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  To stubborn, real and true. 
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  Author's Note


Welcome back to the Bandit Brothers World! Thank-you for returning! If you’re new here...oh hi and welcome! 
Please note, like all the books in the Bandit Brothers Series, Flame True takes place in Canada and is written in Canadian English some words might look different to you.
 If you feel that a typo escaped my beta readers, proofreader and editor, please feel free to drop me a screenshot here: raleigh@raleighdamson.com
Happy spicy reading.
 Raleigh Damson 
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1 NICK


Nick Laurent didn’t believe in the stuffy old religion of his childhood. And he didn’t have faith in much, but he did believe in technology.  
And as the son of a tech giant, the one thing he knew to be true was technology will always fail- usually when you need it most. He needed it right now. 
If only to get out of this tiny cabin before the next strong breeze blew the whole thing down.
Nick shifted in the wobbly wooden chair, pressing the earphones into his ear, trying to hear the recording. Even though he’d maxed out the volume, the people on the screen didn’t speak any louder.
The grainy images didn’t get any cleaner. The chilly wind off the Baltic Sea flowed into the cracks of the tiny cabin as he trampled down his frustration.
This wasn’t the worst job for Team Stealth he’d ever been on, but it was tedious.
After three weeks of being in the middle of nowhere, cooped up with the other guys; it was wearing on him. Plus, he hated when technology didn’t make his life easier and do what he’d programmed it to do.
Also, the tensions in the group were high. It wasn’t like the old days when Team Stealth was fresh and eager, willing to take risks and do any assignment that got them out into the field, at least not in Nick’s opinion.
Still, it was better than working for his father.
He slowed down the feed from the bug they had planted on the suspected kidnappers and tried to decipher what they were saying. But the words didn’t make sense in any language he knew, and he threw down the headphones. He rubbed his face, needing to stretch. He stood, the wooded floor creaking under his weight.
A gust of wind burst into the cabin as the door flew open, rattling the enamel coffee cup on the crowded table as Quinn Walsh entered the tiny space, stomping off the snow on his boots.
“That was a bust. Absolute waste of time. You got anything?”
“No. I can’t make shit out.” Nick said.
Quinn shook his head. “I can’t work like this.”
The door flew open again as Erik Knight marched into the tiny space.
“Hey, Nick. Any luck with the feeds?”
“Not even a little.”
Quinn spun on his heel, suddenly pinning Erik to the wall.
“How the fuck did you not cover the exit? Did you forget what recon means?”
“Fuck off,” Erik shot back. “You guys were forty-five minutes late. The exit was covered, but in case you forgot, we are thin.”
In a split second, Nick saw Quinn pull back his arm but didn’t make it in time, and he slugged Erik before Nick could separate them.
“Quinn!” Nick pulled his friend away.
“No, how the fuck could I ever forget that?” Quinn yelled.
“You insane motherfucker!” Erik grabbed his jaw.
“Waste of time.” Quinn stomped out of the cabin.
“I can’t fuckin believe that,” Nick said.
“He’s gone too far. I’m tired of his bullshit.” Erik kicked the wall, causing the door to rattle.
“Yeah, I think we are all tired of his bullshit. And this job? What’s with this job?” Nick closed the door.
“The tedium is doing my head in, this babysitting,” Erik said, wincing.
Nick grabbed a water bottle and threw it to Erik, who pressed it to his jaw.
“We have to find the kid before we can babysit,” Nick said. He returned to his laptop.
“Anything I can do?” Erik asked.
“Yeah, don’t hit him back.”
“He would have been on the floor already,” Erik said.
Nick snorted, but knew it was true.
“Why did we all agree to give him a pass?”
“Because he’s awesome. Just like you,” Nick mumbled.
Erik snorted, stretching out his long legs.
Nick slowed the feed down one more time and focused.
He sorely missed his friend and fellow Bandit Brother, Gabe Arthur.
But they’d been without Gabe since he decided Team Stealth wasn’t for him anymore and moved to support his wife in her career goals.
Nick had never noticed how Gabe was a buffer against the tension between Quinn and Erik until the former medic wasn’t there.
He rubbed at his face as he peered at the screen. He’d been looking at this same image feed for three hours.
But he couldn’t leave it because there was something here. He knew it.
A mumbled phrase uttered by one of the fishermen on the boat. If he could just slow it down, piece it together and run it through his software.
“I know. The man needs to see his wife. He shouldn’t take his shit out on you, and yeah, we need more guys.”
“Yeah. Quinn’s temper is making it hard to do the damn job.” Erik got up, marched over to the map pinned on the wall, and studied it.
“Anything?” Logan Marrock had to duck to enter the cabin, stooping almost to his knees. “We need to find this kid.”
“We know,” Erik said.
“Christ, what happened to you?” Logan clapped his hands together, snow flying everywhere.
“Quinn,” Erik spat out.
“He needs to get out of the field if he can’t keep his cool.”
It wasn’t the first time Quinn had been sidelined, and Nick wondered if this would be the last job his friend took.
There had been talk at Axis Management of making Quinn the coordinator from the ground as a new Team Stealth was put together–with younger, fresher guys.
Nick ran an audio enhancer program through the feeds, watching Logan pace in the tiny space.
“We have to find him without anyone getting hurt,” Logan said.
Nick glanced at him. “We know, Logan.”
Much of the tension from this job was remembering the last time they went to rescue the child of someone famous.
It wasn’t far from their minds, obviously.
“I think we should go farther from the village,” Logan said, looking at the map.
“Yeah, maybe try the houses along the crest of the hill here,” Erik followed a map line.
Nick tried another audio enhancer. Ignoring the images, he threw on the headphones. “Come on.”
Realizing the accent was throwing him off, he cranked the volume to the max and ran it through another program.
This program still had glitches he hadn’t worked out, but what the hell. He started the software he’d designed to reduce accents and played it again.
On his screen, a fisherman accepted a package from the guy on the motorcycle. He listened again, running the syllables through his head.
Nick thumped the table in jubilance.
“Got you, finally!” Nick pushed back his chair so hard it fell to the floor.
“What is it, Laurent?” Logan asked.
“The kid is on the boat.”
“Let’s roll,” Logan said.
His friends didn’t question him. These guys had been through a lot together, and if Nick said the kid was on the boat, they’d act now and ask questions later.
They found Quinn packing up equipment from the truck and filled him in.
Less than an hour, they had the kid.
The kid yelled and protested until they had him loaded on a plane for home.
“Save it for your father,” Logan said.
The kid crowed and stayed quiet.
Nick stared out the window, feeling kind of smug.
He’d waited for an opportunity to try out that accent-reducing software.
It was the kind of thing his father would want.
Logan squeezed Nick’s shoulder as he walked to the back of the plane, carrying a cup of hot chocolate. Nick slid out of his seat and followed him.
Logan handed the kid the cup.
“Thanks,” the surly teen mumbled.
Logan sat across from him, leaning towards him, resting his hands on his legs, all casual-like.
Nick sat next to Logan, keeping his hands on the armrests.
Across from them, Quinn stayed where he was, but Erik turned his seat, facing them.
“So, how did you find the guys?” Logan asked.
“What guys?” the ambassador’s son stared stonily at him.
“The guys you hired to abduct you.”
The kid shrugged. “It wasn’t that hard.”
Logan clapped him on the shoulder. “You’re almost nineteen, right?”
“Three more weeks.”
“Don’t do anything else, stupid. Just hold on, and then you can do whatever you want.”
“You don’t know my father.”
Nick bit the inside of his cheek, all of this being too close to home.
You had to play the cards you were dealt better, kid, he thought, but the house always wins.
He knew his cards were going to be called soon.
He ignored the future that was calling and slept on the plane.
At the airport, they disembarked, the portly ambassador standing next to a black range rover. “Thanks for bringing him back.”
He shook each of their hands, lingering on Nick’s a little too long.
“Thanks for nothing,” the son said.
As he watched him drive away in his, Nick felt a smudge of sympathy for him. Sometimes, you didn’t want to play those cards.
“Come on, guys, let’s roll. I need a hot shower” Logan opened the door of the car Xander Montague had sent for them.
“I need my wife” Quinn slipped into the seat next to Logan.
“I can’t wait to find some pussy.” Nick slid into the comfy seat across from Quinn and Logan.
Erik slammed the door shut, and the trip back was silent, the four of them lost in their thoughts. Nick wondered how long the Bandit Brothers would be part of Team Stealth and Axis Management.
They’d had a good run, and working for Xander was like winning the lottery.
Outside the black and steel building, Quinn touched Erik’s arm. “Hey. I’m sorry. I’m an asshole.”
“Yeah, we know,” Erik said.
“I don’t know. That job wasn’t good for me.” Quinn ran a hand through his dark hair.
“Stay home with your wife next time,” Erik said as he placed his thumb on the biometric reader. The doors clicked open.
“Maybe we all should,” Nick said.
“Something you want to tell us?” Logan grinned.
“It’s nothing,” Nick said.
But as they met their formidable boss and debriefed, he couldn’t dislodge the tension he brought back from that tiny cabin.
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2 NICK


In the elegant ‘morning after room’ of Club Bandit, Nick stripped the sheets and soft coverlet off the large bed and threw them in the laundry basket. He packed his rolling suitcase that served as his toy bag and did a double take to ensure it was tidy. 
Having these rooms as an option for quieter scenes or a quickie was awesome because he never brought women home with him.
The bathroom door opened, and the sub he played with, Sabrina? Monica? Strode over to him, her red high heels showing off long legs, her hair perfectly brushed back.
 “Thank you for the play tonight, Sir. I think I’ll have marks.” She kissed him.
“My pleasure, ma bébé.”
She laced her fingers in his, her eyes wide.
“Do you need a ride home? I can call you a cab?”
Her face fluttered with disappointment, then she shook her head. “No, I’m okay to drive home. It was a fun scene, thank you.”
“You’re most welcome.” Nick led her to the door and kissed her cheek chastely. She smiled and held the door open.
The sounds of Club Bandit, laughter, a scream of delight, and the low bass pumping out of the speakers filtered down the hallway.
He needed tonight’s play.
Still unsettled from that last job with Team Stealth, he hit Club Bandit as soon as he caught up on sleep. He’d played with this submissive before, so he’d made a beeline for her when he saw her in the club.
She gave him precisely what he wanted tonight: no expectations or commitments, and he lost himself in the scene as he tied her to a cross and gave her a good flogging before taking her back to the room.
It was fine. The play, the sex, all fine.
It served the purpose of letting his brain turn off for a few hours.
The woman smiled at him again, gave a little wave and walked down the hallway, passing a Dom with a sub on a leash coming out from one of the theme rooms.
Nick watched to ensure she had exited the building because that was what he thought he should do.
The gentlemanly thing would be to actually escort the woman to her car.
Closing the door, Nick sighed. His phone buzzed on the nightstand table, and he ignored it.
He washed his hands and face with cold water in the bathroom.
Picking up his toy bag, he slipped on his shoes and went down the hallway into the main gold-textured space that was Club Bandit, making a beeline for the bar. The place was jammed with people, the background music drowned out by the crowd’s murmurs, the occasional sigh of pleasure, the sharp inhale of pain and the whistling of leather through the air.
Standing at the side of the bar, Nick glanced to the stage where Zee, the owner of the Club Bandit, was doing some kind of demo with his submissive, Ella. From this angle, it was hard to see what was happening in the play spaces through the crowd. The seating area was packed where lots of subs were kneeling on cushions or being used as footstools, Doms talking to each other, and some pairs cozying up on the small intimate couches.
Taking it all in made him long for an intimacy he usually ran from.
“Hey, Erik. You bartending now?” Nick leaned against the honey-coloured bar.
Ever since the founding members voted to open the club up occasionally to the public, there was no alcohol in Club Bandit, but it was stacked with snacks, every flavour of coffee pod, teas, and sports drinks.
“Nah, just stepped out from the back. Didn’t I see you with Karina?” Erik raised an eyebrow, the bruise Quinn left him with still fresh and visible along his jaw.
“So that’s her name,” Nick grinned. “You know me. Pick them up and leave them as fast as I find them.”
Erik shook his head. “You’re kidding yourself. You want a permanent sub.”
“Yeah? What gives you that impression?” Nick raised his eyebrow. Erik wasn’t usually so wordy.
“How quick you race through your scenes, as if you’re afraid the girl will stay. Its obvious commitment scares you because you want it so much.”
“Maybe I just like the sex,” Nick grinned.
Erik rolled his eyes, rapping the bar with his knuckles. “Sure, keep lying to yourself.”
“Like you should be lecturing me about commitment?”
Erik had one serious long-term relationship that ended before they signed on with Axis Management. And there was a sister of a friend he dated last summer, but since then Nick hadn’t seen him with anyone. He spent his time at Club Bandit behind the scenes, helping Zee with security.
Erik’s smile softened the hard angle of his face, almost making him look friendly.
“No lectures, merely observations. Have fun. I’m out of here.”
“All right, man, see you.”
Erik gave him a salute and took off, making his way through the crowd.
“Give me one of those sports drinks,” Nick said to Victor when the bartender was free.
“You got it.” Victor winked at him.
Nick took his drink to a side table, where he could view the public play stations. A sub was tied up in one, and her Dom worked her over with an electro wand. In another station, a male sub was caged, being teased with a feather duster. Across from him, a Dom was feeding his sub with the palm of his hand, the devotion clear in the girl’s eyes.
Nick sighed.
Okay, so maybe…no, he shook off the thought.
Erik was mistaken. He didn’t need attachments.
He liked kink and sex, and that was as far as it went for him.
But just like with his job, he was starting to feel bored with the playboy lifestyle.
He didn’t want a girlfriend, though, and definitely not someone his family would approve of, someone who would look pretty on his arm and smile for the camera.
He finished his drink, exited the club the back way, and ran into Karina.
“You came back?” He took her hand in his.
She held up her purse. “I left my purse in the room.”
Nick grabbed her arm before he could stop himself. Her breasts were clad in a low-cut sparkly top, and her dark hair and wide brown eyes were lined perfectly with a swash of blue. She really was lovely.
“Thanks again for tonight.”
“Yeah, it was fun” she pulled her arm away and headed for the exit.
“Hey, Karina?” Nick said.
“You remember my name?” Her perfectly arched eyebrows rose to her hairline.
“Of course. Do you want to go back to my place?”
Her smile lit up the room. “Sure.”
Nick slipped his hands in hers, escorting her to her car. What the hell was wrong with him? He never brought women home with him. Maybe Erik’s words were getting in his head, or he was just trying to break from the tedium he felt. Nick didn’t care.
There was nothing wrong with spending a few hours with a willing submissive.
Even if it didn’t feel like it was on his usual terms.
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3 MULBERRY


“Cut! Take five,” the director called. 
The waiting beehive of the crew swarmed onto the set, rearranging the props.
The actors shuttled off for make-up touches and water breaks.
Mulberry shifted from where she was sitting on a concrete barrier, just behind the perimeter of the small town set-up, watching the frenzy.
Her mom glanced at her, giving her the thumbs-up sign, the sunlight catching the red in her hair.
Mulberry grinned, returning the sign, but sighed.
Her mom hadn’t wanted her to come, but this was Grace Stevens’s return to T.V. Drama, and Mulberry loved Vancouver. She didn’t want to be left behind this time.
Her mom loved it too, and when she found out the series was filming here, she wanted to buy a house, but they didn’t want the media to know. So Aunt Cassie helped her mom buy the house, and they’ve lived there ever since.
Mulberry loved living with her aunt and mom and the house in Tsawwassen. She had ocean views from her bedroom window. They needed to find their own sanctuary after what had happened. Even though it was far from L.A., she loved the quiet and the solitude the new home gave her.
Since the kidnapping- Mulberry swallowed hard thinking about it-her mom had been super protective of her.
Her mom only took one role in a movie before this series, and Mulberry knew it was because of her, because of what happened.
When her mom signed on for this family drama series, she had to come out to watch her film because her mom had always supported her.
And it felt like a big deal, her mom’s return to work.
Not that she planned on showing up on set every day.
Being around crowds spiked her anxiety, and she loved their new house and was content to spend her days in the peaceful setting they’d made, painting and helping her aunt with her pottery business. It felt like she was finally putting the pieces back together. She’d even started looking at college courses for the next semester.
Cool hands covered her eyes. Mulberry stiffened, her heart in her throat.
“Guess who!” A high pitch voice rang out that she’d know anywhere.
“Emma Pierce.” Mulberry removed her best friend’s hands from her eyes.
Emma grinned, showing perfectly straight and white teeth, flipping her long straight black bangs out of her eyes.
“Want to go to the trailer for privacy?” Emma tugged on her arm.
“Okay, fine I’m cold.” Mulberry pulled her sweater tighter over her shoulders.
Ever since she’d been taken, she seemed to get cold quickly, the constant fear she lived with making her skin shiver at the slightest temperature change.
“Come on!” Emma touched her shoulder. “You know they’re not going to stop after this break until the evening, and your mom knows where you are.”
Mulberry looked across the set to see Grace talking to one of the assistants. Mulberry waved, catching her attention, then pointed at Emma. Her mom nodded enthusiastically and held up her phone.
Mulberry groaned but took out her phone. Going to the trailer with Emma, she texted.
“Okay fine,” Mulberry said.
“Yes!” Emma grabbed her hand, pulling her up and giggling. Mulberry ran through the lot to the row of trailers. Emma pulled open the door of her dad’s, ushering Mulberry inside.
“Good. Nice to be alone. Want some weed?” Emma flopped down on a couch.
“You’re awful. No thanks.”
“You’re always so boring” Emma stuck her tongue out at her.
Mulberry blushed; if only her friend knew her secrets.
“I thought you wouldn’t make it with all the studying I hear you complain about. Talk about boring,” Mulberry said.
“Dad wants me to read on set for a background role. I only agreed because it’s your mom.”
“She is persuasive that way.” Mulberry grinned. She loved her mama, but the woman got her way.
“And you’re one to talk. Nice of you to show up and let me know.”
Mulberry shook her head. “Sorry, I wasn’t sure I was going to come. I was going to invite you to the new house. But I’m glad I came. Mom’s excited about this show.”
“Yes, it’s good that you two have put behind what happened,” Emma leaned in. “You have put behind what happened? Are you still seeing a therapist?”
“Emma, save it for your patients,” Mulberry smiled. “But yes, I am, and I think mom had a harder time getting over it.”
“Yeah, you never expect your daughter to get kidnapped.” Emma rolled her eyes.
“I’m surprised that you left behind Harrison,” Mulberry said.
“I don’t think things will work out for us.” Emma shuffled papers on her dad’s desk, flipping through a pile of S.D. cards. “What about you? Are you seeing anyone?”
Mulberry blushed, pacing the small hallway of the trailer. No, it’d be inaccurate to claim she was seeing someone.
“Nope, nobody for me. You should visit me. Spend a few days with mom and me. Our new house is awesome.”
“Yeah? Let’s see the pics.” Emma knocked over an award statue, pencils, and receipts on her dad’s desk. Mulberry helped her pick them back up, pausing on a photo of her and Emma when they were about twelve.
She had known Emma and her father, Sheldon, since she and Emma were five, and her mom and Sheldon co-starred together in a handful of movies. Sheldon Pierce had even dated her mother for a while. She and Emma used to pretend to be real-life sisters.
“I’m so klutzy,” Emma said, putting the last S.D. card in a pile.
“As usual. Here.” Mulberry took her phone out of her pocket, swiping to show her the pictures of their two-story-wide house overlooking the ocean.
“So dreamy,” Emma smiled.
“It is. Peaceful and quiet.”
And she felt safe here, away from the Hollywood media and the constant traffic of L.A.
“A little boring for me,” Emma smiled.
“A good place to study,” Mulberry countered with a laugh. “You are still going to be a psychologist?”
“Of course. I just need to not be an actor.” Emma sighed. Her father wanted her to be an actor more than anything, so Emma always felt compelled to take on roles, even though she didn’t really want to act.
“How’s your dad?”
Mulberry shrugged. “Good. Saw him two weeks ago. He and Stewart make me sick. They’re so lovey-dovey together.”
“It’s cute, though, and you love it.”
“Yeah, I do,” Mulberry laughed. “Come over tomorrow night?”
“To see the dream house? Yeah, that sounds great,” Emma grinned.
A sharp knock on the door made Mulberry jump.
She couldn’t help it.
Another side effect of the kidnapping was that she jumped at every noise, many of which sent her on the cusp of a panic attack.
Emma reached out and squeezed her hand. “It’s okay.”
“I know,” Mulberry smiled.
“What?” Emma called.
The big frame of Dylan O’Reilly, Emma’s dad’s assistant, stuck his head in, frowning.
The man had always creeped her out.
“They’re looking for you. What are you two doing in this trailer?”
“We’re hanging out, obviously,” Emma said.
“Get on set now. Hi Mulberry.” Dylan’s stern expression softened as he looked at her, making her feel queasy.
He had only looked at her like that since she got taken, and she hated that people treated her differently.
“Hey, Dylan,” she returned.
“Fine. I’m doing it to prove that he can’t make an actor out of me.”
“You haven’t won that argument yet,” Mulberry said.
Emma squeezed her shoulder as she walked by. “Coming? You can watch me make a fool of myself, too.”
“I need the washroom.”
“Okay, and there’s candy above the sink! Grab it.”
Dylan stared at her, his brown eyes menacing.
“Like I’m going to rob the place, Dylan?” She raised an eyebrow at him.
“See that you don’t. Stay away from the desk.” He huffed, but followed Emma out of the trailer.
Mulberry put her head in her hands. Silence, blessed silence.
After a moment, when her pulse returned to normal, she crossed the room into the small kitchenette and reached above the sink for Emma’s favourite candy, Swedish berries. Mulberry smiled. Some things didn’t change.
Small comfort, because after she was kidnapped, everything changed.
She frowned, walking by the desk again. Emma’s dad was always super organized and hated things out of place.
She grinned, thinking a prank for old times’ sake would be funny, and swept an award statue into her purse.
The door opened again. Dylan sneered at her.
“What took you so long?”
“I thought you were with Emma?”
“She’s with your mom. Were you snooping?”
“Dylan, get a grip,” Mulberry said.
Across the aisle, the door of the opposite trailer opened, and the current fan favourite and one of T.V.’s most loved actors, Patrick Mensi, opened the door.
“Hey, Mulberry! I saw you watching. It’s good to have your mom on set.”
“Yes, she loves acting beside you,” Mulberry flushed at the words, feeling as if she had betrayed a secret of her mom’s.
She wanted her mom to date, and it had been a while.
Patrick smiled. “The feeling is mutual. Can I walk you back? If Mr. Scary and Scrawly doesn’t mind.”
“He’s not with me,” Mulberry said, accepting Patrick’s arm. She stuck her tongue out at Dylan and walked side by side with Patrick.
Yes, some things never changed. At the end of the day, she was just Grace Stevens’ bratty daughter, who had that whole unpleasant kidnapping thing happen to her.
Mulberry sighed.
Someday she’d show them differently.
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4 NICK


Nick swore softly as the knocking on his door continued, a steadying rapt, rapt, rapt. Running a hand over his face, he fumbled for his glasses, but couldn’t find them in the clutter on his nightstand. 
“One minute!” Nick threw on a pair of jeans, wincing as he flipped on the light in the living room.
He had gone a little wild at Club Bandit last night, and his body protested the intrusion to sleep.
Seeing the small black leather purse on his counter sent a wave of dread through him.
Damn, he used to have a policy of not taking the women he played with at the club home, but ever since bringing Karina home, he’d gone from one distraction to the next.
Another purse was strung over a chair. It’s a wonder, Megan…Marcy…whatever their names, could sleep through the racket at the door with the other one, Wendy? Winnie?
Nick checked the security the old-fashioned way.
He looked through his peephole.
And groaned.
Standing outside his door, all five foot two of her, was his sister Colette.
He wasn’t in the mood.
“Go away!” He called.
“Nicky, stop it. Let me in.” The high pitch of her voice was too much to take at the moment.
He unlocked the door, and his sister, in a puff of fruity perfume with her long blonde hair to her waist, brushed past him.
“Nice to see you.”
“Hey, you know mornings aren’t my thing.” Nick closed the door.
In the kitchen, he threw a pod into his coffee maker.
“What brings you to the neighbourhood?”
Colette snorted as if one of the wealthiest square footage in the nation was offensive to her.
“To come to see you. Why else would I be here?” Using the handle of a spoon, Collette moved a bra off the back of a chair. “Nice digs. Dad sure spoiled you.”
“It’s okay,” Nick shrugged, as if the three-bedroom penthouse with views of the North Shore were only tolerable. “He had this condo just sitting empty.”
“It’s cute that you think that.” Colette placed a hand on his chest.
“You saw me. You can tell the parents I’m well. Now, go.”
“Okay, Nicky, good to see you.” Collette stood on her toes and kissed his cheek. “But you might want to kick whatever girl is in your room out before Maman comes,” Colette flicked her wrist, dramatically glancing at her gold-encrusted diamond Cartier watch. “In about five minutes. She’s trying to find parking.”
“Câlisse, Colette!”
Colette smiled, pleased with herself.
Nick gathered up all the clothing in his high vaulted ceiling living room, the two purses, and, in his bedroom, flung open the curtains. He shook the blonde woman and then the brunette.
“Up girls, it’s been fun, but you must leave now, sorry.” The brunette, whose name was an M, scowled at him.
“You insisted on taking us back to your place.”
“Yes, I did. And you said yes.” Nick grabbed her wrist, pulling her close to his body. She flinched her wrist out of his grip.
“Whatever. I’m out of here. Come on, Winona, let’s go.”
“I’ll come back anytime,” the blonde Winona said, rubbing herself against Nick.
“Let’s get out of here” the other woman tossed clothing at her friend, and Nick breathed a sigh of relief as they got dressed without further protest.
“Yes, see you again,” Nick said to them at the door.
“You are a busy man, aren’t you?” Winona batted her eyes at him, looking at him from his sister.
Nick felt bile in his stomach.
“That’s right. Bye, girls,” he called.
They giggled and waved bye, and Nick turned to his sister, who raised a cool eyebrow at him.
“Very, very busy. You know, Maman will say it’s time to settle down.”
“And you know, I am going to say, no, it isn’t,” Nick said.
Collette shook her head. “You can’t escape the family, Nicky. No matter what game you’ve played.”
Nick poured his coffee.
This playboy lifestyle was getting a little irritating.
But his policy had always been no dating, no long-term commitments.
He didn’t want women to come for him because of who his family was.
He tried to duck his family’s fame and name for years. But since being out of the army, it had been more challenging to fend them off.
He had joined Laurent Industries as a part-time consultant. He knew what was going on and what products they were launching. He thought that was a good compromise.
“And how is that husband of yours?”
“Phil and I are fine,” Colette said, her expression tight.
“Are you sure you want to be married to an investment broker?”
“His family is rich. So is ours. We belong together.”
Nick shook his head. He couldn’t tell if his sister was joking or not.
He suspected she was, and she’d bide her time in the marriage she found tolerable for long enough to seal whatever deal their father wanted her to close.
It was barbaric and archaic, but that was the Laurent way.
Three sharp knocks rang out, and Nick hurried to the door.
“Hello, Maman.” he kissed both her cheeks.
Livia Laurent’s high heels clicked on the hardwood floors as she took in the mess of the condo. She made a face. “Really, Nick, you could at least call the cleaning service. Did you forget to put on a shirt?” His Maman pressed her lips together in silent judgment.
“One moment.” Nick did the inhale/exhale thing as he took a shirt from his bedroom closet and threw it on.
“Better,” his mother said. She sat down on a stool at his island, glancing around.
In a pale pink skirt suit, with her chestnut hair in a bun, her face barely lined, she looked like the successful businesswoman that had graced the cover of Women’s Day International last year.
The truth of Laurent Industries was though his father Henri may be the face of the company, the guy who got lucky and loved messing with computers. 
His mother was the one with the sharp business intellect that made it a household name.
“Have you been working?” His mother reached over, closing his laptop lid.
“Yep, I’m running some new software.” The accent-reducing program he hadn’t decided on if he was going to show to Henri yet.
“Amazingly, you won’t work for your father, but you’ll play with the toys.”
“I duck into our satellite office once a week, Maman. What brings you by?”
His mom and sister exchanged glances, the smirk on his sister’s face raising all kinds of alarms. Nick searched for his glasses on the crowded counter.
“I guess you haven’t seen the news.”
His mother gave him a sly smile and glanced at his sister. Nick squirmed in his seat; those secretive looks never met anything good.
“I’ve been busy this week. What? Did Henri’s stocks tank or something?”
Colette and his mother stared at him as if he had grown three heads.
“Qu’est-ce que tu fais dans tes temps libres, Nick?” His mother asked. “You are a master of wasting it.”
“I do lots in my spare time. I volunteer at the dog sanctuary, teach software classes, and keep busy with the Satellite office. Why?”
“How often do you go into the office?” His mother raised her perfectly groomed eyebrows.
“Okay, tell me what’s up.”
“You’re an idiot.” Colette held out the sleek, super light, newest mode of Laurent Industries smartphone to him.
Nick pressed play on a news clip as his mother handed him his glasses from the table.
On-screen, behind a news desk of the ‘business report,’ a woman in a blazer stared at the camera. “Laurent Industries has announced that they are moving most of their operation from Quebec to Vancouver, having closed a deal on the old Allister Furnishings building in the downtown business sector.”
Nick’s stomach lurched as he watched the clip.
“The move puts Laurent Industries less than a block away from the Axis Management building. We reached out to Ares Montague for comment.”
Nick bit his lip as his co-boss appeared on the screen, smiling with his curly blond hair perfectly smoothed down, despite the wind whipping in the background.
“It’s great for the city, it’s great for us, and we look forward to working with Laurent Industries in the future.” Ares flashed his pearly whites at the reporter.
Nick stared at the screen, then looked at his mother.
“There is no way this is real,” Nick said. “Dad wouldn’t leave Montreal.”
“He’s not leaving it, but he wants to be here. Axis Management is turning out great products, and dad wants first digs. He thinks being here will create more of a partnership.”
Nick closed his eyes. This couldn’t be happening.
Laurent Industries made everything from tablets to smartphones and had the software. Axis Management created cutting-edge technology that improved the hardware, like the non-breakable glass designed for smartphones and tablets they were working on.
Axis Management also took on government contracts, had investments in solar energy and airplane technology and, oh yeah, ran the secret operative team he was a member of.
The job of Team Stealth was to go in and get out.
Whether it was rescuing an artifact or rescuing the daughter of an actor, Team Stealth didn’t exist. Which is why he couldn’t tell his sister and mother what he did.
“And you say you are a consultant,” Colette tsked.
“I haven’t been by in a couple of weeks or checked my email,” Nick grinned.
His mother sighed. “What am I going to do with you?”
“Nicky, it’s time to put your big boy pants on. There’s an opening Gala next weekend, and you need to come with a date. And you need to vote at the general meeting.”
“No, I’ve abstained for years,” Nick said. Because if he didn’t, he’d vote against his father.
“Can’t get out of it, Nicky,” Colette grinned coolly at him. “All members must vote, no exception unless you want mom to lose her seat at the table.”
“How does that work?” The tension in his neck throbbed.
“Your father





OEBPS/cover.jpeg





OEBPS/images/403bb78e-db61-404a-b774-54f028fdb031.png







