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      As days went, there was nothing special about this particular one.

      Beth and Meghan Petersen were at their screens in their Columbus Avenue office, working on the logistics of a mission.

      There wasn’t anything burning, missionwise.

      Zeb Carter, the lead agent of the clandestine outfit they worked for, was on a solo mission in the Middle East.

      Broker, the intel guy in the unit, was on vacation with his girlfriend, Sarah Burke, who was high up in the FBI. Bear and Chloe, two of the operatives, were away too.

      On one couch, a tall black man was sprawled out. He was large, and when he stood, he invariably dwarfed all those present. Bwana was six feet four, muscled, and yet moved like a cat.

      On another couch, a blond-haired man slept. He was movie-star handsome and made a show of being a gift to womankind.

      His friends knew Roger, the blond Texan, was all show. He had a girlfriend who he was deeply committed to.

      The eight of them worked for the Agency. Just that, no other name.

      It was a unique small-footprint outfit that dealt with terrorists, international criminal gangs, and threats to national security.

      It was headed by a female director, Clare, no last name. She was based out of D.C. and reported to only one person. The president.

      Of course, the Agency didn’t advertise itself. It didn’t exist, not on paper or in any other record.

      All of them worked for a security consulting firm that advised corporations on people and perimeter protection.

      The firm was a front. They had real clients and genuinely advised them, but it still was a façade.

      For such a small unit, they were very well resourced. That was courtesy of generous rewards from grateful Middle Eastern royalty they had helped.

      Like that building on Columbus Avenue. They owned it outright.

      Then there was that Gulfstream. They owned that one too.

      Werner, a highly sophisticated artificial intelligence program, they owned outright. The software resided in a supercomputer in their office and was the envy of the NSA and a few other intelligence agencies. They used the name Werner loosely, to refer either to the program or to the machine.

      They possessed a fleet of vehicles—SUVs, armored, equipped with run-flats and stealth paint, more gadgets and tech in them than the Batmobile had.

      The twins were the only ones who didn’t have an Army background. Zeb, Bwana, Roger, and Bear were former Special Forces operatives.

      Broker was an ex-Ranger, a higher life form, he declared. Chloe had been with the Eighty-Second Airborne.

      Zeb was an odd one. He rarely smiled and hardly spoke. He was single, didn’t date, and had no interest in romantic entanglements.

      Despite his peculiarities, there was something about him. He was the reason the Agency worked. He was their leader, but he didn’t do all that command stuff.

      He was a friend, first and foremost, and that just suited the rest of them.

      The day dragged on as some days did.

      Beth yawned and glanced at her watch.

      ‘Mark’s coming?’ her sister asked. They weren’t just sisters, they were twins, Meghan the elder one.

      Brown-haired, green-eyed, vivacious, sassy, beautiful—a newspaper had once devoted a page length of adjectives to describe them. This was after a mission had made them into celebrities.

      ‘Yeah, what about you? You still dating that Wall Street guy?’

      ‘Nah.’ Meghan stretched. ‘I’m out of the dating scene.’

      Mark was Beth’s significant other. A cop in the NYPD. The two were close, very close. Everyone approved.

      Beth rose to make them coffee when the phone rang.

      She quirked an eyebrow as she listened silently.

      ‘Send them up,’ she replied and hung up.

      ‘Who was it?’

      ‘You’ll see.’

      

      Four men entered their office through the elevator.

      In the front were two large men, as large as Bwana, but these two had none of his grace.

      They had muscles, but developed in gyms and aided by the generous use of steroids.

      They had short dark hair and wore well-cut suits, bulges under their jackets.

      Behind them were two men, one wearing a pin-striped suit, carrying a briefcase, while the other was more casually dressed.

      He was blond, tieless, blue jacket over white shirt, blue jeans, and brown shoes.

      ‘Beth and Meghan Petersen?’ Pinstripe halted and looked in their direction.

      ‘That’s us,’ Meghan answered and gestured at a few seats.

      The heavies, for that was who they were, stood silently as Pinstripe and Blue Jacket seated themselves.

      ‘I’m Ken Farrell,’ Pinstripe introduced himself. ‘And this is—’

      ‘We know who he is,’ Meghan said drily.

      Cole Patten, Blue Jacket, was a billionaire. He was in his late thirties and had inherited a steel empire when he was young, very young.

      He had built on his inheritance and multiplied it several times. He was frequently in the news, and not always for the right reasons.

      There were frequent rumors that his business dealings were shady and that he had links to criminal gangs.

      He dated Hollywood actresses and models, and his social life was avidly covered by the gossip magazines.

      Farrell looked around him before settling his eyes on the twins. ‘I expected a bigger office. More people.’

      Neither of the sisters responded. They knew each other well and often could read the other’s mind.

      Farrell cleared his throat in the silence and smiled a warm smile. One that said, I am your best friend. The sisters immediately distrusted him.

      ‘We want to hire you.’

      ‘And you are?’ Beth asked him bluntly.

      ‘I’m sorry, I should have explained. I’m Cole’s lawyer.’

      ‘We are not for hire, Mr. Farrell,’ she cut him off. Mark would arrive soon. Beth wanted the visitors out as quickly as possible.

      ‘Why don’t you hear us out, ma’am?’

      ‘Sorry, not interested. I let you in just to see what a billionaire looked like and who he moved around with. A lawyer and two heavies. We’ve seen our fill. Besides, there’s all those rumors about the legality of Patten’s businesses. Not to our liking. There’s the elevator. Thank you.’

      Farrell made to speak but kept quiet when Patten laid a hand on his shoulder.

      ‘I came to you because I have a particular problem.’ His voice was pleasant, his eyes warm. ‘One that I think you can help with, given that you are twins.’

      ‘What’s that?’

      ‘I am missing. I want you to find me.’
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      ‘You’re missing?’ Beth twirled a pencil in her fingers, her face giving nothing away.

      Ken Farrell nodded. ‘It’s like this—’

      ‘Not you,’ she cut him off. ‘Let him explain.’

      Farrell’s expression didn’t change. Either he was a highly experienced lawyer, or he had a thick skin.

      Both. A billionaire doesn’t hire cheapos.

      ‘What do you know of me?’ Cole Patten gave them a searching look.

      ‘Assume we know nothing.’

      The steel magnate nodded and began.

      

      Cole and Josh, twins, had been born to Rachel and Billy Patten, thirty-eight years back, in Chisholm, Minnesota.

      Their father was a Vietnam vet, and on his return from the war, he had bought a iron ore mine near their hometown.

      Rachel’s family owned a chain of motels and hotels in the state. They’d loaned Billy Patten the seed money, five million, to buy the failing mine. Funds that he had repaid several times over.

      Billy Patten was smart, hardworking, and a charmer. He cajoled and coaxed, threatened and negotiated, and turned the mine around. Once it was profitable, he bought another. And then another. By the time the brothers were seven years old, he had grown the steel business into a large empire.

      ‘It was then that he took us to Vietnam,’ Cole Patten reminisced.

      Beth remembered some of the headlines but kept quiet, letting their visitor tell his story.

      ‘We were young. Seven. All we knew was that our dad was a hero. He never spoke of the war. Mom? She died when we were two. Don’t remember much of her. Dad brought us up by himself. He had some help from Mom’s sister, Ginny Davis, but not much. Mom’s side of the family wasn’t that close.’

      ‘What happened in Vietnam?’ Meghan reminded him.

      ‘Vietnam? The war defined Dad. It shaped him. It gave him the drive. He would say if it hadn’t been for the war, he wouldn’t have been a businessman. He took both of us to Ho Chi Minh City. And from there, to Cu Chi.’

      Cu Chi. Beth exchanged a glance with her sister. The place was synonymous with underground tunnels that the Viet Cong had built. It was in those dark, deep passages that they had waged a savage war against the American, Australian, and New Zealand forces.

      ‘Your father was a Tunnel Rat?’

      ‘Yes. He wanted us to see that country. Show where he had been. He took us to one of the tunnels. You might have read of this…’ He trailed off.

      Beth made a carry on gesture with her hand and Patten nodded.

      ‘He took us to one of the restricted areas. The tunnel was weak in that area. Walls were crumbling. It collapsed on us. I fainted. Next thing I remember, I was in the hospital, and Dad and Josh were dead.’

      Bwana shifted on his couch but didn’t speak. No one uttered a word until Patten resumed.

      ‘Farrell’s law firm was representing us. Has been the family and business law firm for years. They made all the arrangements. I returned. Inherited the steel business. There was a hotel chain too. That would have gone to Josh.’

      ‘I don’t recall a hotel business being mentioned’—Beth narrowed her eyes—‘whenever your name comes up.’

      Patten smiled. ‘That’s because it’s still in a trust. I have nothing to do with it. I run the Chisholm Corporation, which is in steel. It, too, was in a trust until I turned eighteen.’

      ‘You took it public a while back. Expanded. Bought mines and operations across the world. Chisholm is what, the second- or third-largest steel business in the world?’

      ‘It’s in the top five,’ Patten replied self-deprecatingly.

      ‘You’re a billionaire.’ Beth ticked off on her fingers. ‘You’re single. You own one of the largest businesses in the world. You’re well-protected.’ She nodded at the goons standing silently. ‘And you seem to have good advice.’ Her lips curled in the lawyer’s direction.

      ‘What’s gone wrong in your heaven?’

      ‘A year back, a Russian business reached out to us and made an offer for the business. I refused. Selling wasn’t in our plans, and the price was low.’

      ‘So?’

      ‘So, this year, a few months back, they launched a hostile takeover. They’ve started buying stock. Not just that, they’ve started playing dirty.’

      ‘How?’

      ‘Billy Patten’s will was specific,’ Farrell stepped in, his voice dry and precise. ‘In the event of his death, Cole was to inherit the steel business, while the hotel chain would go to Josh.

      ‘But Josh is dead,’ Beth exclaimed, ‘What has happened to the hotels business?’

      ‘It is managed by the trust.’

      Farrell waited for a moment and when there were no further questions, resumed.

      

      ‘The Russian firm is claiming that Cole Patten isn’t who he is. They say Cole died in Vietnam. The man in front of you is Josh Patten, according to them.’

      The sisters gaped at the lawyer for a few seconds. ‘What? That should be easy to prove, shouldn’t it?’

      ‘I wish it was.’ Farrell allowed a grimace to appear on his face. ‘There are no DNA records. No fingerprints. No hair samples. No distinguishing marks that tell one twin from the other. Nothing remains of Josh Patten. Even if it did, there’s nothing to conclusively say this is Cole and the sibling who died was Josh.’

      ‘What about you? Surely you knew the brothers.’

      ‘No, ma’am. My father used to handle Billy Patten and Chisholm’s affairs in those days. I met Cole for the first time when my father arranged for him to be brought back from Vietnam. My father died soon after that, and I stepped in.’

      ‘Your dad? Surely he confirmed Cole Patten’s identity?’

      ‘Not explicitly. His health was failing. He was in the hospital. His people did all the work. He met the boy just a few times, and then Cole went into counseling and therapy. My father never recovered and didn’t meet Cole subsequently.’

      ‘What about Billy Patten and Rachel’s families?’

      ‘Billy was an only child. Rachel’s sister, Ginny, is still alive. However, she wasn’t close the Pattens and she couldn’t identify the twins. We checked.    Billy and Rachel’s parents are dead. There’s no one left on Billy’s side. There are a few other relatives on Rachel’s side, but they are distant. None of them could tell the boys apart.’

      ‘What about birth records?’

      ‘They don’t prove anything. They have just names, dates and not much else. There is no way to prove that Cole’s certificate is his. Cole is elder by a few minutes, that’s all we know.’

      ‘What about friends?’

      ‘No friends to identify them. Cole Patten lived in New York after his return from Vietnam. This is his home now. He lost contact with the friends he grew up with. We reached out to a few, and they couldn’t prove anything.’

      ‘It’s his word against the Russian company’s.’ He sighed heavily.

      ‘I don’t believe this.’ Beth smacked her palm on her table. ‘These guys just waltz in and say Mr. Patten isn’t who he is? And there’s nothing to prove otherwise?’

      ‘We’ve run the brothers’ photographs through sophisticated aging programs. Shown them to the Russian firm’s lawyers. They aren’t convinced. They put up photographs of their own. It’s our word against theirs. Doesn’t cut much ice.’

      ‘In the meantime,’ the billionaire took over from his lawyer, ‘Chisholm Corporation’s share price has tanked. It’s reduced the company’s value. My board is unhappy. They want me to clear this matter up. Fast.’

      ‘How much of the company do you own?’ Meghan asked curiously.

      ‘Thirty percent.’

      ‘What happens if you turn out to be Josh Patten?’

      ‘The company will take over my ownership. There are specific conditions under which they can do so. This is one of them. But that’s not the end of it. I’ll be liable for criminal charges. For impersonating my brother. A whole world of trouble will open up.’

      ‘Are you Josh Patten?’ She looked him in the eye.

      ‘No, ma’am.’

      ‘Why us? You’re a billionaire. You can hire the best investigators. I’m sure the NYPD would help you.’

      ‘You have something none of them do.’ Cole Patten smiled thinly. ‘You’re twins.’

      ‘Why did you say you were missing?’

      ‘My father and Josh—their bodies were never found.

      ‘They’re still missing. Presumed dead.’
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      Meghan rose and paced the room, a disbelieving look on her face. ‘Some Russian dude has accused you of not being you. Your father and brother are missing. There’s no way to prove your identity. You have any other surprises for us?’

      ‘So, you’re going to take my case?’ Patten countered with a trace of satisfaction in his voice.

      ‘We’re undecided,’ she replied firmly. ‘You have an interesting problem, but we have a rule of not working with criminals.’

      ‘My client is not a criminal,’ Farrell shot back, his back stiffening.

      ‘May not be in your eyes. But we can read between the headlines. Those labor disputes that suddenly disappeared at his plants? Those few workers who brought a suit against him and abruptly faded away? All those rumors that Patten uses strong-arm tactics? They didn’t come out of nowhere, did they?’

      ‘They didn’t,’ Farrell said stiffly. ‘They were planted. Mr. Patten hasn’t broken the law, not once. He doesn’t even have a speeding ticket. You’re making baseless allegations.’

      Meghan snorted inelegantly. ‘Why would he, when he has a chauffeur? And in this great city of ours that worships wealth, which cop would dare to issue him a ticket?’

      Patten, who had been leaning back and watching the byplay with an amused smile, chuckled. ‘I told Ken you were the right people to help me. He wanted to go through a large firm. I’d followed your careers. All those articles and series on you. Knew you wouldn’t be awed by my status. You’ve proven me right.’

      ‘That’s supposed to flatter us, Mr. Patten?’ The North Pole couldn’t have been colder than Meghan’s voice. ‘You’re right. Your wealth means nothing to us. We don’t even like you. If we help you, it’ll be because the case interests us, not you.’

      ‘Twins. Think alike.’ Beth snapped her fingers when Patten and Farrell turned to her as if seeking her opinion.

      A couch creaked, Roger rising from it to pad silently into the kitchen. Bwana lay where he was, watching, listening, his body relaxed, his face expressionless.

      ‘Those two your heavies? I guess you need a couple, going by all that happened to you.’ Farrell jerked his head in the blond man’s direction.

      The sisters had become well known, nationally and internationally, when they had been abducted in New York. They had ended up in Syria, in the hands of terrorists, before being rescued. On their return, they had found themselves the center of media attention.

      Interviews with them had run on for months. A TV channel had created a fictional series loosely based on them.

      A Hollywood production house had gotten them to support a woman-directed movie that had become a worldwide blockbuster.

      The attention had diminished as the media machine latched onto other public figures, but there were still times when they got recognized and a crowd formed around them.

      They had discussed their celebrity status with Zeb and the crew. The Agency was covert. No one knew they worked for it. There was a danger that the media attention would expose the outfit.

      To their astonishment, Zeb had asked them to embrace it.

      ‘The more attention on you, the higher the risk for potential kidnappers,’ he had clarified.

      He didn’t dissuade them from taking on investigative cases. Not when there weren’t Agency missions running.

      The twins were good at thinking laterally. Making connections that few others would spot. They were tenacious, had great instincts, and had successfully closed every case they had taken on.

      They were special advisors to the NYPD’s commissioner, and between client referrals and the work they did for the police, they got a steady stream of cases.

      They turned most of them down, since Agency missions took precedence. The ones they took on were special, challenging, cases that appealed to them.

      Like Cole Patten’s.

      Meghan could see the interest in Beth’s eyes as Roger returned with a tray on which were a pot of coffee, several cups, and a plate full of cookies.

      He placed it on a table and served Patten and Farrell silently.

      His lips twitched when one of Patten’s goons snorted contemptuously, but he didn’t respond. Didn’t even look up.

      Bwana sat straighter on his couch, his face all hard angles and planes. His eyes didn’t flick to the bodyguards, but Meghan knew he was aware of every move they made. Every breath they took.

      A phone rang. Roger answered it, murmuring softly. He looked at Beth.

      Mark? she mouthed silently.

      He nodded.

      Tell him I’ll be late.

      

      ‘Your dad.’ Beth bit into a cookie and closed her eyes momentarily in delight.

      The cookies were made by a grandma who lived close by. She delivered a fresh batch each week. The sisters had helped her out once. So long as she was alive and able, the cookies would keep coming to Columbus Avenue.

      ‘You said he borrowed money from his wife’s family. Why didn’t he go to a bank?’ she asked Patten.

      ‘He tried. They turned him down. He had no track record of business, no collateral. They saw him as high-risk. My mom’s family were relatively well off. They had the hotel chain that Ken mentioned. They didn’t approve of the marriage. They thought their daughter could do better than marry a soldier. However, she was still their daughter. They loaned him the money in the hope it would do her good. The mine didn’t cost much. The owners were desperate to sell. Cash flow wasn’t what it had once been.

      ‘When will you decide?’ He placed his cup back on the tray.

      ‘When we’re ready,’ Meghan replied blandly.

      ‘That’s another reason I want you on my case.’ Patten looked intently at the sisters.

      ‘What’s that?’

      ‘I lost my memory. I don’t remember anything that happened before that accident.’
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      Now we know why he came to us. Beth felt her sister’s glance and nodded imperceptibly.

      

      Several years back, in Wyoming, where they had been living, Beth had been held hostage at her college as a gunman had run berserk.

      Cops had stormed the building, and in the ensuing shootout, a bullet had lodged itself in her head.

      She had survived but had lost all her memory prior to the shooting. Meghan had taken care of her and had been there for her in those trying times. Her sister had helped her rebuild her life.

      

      ‘Dissociative amnesia,’ Patten roused her from her memories. ‘That’s what you have. Memory may return, or it may not. I have the same. In your case, your sister supported you. In my case, there wasn’t any close family. Farrell’s law firm helped. In fact, they were the only ones who helped.’

      ‘You’ve done your research on us,’ Beth acknowledged drily.

      Her shooting had been covered widely, but it had also been a long while ago. Only someone who was interested in them would have dug up the information.

      ‘My client didn’t become a billionaire just like that,’ Farrell didn’t hide his pride.

      ‘There are holes in your story, however,’ Beth said sharply, leaning forward, ignoring the lawyer.  ‘Earlier, you said your father took you to the tunnels, to the restricted areas. You remember the tunnel collapsing. Then you were in hospital. You say you lost your memory, but
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Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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