at
the moment. Keep your phone with you at all times, and I'll call
you the moment I know anything."

"Darius, thank you. It must have taken some doing to
persuade the Kremlin to allow this."

"My pleasure. Listen, I have another call coming, so
speak later." He cut the call. I sat back and thought about the
conversation. I hadn't considered finding Darius and Oscar shagging
to be a stroke of luck in my life before. Now it felt like enormous
good fortune.

Galina returned with a cup of coffee, before asking
if I required her for anything else that evening. I shook my head,
and watched her leave. I was about to take a welcome sip of coffee,
when the horrible, paranoid, thought struck me that I may well be a
target now, and the only thing standing in the way of the other
directors and ownership of Retinski, was me. I put down the cup,
and made a mental note not to eat or drink anything there.

I headed down to my own office. Lewis was surprised
to see me, but was busy with a client. I said hi to Laura, and sat
down to deal with my emails. We had Steve Robbins' float on
Wednesday, and he would be arriving at our offices at eleven to
watch proceedings. I noticed that Matt had been assigned to sit
with him, but I thought I would have to do my best to at least put
in an appearance to reassure Steve that I hadn't forgotten him.
Laura came in with an extremely welcome cup of tea. I swigged it
gratefully. It was the first time I'd relaxed since ten that
morning.

"How was the funeral?" She asked softly.

"Surreal, horrible. This has got to be the worst day
of my life."

"Have you been to Retinski head office yet? Lewis
told me that you are acting MD till Ivan's released."

"Yes, and I wasn't exactly welcomed with open arms.
It felt like I was the only one who wanted Ivan back safe and well.
They were too busy planning how to fill their boots. The only
civilised one was Ranenkiov." Laura looked sympathetic.

"Anything I can do to help?"

"I may need to ask you to fetch me a Starbucks on
Monday. I'm terrified to drink anything there, in case it's made
with a polonium tea bag. I'm also going to need a Russian
translator, one who's signed an NDA. I can't use google translate
for legal documents, it's not accurate enough."

"That bad? Oh Jesus Elle, aren't you worried about
what you've got yourself into?"

"Yeah, I am a bit. I'm sure it will all be over soon
enough." Bloody hope so.

"I hope so for your sake. You really didn't deserve
all this today. Well, if you need anything brought up on Monday,
just call. I'll sort a translator first thing Monday morning."

I thanked Laura, and she gathered up her handbag and
some shopping, and headed home. I glanced at the clock. It was
nearly eight. The deli would be shut, and I was starving. I grabbed
my handbag, and headed down in the lift. Roger was waiting outside
for me. "Good evening Elle. Are you going home?"

"Please." I slid into the car gratefully.

"Jo suggested I take you to Sussex. It's more
secure, and it'll stop the girls getting lonely."

I thought about it. I had a load of work to do,
reading up on the companies. A fridge full of food, ready and
waiting, sounded like heaven. "Are the security teams still
guarding it?"

"Oh yes. It's 24/7 there, whether Ivan's present or
not. It's the one place I can guarantee you'll be fine. I can
arrange security at your flat if you want to stay in London
though," he added hastily.

"Let me get my laptop, and we'll go to Sussex." We
took just five minutes to get to my flat. I quickly grabbed my
laptop, phone charger, and my book, and locked up. Within fifteen
minutes I was back in the car, and heading South. On the way, I
text Oscar to let him know where I was going, and sank into the
seat. I was totally numb, both with shock, and anxiety at the tasks
that lay ahead.

Oscar called to say he was on his way down too, and
would come round the next day. I scrolled through the emails on my
phone, reading one from Marakov to tell me the bank account had
been set up, and the money transferred in. I hoped we wouldn't need
to use it, but if a delaying tactic was needed, at least it was in
place.

The girls greeted me enthusiastically when I
arrived, dancing around my feet, looking for fuss. I petted them,
before heading into the kitchen to find Jo. She looked
shell-shocked, and had clearly been crying. She pushed a glass of
wine towards me, and a plate of steaming chicken casserole.

While I was eating, she described the events of that
morning, and the night before, when it had become apparent that the
plane hadn't taken off. I found out that Nico was Ivan's head of
security, and in his absence, Roger was in charge. "Have you heard
anymore news?" She asked.

"Yes, at this stage it's confidential, but I'm
hopeful. I just want him back in one piece Jo. His staff were
bastards to me at headquarters today, and I feel out of my depth,
and, and, " a sob broke free, and the dam burst. All the emotions
of the day poured out in an unrelenting flow of tears. Jo handed me
a square of kitchen roll, and I blew my nose. I had known I'd be
fighting to keep everything safe for his return, what I hadn't
considered was how bereft and scared I'd be for Ivan himself. I
missed him.

"Those men should be ashamed of themselves, they
should have been helping you, not behaving like the callous, greedy
buggers that they are. Ivan will be appalled at them."

We were interrupted by my phone ringing again. I
walked out onto the terrace to answer it."Hi Darius, what's the
news?"

"He's been located. Now, the terrorists are getting
edgy with the negotiator over the money. Is there any in place yet?
We need a distraction to keep them talking for another few
hours."

"Yep, money's in place. Let me open my laptop and
give you the account number." I went back into the kitchen, opened
my laptop, and scrolled through to find the email Marakov had sent.
I reeled off the account details to Darius.

"Perfect, this should make them relax somewhat. Bit
of luck they'll all be toasting their success with vodka. I'll call
as soon as there's news."

"Ok, thanks." I cut the call, and turned to Jo,
"he's been located."

"Let’s hope they can get him out in one piece," she
replied.

Jo went home at around half ten, and I promised to
let her know the moment there was any news. I put my phone on loud,
and got into bed to begin reading the reports from the other
directors. The two spaniels joined me, squashing their little
bodies tightly up against mine, in a sort of doggy group hug.

I was too wired to sleep, so sat up till three in
the morning, reading through the myriad complexities of Retinski.
Eventually, my brain switched itself off, and I fell into a fitful
doze.

I was woken early by my phone ringing. My brain
immediately springing into action. "Morning Elle, just thought I'd
let you know that a rescue operation is underway. I'll call you
again the moment I have concrete news."

"Thanks Darius. Have you been up all night?"

"Caught a few hours on the couch in my office. This
cooperation between our security services is a huge deal, so it's
important that everyone gets it right.

"I bet. I'll speak to you soon I hope." We said our
goodbyes, and he cut the call. I glanced at the bedside clock, it
was half five. The two spaniels woke and stretched, before
snuggling back to sleep. I had no chance of dozing off again, so
got up and went down to the kitchen to make a coffee. I plugged my
phone in to charge, and sat at the island with my laptop open, to
carry on with the reports, although it was looking increasingly
hopeful that I wouldn't need to understand the minutiae of the
company quite so quickly. Plan for the worst, hope for the
best. My mother's words popped into my head.

Time seemed to pass interminably slowly that
morning, as often happens when waiting for news. I was too jumpy to
concentrate on the profit and loss reports that I was trying to
read, so gave up, and clicked through all the news websites
instead, just in case anything was being reported. Even the Reuters
news agency had nothing new to say on the matter.

I made another coffee and some toast, which I just
picked at. The knot in my stomach had grown to epic proportions,
twisting my insides into a painful lump of anxiety. The longer this
went on, the more fearful I became, sure that something had gone
wrong.

Jo arrived at nine, announcing that she had come to
keep me company, and that she couldn't just sit at home watching
the news.

"The rescue attempt is underway, I'm waiting for
news." I said. "It started at half five this morning, so I'd
expected to hear something by now." I didn't want to actually voice
my concern that something had gone wrong, but inside, I was certain
that it had. It should have all been over hours ago. Jo's eyes
filled with tears, as the implication of what I'd just told her
sank in. We both jumped when my phone began to ring. I ran outside
to answer it.

"Hi Darius. What's the news?"

"He's out. They all are. Five terrorists dead. Sorry
it took so long, but they didn't go in straightaway, as there were
operational issues. He's aboard his jet heading to Moscow to
refuel, so don't expect him to call you."

"Oh thank god he's safe. As long as I know he's ok,
I can wait."

"Good, now the story is that Ivan's guards
overpowered the terrorists and escaped. It must never come out how
this really happened. You understand that?"

"Of course, my lips are sealed."

"Well, I know you're good at keeping
secrets.....Ivan is being briefed on board the plane. Apparently
he's in good health, and will give a brief press conference in
Moscow while he waits for refuelling, so keep the news on, and you
might see him for yourself."

"Will do, and Darius, thank you, and never, ever
worry about my ability to keep a secret."

"Glad to help, enjoy your weekend."

I went back into the kitchen, "He's out," I yelled
at Jo, "on his way to Moscow to refuel. Put the news on, because
there should be a press conference. I've got a quick call to make,
but yell if he appears." I went back out to the terrace and called
Mr Ranenkiov. "It's Elle, I have news. Ivan's free."

There was a stunned silence for a moment. "That's
fantastic. My brother in law said that something was happening at
the top levels, but he wasn't privy to it, so couldn't get
information."

"Apparently he's on his way to Moscow, and will give
a press conference, so put your telly on. Also, can you call
Marakov and get him to pull the ransom cash back to Retinski
please. I'm hoping it wasn't touched."

"Consider it done. Can I ask though Elle, how you
know all this?"

"That's confidential I'm afraid."

"I see, well, I don't know who your contacts are,
but you must have some pretty powerful people behind you." I stayed
silent. "I'll call Marakov, then the other directors. I'll call you
back in a little while."

"Ok." I cut the call. Within 30 seconds it rang
again. "Hi Oscar, have you heard the news?"

"Yes, just spoke to Darius. Great stuff. Can I come
over?"

"Sure, I'll tell Roger to let you in. See you in a
bit." I wandered back to the kitchen. "Would you tell Roger that
Oscar's on his way over please? I'm gonna nip up and get dressed."
Jo was beaming with happiness.

"Do you want some breakfast?"

"No thanks, I had toast earlier, and I'm sure Oscar
would have eaten already. Do you know what Ivan's favourite dinner
is? I want to cook for him tonight."

Jo thought for a moment. "He likes roast beef the
most, I think. Tell you what, once I've seen this press conference,
I'll nip to Waitrose and pick up everything you need for a
roast."

"Great. He's probably gonna be worn out and sick of
cabbage soup, so I'll spoil him a bit."

I ran upstairs, and threw on a pair of shorts and a
T-shirt, and ran back down, just as Oscar arrived. "Hey, great news
huh? Come and have a coffee while we wait for the news
conference."

"You look exhausted Elle, I bet you didn't get a
wink of sleep. Hey girls, how's my favourite spaniels?" He bent
down to pick up both spaniels, one in each arm, and let them lick
his face enthusiastically. I watched in fascination, shocked that
he seemed to genuinely like them. I would never in a million years
had Oscar down as liking animals. "Shall we see if we can watch
your Daddy on the telly?" he crooned at them, smiling as their ears
perked up at the word 'Daddy'.

We all went into the lounge, and I flicked on the
big TV. Jo brought in cups of coffee, and Oscar played with the
dogs while we waited. They seemed to adore him, rolling around at
his command, and giving paw.


 CHAPTER 2


Ivan looked a little tired, and his suit a bit
crumpled at the press conference, which was in Russian, with
subtitles. I drank in the sight of his beautiful face, not quite
believing my own eyes that he was actually alive, free, and in one
piece. He briefly described how his guards had waited for the ideal
opportunity to overpower the terrorists utilising the superior
training gained from their time in the Russian military.

He fielded a few questions from the journalists,
before telling them that he would be heading straight back to
London to get on with running Retinski Industries, even though he
would have loved a few days holiday in his beloved Moscow. He told
the reporters that it wouldn't put him off returning to Russia,
we'll see about that, and he hoped that terrorists would
think twice before attacking people, given that he had proven that
Russian military training had made his guards almost
invincible.

I saw Nico in the background, looking a little
uncomfortable as Ivan spoke. He thanked everyone for their concern,
and stood up, saying that his plane would be ready for take off in
a few minutes.

As soon as the press conference was over, Jo
announced that she was going to Waitrose. Oscar and I decided to
take the girls out for a walk through the woods. We walked for a
while in companionable silence, before Oscar spoke, "Are you
feeling a bit better now?"

"Oh god, yes. I was in full meltdown last night,
what with the funeral, the kidnapping, and the hassle I had at
Retinski. I came back here and just cried. It all just felt like
too much."

"It's what your life will be like with Ivan....
Complicated."

"So you keep telling me."

"You must be able to see it, I hate to think of you
living in fear of your life." Oscar spoke softly, but with
conviction. I thought about my paranoia the night before in the
Retinski offices.

"I know. In a lot of ways I know you're right, but I
need to stay the course. Part of my meltdown was the fear that I'd
never see him again."

"Are you in love with him?"

I glanced up at Oscar, "Yes, I think so. I have
feelings for him."

"I think so, means you're not. When you're in love,
you know. It's irrefutable when it happens to you."

"Maybe I'm not an emotional person," I challenged. I
was certain that my hesitation with Ivan was down to recent events,
and not a lack of feelings for the man himself.

"That's not true Elle, you're quite normal
emotionally," he paused, "when you look ahead, how do you see your
future?"

I frowned as I thought about it. "Always on my own.
I never had daydreams about husbands and babies, if that's what
you're asking. It was always just me, with a good job, and a
comfortable life. I like that Ivan breaks down my barriers, you
know, by refusing to be fussed about my hang ups. He makes me feel
normal."

"Didn't I do that for you?"

"No, I felt ashamed of being poor, and as I said
before, you found me a bit distasteful. I never felt good enough,
so it was almost as stressful being with you, as it is worrying
that Ivan's mates being free and easy with the polonium. I can
protect myself against them, I refused to eat or drink anything at
Retinski yesterday. I can't protect my self esteem from being with
a man who is more comfortable with male genitals than mine." I
tried to choose my words carefully. "There are times that I wish I
was with you, and I want to run into your arms and start again,
when I realise I got a lot wrong about you, but then I worry that
I'll never be enough for you." I stared at the ground, wondering
what he'd say. He stayed quiet for a while.

Eventually he spoke. "I would change for you. I
would treat you the way I should have treated you from the start.
If you are truly in love with Ivan, then I'll just worship you from
afar, but if you're not, or you're unsure, then as your friend, I'd
urge you to get yourself away from him."

"You're a great friend," I said, not wanting to say
more than that.

"I try to be."

The girls came racing back over, breaking the
tension. We headed back to the house. I wanted to shower and change
before Ivan returned, and Oscar said he had a builder coming to
discuss some repairs to the castle.

Roger saw Oscar out, before informing me that Ivan
would be landing in approximately four hours time at Gatwick. "It
will take us approximately half an hour to get to the south
terminal. I'm assuming you want to meet him?"

"Oh definitely, I'll be ready by three." I made a
cup of tea, and checked through my emails. The other directors had
each mailed their relief at the situation being resolved, their
tone entirely different from the day before. I bet they're
cacking themselves.

I watched the news conference again online, gazing
at his beautiful face, trying to understand the feelings I had for
him. I'd no sooner closed my laptop when Jo arrived back with bags
of shopping. She busied herself preparing everything, waving off my
offer of help. I worked out that we'd be home around half four, so
she timed everything to be almost ready shortly after that.

I showered, did my hair, and applied some makeup,
wanting to look my best. In the end I was ready by half two, and
had to endure watching the clock for the last half hour before it
was time to set off.

Roger took the Bentley, and we pulled directly into
the private flight area of the south terminal, and were waved
straight through the security gates. Ivan had been worldwide news,
so I figured the staff at Gatwick weren't going to get picky about
having his car ready and waiting.

I paced around the seating area while we waited,
probably getting on Roger's nerves. Eventually I was rewarded by
the sight of Ivan and his entourage striding through the walkway.
He looked grim, and frankly rather angry. I hesitated, not wanting
to throw myself into his arms until I was sure it would be
welcomed. He fixed me with his laser stare as he strode towards
me.

"Elle, thank you for coming to meet me. I have
rather a lot to ask you on the way back to the house."

I stood rather uncertainly, before trotting along
behind him to the car. He looked furious. We slid into the back of
the Bentley, and set off. Ivan immediately raised the privacy
screen.

"Did you send in the SAS?"

"Yes."

"How?"

"That's confidential. Are you not pleased to be
home?" I was shocked by his anger, and his attitude.

"Of course I am, I'm just wondering what the fuck
happened. One minute Marakov was negotiating, the next, men in
black balaclavas burst in."

I frowned. "Marakov wasn't negotiating. What gave
you that idea?"

"The terrorists said Marakov put fifty mill in an
account for them."

"Oh yeah, I got him to do that, but he wasn't
negotiating. He was too busy trying to persuade me to grant
enhanced share options and bonuses to the board. If anything, he
sounded
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