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Hamish MacGregor gave a silent whistle. The images he’d seen of Carmen Vella hadn’t done her justice: professional websites, her niece’s social feed—Carmen was often in the background. Good enough for recognition, although the unskilled snap-and-upload photography was exposed the moment Hamish spotted the flesh-and-blood woman through the customs gates at Luqa, Malta International Airport.

Her hair matched the Insta pics, thick and blue-black, while the gamin cut framed distinctive facial features. Her sculpted cheekbones were balanced by a softly rounded chin, a slightly too-wide mouth, and a straight nose. From close study, he knew her eyes were ebony, not black—the subtle browns and greens had held his attention longer than strictly necessary for identification purposes.

Every single image had missed the energy emanating in waves from the woman walking towards him. He’d want her passion on his side in a fight. Maybe that explained why her father had despatched her from Australia rather than come himself.

She was also gorgeous—impossible to ignore. Her purposeful stride emphasised the vitality contained in her compact body. Her skin tone was a warm olive, a reminder of her family’s Mediterranean origins. She wore a loose tomato-red sweater and tailored, straight, dark trousers atop short leather boots, but the sense of lush curves had him sucking in a breath.

The air around her snapped with electricity.

Ms. Carmen Vella was making a dramatic entrance, if you equated drama with stealing one’s breath. Her head lifted to scan her surroundings, and her rich, dark gaze collided with his.

Desire was immediate—the kind he hadn’t experienced since he was an adolescent, when hormones regularly swamped more cerebral considerations. Any considerations, if I’m honest.

His reaction rocked him. Mindless lust was a relic of his adolescence, along with his drum kit. He valued women, loved his mother and sisters and respected the women who worked for him. It took more than an attractive package to trigger his libido.

Why Carmen Vella?

The kicker was the secrets clouding her eyes in those images he’d studied. They’d stuck in his mind. He understood defencelessness. His success as a domestic violence and child protection advocate depended on it. This woman wasn’t defenceless, but the disconnect between the vulnerability in her eyes in the photos and the self-possession in every line of the elegant Ms. Vella tugged at him. She cleared the final exit, her journey from Sydney, Australia, to Valletta, Malta, complete.

“Carmen Vella?” He closed the last few metres between them.

Her head turned, her body stilled, her expression unreadable. “You work for my father?”

Question or accusation? He held his palms up in a gesture of goodwill. “I work for myself. I was in Malta on other business, but I’ve agreed to stay a few days longer to assist you and your family search for your niece.”

“I haven’t asked for your assistance.” Her voice was deep and low, the soft cadence at odds with the wariness he read in her stare. He hadn’t expected suspicion.

“Your father ...” he started.

“I’m here independently of my father.” She placed careful emphasis on each word.

“Carm—I mean, Ms. Vella.”

“Only my father calls me Carmen.”

“Miranda, we’re blocking the exit.” There was a time when saying Carmen instantly sparked the response Miranda—at least in his house, where his grandfather had been hooked on old movies. “Let’s get out of everyone’s way.” He raised his voice enough to explain to a casual onlooker why he’d reached for her suitcase.

“Miranda!” She held tightly to her bag. Her scent, a little peppery, was proving a more reliable clue to the woman than the short bio he’d uncovered in his limited research. “Seriously? Carmen Miranda? A 1940s Hollywood star. What century are you from?”

“Give me an alternative.”

“Who are you?” she demanded. He was close enough to be singed by the sparks flying off her.

“Hamish MacGregor. I’m an Australian lawyer, specialising in the illegal movement of minors across international borders.” He extracted his passport from his jacket pocket and passed it to her. “As I said, I’m in Malta on other business and agreed to provide some assistance.”

“To Papa?” She scanned his passport, a slight tremble in her hand.

“Aren’t you both pursuing the same objective?”

“I’m not sure of his objective.”

Hamish was also close enough to glimpse the weariness he’d missed at first glance. The turbulence in her beautiful eyes testified to an internal battle. He was impressed when self-control trumped tiredness and anxiety about her missing niece.

“Sorry, I wasn’t expecting Papa to contact me so soon.”

“But you were expecting contact.” Hamish’s instructions from Sydney had been explicit.

“Giovanni Vella is my father. I love him. We share a big house with my niece and Papa’s sister. There’s always contact.” She dimpled through her exhaustion, her smile devastating in its charm. Her response was a succinct summary but not quite the truth. Giovanni Vella might be the devil or a saint for all the inflection in her voice, and Hamish was no clearer on whether she’d cooperate in his search. “Tell me what Papa’s asked you to do.”

“Apart from working with you?” he asked. A frown marred her smooth brow, giving Hamish a clue. “You really weren’t expecting me? Here? Now?”

“Not so soon. But here you are.”

“How about I buy you a coffee, talk about what we each expected?” Hamish binned all the assumptions he’d made so far.

She nodded.

He took charge of her suitcase and headed out of the stream of people towards a nearby café.

The ra-ta-tat of her heels hitting the marble tiles of the concourse close behind beat out a message clearer than Morse code, even before she spoke. “I’m agreeing to a conversation. That’s all.”

* * *
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LELA FOLLOWED HIM, her reactions slowed more by the memory of the searing heat in his jade green eyes when they’d first met hers than by jet lag. A heat fierce enough to spark flames. Relaxing shoulder and neck muscles bunched tight by his shocking scrutiny required conscious effort. She’d never experienced such raw need in a gaze, and the speed with which he’d dropped his ridiculously long lashes to hide his thoughts told her his reaction disturbed him as much as her.

She could almost believe she’d imagined it. An intensity at odds with the firm, dry touch of his hand when he’d taken charge of her luggage. She still hadn’t explained her name—Carmen Lela Vella—but she’d used Lela since she was eleven years old. Calling her Carmen made him her father’s man. His joke about Carmen Miranda—an actress who’d died decades ago—made him sound more boomer than the mid-thirties he looked. Would he have the slightest clue how to relate to teenage runaways?

Sophie’s run away.

Approximately two and a half days, fifty-seven hours ago—Lela had lost track of minutes—, her motherless niece had run from their home in Sydney to Malta. Without warning. Except Papa had checked Sophie’s bank statement and discovered the flight. Papa was within his rights as Sophie’s guardian, but how had he known to look on the very day Sophie disappeared? He’d checked on Sophie’s boyfriend’s whereabouts too.

Finding Hamish MacGregor waiting added to Lela’s sense of being disconnected from reality.

She’d taken the first available flight out of Sydney. On the first leg of the journey, she’d focused on actions to keep the fear at bay, making lists of everything she needed to do. Then she’d used the brief stopover to call in favours and get the name of an agency that might help her in Malta.

With her plans made, the final leg had been filled with apologetic emails to her office and fruitless what-ifs about why Sophie hadn’t confided in her, why Sophie had run away with a boyfriend of a few months, leaving no explanation. Pregnant? Lela’s heart simply stopped whenever her mind strayed in that direction.

Papa had said he’d hire investigators. Lela had asked him to wait, so she hadn’t anticipated this booby trap.

Hamish MacGregor—Why does your name seem familiar?

She’d pleaded for forty-eight hours to manage her own search. A significant number considering Sophie had disappeared for forty-eight hours nearly six years ago. Papa’s investigator then had had few scruples and zero understanding of the sensitivities of an eleven-year-old girl. 

But like then, Papa wasn’t giving her a moment alone in Malta. Why? Another question to add to her list.

Lela had one priority: find her niece and discover why she’d run.

Her father’s emissary placed coffees and a few sachets of sugar on the table. “I thought you’d be gone.” His presence was a brutal setback, but it didn’t excuse her behaving like a bad-tempered shrew. While she mistrusted his intent, it didn’t pay to alienate him. He might even be useful to her.

Just not tonight.

“I said I’d wait.” Keeping her word was a non-negotiable legacy from her mother, earning her both friends and enemies. “Thank you.” She picked up the cup and took a sip. A quick coffee, a few questions, then a blessed escape to her hotel. “That helps.” Silence, a comfortable bed, with a few hours sleep, if she was lucky, and she’d face whatever MacGregor and Papa had to throw at her.

“How long have you been on the move?” He ripped the top of a sugar sachet open and upended it into his coffee.

“About thirty hours with stopovers. The deviation to Cyprus was a surprise.”

He considered her, slowly stirring his coffee, then apparently came to a decision. “Why don’t you let me take you to the hotel, and we can talk after you’ve had a few hours’ rest?” He had to be joking.

“I’m jet-lagged, not stupid. I know damn all about you. I don’t know exactly what you’re doing here, where your hotel is, and to be perfectly frank, now that the caffeine is helping me think a little more clearly, I don’t want to know.” She started to rise. “Thanks for the coffee.”

“I’ve told you my name. The work I do.”

“Illegal movement of minors across borders?”

“That’s one of my areas of expertise.” His composure added to her unease, making her pause in the act of reaching for her bag. “Google me, if you want details.”

“I will.” Lela tried to disguise her anxiety with the sharp response. What did Papa tell you? What isn’t Papa telling me?

Dog-tired, she couldn’t recall the elusive memory hearing his name triggered. Giovanni Vella’s narrow-minded view of the proper role and place of women in his family coupled with his wealth and power were an unhealthy mix. Using his influence to get his way was commonplace. Unleashing a fancy lawyer before they had any facts hit a new low, tantamount to Papa declaring his intention to impose his will on her and Sophie.

“I’ve been employed to find Sophia Vella.”

“Sophie, her name is Sophie.” The name Lela’s sister, Mari, had listed on her daughter’s birth certificate. Damn Papa’s pig-headedness.

Hamish inclined his head, acknowledging the correction. “Why are you here?”

“Have you found her?” she asked, with the beginnings of relief. Maybe that’s why MacGregor was at the airport?

“Not yet. I accepted the job late this afternoon.”

“Then we’re starting from the same place.” She summoned a polite smile. She couldn’t afford to trust him until she understood why Sophie had taken off, along with Papa’s role in her departure. Last week Lela had refused to support Sophie’s wish to go to a house party with her boyfriend. It wasn’t their first disagreement about boundaries, and Sophie had seemed to accept Lela’s decision.

“I’ve worked in Malta before. I have extensive contacts who’ll find her quickly and without fuss.”

“What sort of contacts?” Lela had her own, but if he knew people who’d make the search easier, she’d be a fool to ignore them ... and him.

“An experienced investigator I’ve used in the past.” His implied leadership role was a forceful reminder he was her father’s creature.

“What’s he—I’m assuming your contact is a he—doing for you?”

“My investigator is a man, Ms. Vella.” He acknowledged her snap of frustration. “Although I don’t see the relevance of his gender. You’re welcome to join me tomorrow morning when I brief him.”

“I don’t have a problem with men, Mr. MacGregor. I’ve noticed a lot of them have a particular world view, approach problems in particular ways.” Sniping at Papa’s hired help was uncharted territory for Lela, empirical evidence that sleep deprivation muddled your reasoning.

“That sounds like an insult,” he quipped.

“I find a diversity of views delivers better results.” How did I allow myself to be drawn into this ridiculous conversation?

“Letting prejudice or ego overrule common sense won’t find your niece.”

Damn him for being right.

“You know nothing about me.”

“Same goes.” The challenge in his level voice slowed her down.

Papa favoured the quick hit of adrenalin that came from winning a fight, rather than taking the time to compromise. She’d vowed to be different, a vow lost in the jet stream, to be replaced by anxiety and exhaustion. Right now, a kindergartener stood a better chance of winning a debate with this enigmatic stranger than she did. Making decisions when her brain wasn’t functioning would only make matters worse.

“I’ll think about your offer to meet your investigator.” Just go away now.

“Your father has reserved a room for you at the Grand Excelsior Hotel for a week.”

Lela sank back onto the chair. Her last-minute search for hotels had thrown up the Grand Excelsior. Decadent luxury and 180-degree water views were beyond the budget of teenage runaways, so Lela hadn’t considered the hotel useful in her search for Sophie and her boyfriend. Now Papa had dealt it in.

Dealt them and MacGregor in.

“Your hotel?”

“I use it when I’m here,” he agreed.

Papa’s obsession with control would dictate that she be under the eye of his hatchet man. Or, another possibility popped into her head, and she knew she’d guessed right. Papa expected her to dutifully fall in with his plans, to accept his assessment of his granddaughter’s best interest and to help the lawyer.

Not this time.

There were no answers to be found in the preposterous shamrock green of MacGregor’s bland gaze. The colour alone bewitched, the intelligence and patience adding to his power. Men were not supposed to have green eyes, not unless they came from Iceland. And she was in a bad way when a trivial fact could pop into her mind, while she struggled to form whole sentences.

“International lawyers and five-star hotels. He is pulling out all stops,” she said.

“It must be love.” He raised an eyebrow, seeking information.

“Or one definition of it.”

“A bribe so you’ll work with me?” He frowned as if considering the idea.

It wouldn’t pay to underestimate the hired help’s perceptiveness.

Hamish McGregor messed with her mind. His red-clay hair and few errant freckles were a touch too ordinary to merit the term handsome. His rock-hard determined jaw gave him a rugged look, and she’d guess persistence rather than stubbornness provided its strength. The kink in his nose suggested he’d been on the losing end of a fight at some point in his career, whereas his broad shoulders and easy carriage made the statement he could defend himself. Not cocky—self-assured—marking another change from Papa’s usual selection of goons.

“Why would Papa need to bribe me?” Lela pretended to be puzzled. Emotional blackmail was Papa’s preferred strategy.

His mouth curved into a warm smile, softening the angles of his face. His eyes crinkled with humour at her question, fascinating lines fanning out from the corners to distract her. Such unusual eyes, with impossibly long lashes, which he used more effectively than a geisha’s fan to signal advance and retreat, to tempt sense and sensibility.

His smile, those eyes, his sheer persistence were stuck on a loop in her head.

“Give me time,” he said, “and I’ll work that out. I’d like to make a move. Do you want a lift?”

“You’re like one of those all-terrain vehicles, relentlessly rolling over mountains and down ravines.” Lela picked up her cup, remembered it was empty, and set it down. “I need a minute to think.”

“While you’re a pushover,” he muttered, lifting his gaze to the roof. “Take all the time you need.”

MacGregor’s confidence that he’d get his way was a minor irritation. Papa’s reaction if she accepted his hospitality was the larger consideration. The money she’d save by staying at Papa’s expense, rather than her own, was enough to pay for a youth worker at the foundation she part-funded for a week. Papa knows how to target his incentives.

Bankrolling her was also a sign he’d pit his resources against Lela’s. No contest there; his resources were greater, and she didn’t need his offer to bankroll her to understand the risks. Accepting the offer of accommodation wasn’t surrender, although Papa might read it as that, giving her a short-term advantage. With Papa, you took any advantage on offer.

“Stalemate,” she murmured, more to herself than the man opposite. “I’ll accept your offer of a lift after all, Mr. MacGregor.”

How long would it take Papa, or his henchman, to figure out that accepting lavish accommodation was, at heart, her way of saying money wouldn’t influence her decisions or determine Sophie’s future?

* * *
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“WHAT CHANGED YOUR MIND, Miranda?” Hamish muttered under his breath.

Grabbing the handle of her suitcase, he grinned at the name that had popped into his head when she’d rebuffed his overtures.

After directing her towards the car park, Hamish was content to follow his Miranda, a name he’d keep until she gave him an alternative. His grin widened recalling her reaction. The original actress held her place in the Hollywood pantheon because of her crazy headgear. But there were similarities between the Brazilian bombshell and the mysterious woman cutting a path ahead of him, not least the determination evident in her straight shoulders and the follow-me sway of a nicely curved butt.

Hamish had taken the chance she’d walk while his back was turned at the café. He’d glanced over his shoulder when he joined the coffee queue. She’d been sitting motionless, her face propped on one hand, shoulders slightly hunched forward. Even motionless, with her face the dead spit of the social media images, he’d known they and the pose were wrong. Her energy was like a slow throb, a bass rhythm that gave life meaning.

“I said I’d stay.” A simple truth. The answer and the look accompanying it, told him more about Ms.—Don’t-Call-Me-Carmen—Vella than the quick search he’d done on her. The lady’s word was her bond. Her smile had been wry when he’d offered to delay their conversation, but her heroic effort to push back fatigue had gained his sympathy, scuttling his intention to push for immediate explanations.

“Stalemate.” Crossing the terminal, the contradiction of her cat-that-got-the-cream expression and her last words gnawed at him. If the lady played chess, stalemate marked a draw, whereas her complacent smile had beamed a victory.

She was a mass of contradictions. Was the hotel room a bribe, and why would she need an inducement? He hadn’t missed the strain in her eyes when she’d asked if he’d found her niece. Worried as hell, yet she’d procrastinated about accepting help from him. Calculation, wariness, her eyes reflecting light and dark in line with her thoughts so that by the time she’d agreed to accompany him, they’d reminded him of the colour of burnt toast.

Who’d have guessed burnt toast could be such an appealing colour?

“Stalemate.” She’d been speaking to herself more than to him. Hamish could work with a draw, a compromise between Giovanni Vella and his daughter, if it put Sophie—not Sophia—first.

Papa Vella had talked about punishment and retribution, and the evidence he’d laid before Hamish was compelling enough for him to take the job, even when commitments were backing up in Australia. Sophie was underage, in an unfamiliar country, and from the medical reports he’d seen, extremely vulnerable.

“It’ll take about twenty minutes,” he said, hefting her suitcase into the boot of his rental car.

“I can just wait that long for a shower.” Her husky sigh rolled over him, triggering a needy thrum through his blood, while an unbidden image of her curvaceous body stretching under hot spray jets swam into his mind.

When the disembodied voice of his phone’s satellite navigation system told him to go left, not right, he joined the traffic exiting the airport and knew real gratitude. The subtle perfume of his passenger gave substance to his fantasy, scrambling any sense of direction he might have had.

“I’ve heard it’s easy to get lost in Malta,” she spoke over the traffic directions.

“Surprisingly easy. I gave myself a day on a previous visit when I turned it off and got lost repeatedly on back roads.”

“No sense of adventure tonight?”

“Meeting you will have to do.” He tried for a mocking tone and was afraid he’d just made a confession.

Joining the main highway for the fastest route into the old city centre, he forced his mind to concentrate on the heavy traffic and ignore the crawling need in his gut sparked by her throaty tones.

* * *
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LELA SURRENDERED TO the dark comfort of the bucket seat. Briefly she closed her eyes, before gazing out the window, trying to get a sense of the island, a sense of a city steeped in history. Hot, parched, and that was a surprise to someone who came from one of the driest and hottest continents on earth.

“Have you been to Malta before?”

“Never.” Except for a few brief business trips to Asia, Lela hadn’t been out of Australia in nearly a decade.

“Even with the family connections?”

“My parents moved to Australia shortly after their marriage. We have no close family here.” It was easier to stare out the window; she really was too tired to think. The muddle of exhaustion was her best explanation for her reaction to the man beside her. Years spent controlling her impulses, training herself to think of consequences before action, yet one look at him had shaken her more than she would have believed possible.

Fatigue, an abnormal situation, bone-crushing worry ... and fatigue.

Hamish MacGregor was just a man.

She’d trained herself to deal with men.

A pity the confined space in the car enhanced the subtle scent of his aftershave, its spiciness tugging at her senses—its base note absurdly reassuring.

“How was the flight?”

“Long.”

“You must have moved to be here so fast.”

She gave him an A for perseverance. “The first available flight.”

He nodded. “A lot of time to think.”

“Is there a point to this conversation?” Lela made the mistake of meeting his gaze. Deep pools, deep enough to find your soul. Fatigue, she recited her mantra, blaming it for her uncharacteristic flight of fancy.

“People chasing runaways often focus on a single fear, the catalyst for the flight. What’s your theory?”

Are you digging for information or starting from a pre-determined position?

“What did Papa suggest?” Some decent sleep would help her navigate through the minefield Hamish was laying out for her. Instead, she was fumbling, stalling. She’d barely admitted the truth to herself and wouldn’t share it with a stranger. Was Sophie pregnant? Lela couldn’t imagine any other reason for her niece’s flight. If she wasn’t, what had spooked Sophie enough to run?

Whatever it was, Sophie didn’t trust me enough to tell me.

“Duress.” He captured her instant attention.

“Papa told you she was pressured into leaving Australia?” Lela recalled the last time she’d seen her niece. The morning after a dinner Lela had hosted at home for a few of Papa’s business associates. Sophie had behaved like a spoilt child resentful at having to be present at the dinner, but Lela hadn’t seen fear. “Did he speak to her? Fight with her?”

Hamish shrugged. “No comment.”

“You don’t know, do you?”

“I know I’ve agreed to find Sophie Vella, discover the circumstances of her journey, if she’s afraid—"

“She wasn’t afraid.” Can I say that with any certainty now? Last week Lela would have sworn Sophie’s running away days were over, that her niece would take the necessary steps to prevent pregnancy and disease.

“If she’s afraid,” he repeated with patient deliberation. “If Sophie has control over her own movements and is free to come and go at will. If necessary, to offer her my protection and a flight home.”

“Control over her movements?” Lela swivelled in her seatbelt, while he kept his focus steadily on the road ahead. “You’re making it sound like a kidnapping.”

“You’re sure it isn’t?”

“She believes she’s in love, followed her boyfriend home.” Lela opted for a part truth, but was powerless to stop the anxious speculation he’d triggered. Duress raised the stakes. Duress suggested a crime had been committed. Why did you plant that seed, Papa?

“An offer of protection and a flight home might be attractive now she’s had a few days to think.”

“Illalu,” she whispered her Mama’s gentle Malti curse—oh my god. “Papa doesn’t make offers, he issues ultimatums.” Fatigue—how else do I explain my blunt, unprecedented character assassination of Papa to a virtual stranger?

“We’re looking for a young woman, who either decided she had no alternative except to run away or was pressured. Time is of the essence. I’m not interested in family squabbles between you and your father when a vulnerable young woman’s well-being is at stake.”

The disdain in his voice stunned her, stung her so she wanted to pour out the story of her father’s treatment of Sophie’s mother. Her family—Lela—carried deep emotional scars from Papa’s decision to exile and ultimately abandon her older sister, Mari, more than eighteen years ago. Her beautiful sister had been sixteen when she became pregnant, seventeen when she died, leaving behind her six-month-old daughter. By comparison, Sophie was an innocent. Mari’s options had been stolen from her. Lela wouldn’t allow Sophie to be bullied or manipulated into a similar situation.

Not a story she usually shared.

MacGregor’s disdain was a small price for the privacy she held so dear.

“Work with me,” he urged. “I’m a stranger. You’re the emotional hook she’ll recognise, trust. She’ll respond to you.”

“I won’t be used that way.” And Sophie didn’t trust me. Not when it mattered. “And just to clear up any potential misunderstanding ... Sophie didn’t confide in me. I’m not sure my superior claim to her trust holds anymore.” Sophie’s distrust was a permanent ache, but it didn’t change Lela’s determination to put her niece’s needs first.

“You won’t even try to be a bridge between Sophie and your family, your father?”

Lela gasped, a semi-hysterical, half gurgle born of thirty agonising hours in a pressurised capsule crossing the earth when she’d been prey to nameless fears and helpless to act. Her fingers itched to smack her relentless prosecutor.

At ten years of age, wretchedly afraid and alone at her sister’s deathbed, Lela had been determined her niece wouldn’t be exiled from the family as Mari had been. Without fully understanding, Lela had demanded her father take her and the baby home. The hospital social worker had stood behind her and made regular visits during those first few years, but the determination to fight had been Lela’s.

Using instinct, she’d rebuilt her family, been the bridge, peacemaker, negotiator and loyal foot soldier. She’d rarely fought her father’s edicts, had picked the issues where she wouldn’t bend.

Nothing was more important to her than her family.

At twenty-eight, Lela had a clearer understanding of what was at stake, more power to influence the outcome, and knew the lines between right and wrong weren’t always straight. Dragging Sophie home might not be the best way to hold Lela’s family together.

No hired henchman could browbeat her, or prevent her from giving her niece space to choose her own future. Especially not an eccentric who christened her for an actor wearing a tutti-frutti hat and who was wearing a watch with a tiny crawling spider for a second hand.

“At the risk of repetition, MacGregor, you don’t know me.”

* * *
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HAMISH LEFT THE CAR to valet parking and her luggage to one of the bellhops at the porticoed entrance to the hotel. Trailing her to reception, he arrived in time to hear the polished attendant’s query.

“We have a booking for Carmen Vella.”

“My name’s Carmen Lela Vella.” His Miranda proffered a smile inviting girlish co-conspiracy. “Papa made the booking. I use Lela—he forgets.” She slid an open passport and some sort of official name tag across the desk. “I use Lela Vella.”

Hamish watched the receptionist check her documents, won over by the warmth of Lela’s smile and her confiding tone, before returning the document.

“Welcome to the Excelsior, Ms. Vella. Your room is ready.”

Why the hell couldn’t you just tell me you call yourself Lela?

Hamish had calculated that having her under the same roof for the night gave him an advantage. For a start, he’d know where to find her. Now, he wasn’t so sure.

He planned to find Sophie, with or without Lela Vella’s cooperation, but Lela’s wariness raised a whole slew of new questions about the case.

She was right; Hamish didn’t know her. His prodding about her role as go-between had infuriated her. Not enough to lose some of that self-control and blast him with the turbulent thoughts revealed by her white-knuckled grip on her seat. While she might love her father, she was having a hard time trusting him—and, by association, Hamish.

Hamish had expected her to say, “I’ll do all I can to help you.” Lela’s speedy arrival and her genuine concern were evidence she loved her niece. She should have welcomed Hamish with open arms. After all, he’d built his reputation on lining up behind the interests of the child. 

Carmen Lela Vella had become a puzzle he needed to solve to get her niece home.
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Chapter Two
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Lela exited the nondescript building housing the youth-at-risk charity. The director had been generous, giving Lela an hour of her time, allowing Lela to talk through her fears and second guesses. Lela had been reassured by the warmth and matter-of-fact competence she’d discovered there. The director’s agreement to help find Sophie and her boyfriend, Peter, eased the tight bands of anxiety around Lela’s chest, allowing her to breathe more easily. Her phone rang.

“Where are you?”

“Good morning to you, too,” she replied. Mr. McGregor sounded pissed off. “Melita Street.” She squinted up at the plaque on the wall, moving further away from the discreet sign marking the charity’s entrance as she spoke.

“And the cross street?”

“Merchants Street.”

“You’re not far away. Stay there, and I’ll collect you in a few minutes.” His request had more demand than invitation in it.

“Hold on, MacGregor. How did you get my number?”

“Your father.” He gave the answer she expected, and she’d talk to Papa about giving out her number without checking with her—again. “I can see you,” he said.

Lela pivoted, then spotted the athletic figure approaching from the south. Checking over her shoulder, she made sure she had enough distance between herself and the charity’s entrance, so that Hamish wouldn’t connect her to the building.

He wore another suit with a pale blue shirt, the image of ultra-conservatism undone by his tie. Silk, she guessed, with an intricate geometric design in rainbow colours. Her merchant banker colleagues would interpret it as a subtle yet flagrant gesture of radicalism. Hamish’s new flourish was as unconventional as the spider watch fastened to his wrist. Maybe his fondness for old movies was the red herring?

She’d opted for informality, softening straight black trousers with a casual sky-blue jersey shirt. Her choice was designed to neither offend nor intimidate the staff of the charity she hoped would help her.

When he stopped beside her, her nostrils twitched. Damn, he was wearing the same scent. “Are you following me?”

“Looking for you. I didn’t think you’d be up this early.”

“No time to waste.” She glanced down to where he’d linked his arm with hers and was steering her in a southerly direction. “Where are you taking me?”

“We’re going to Upper Barakka Gardens, a popular tourist destination and the closest spot to sit and chat.”

“I’ve already been, thanks.” She planted her feet.

“You were up early. What did you think of the saluting battery? They still fire the noonday gun as they have for centuries. The guns used to welcome dignitaries, but were also the official timekeeper.”

“Odd signage. ‘The noonday gun will be fired at midday today.’” She contemplated an elbow to his ribs.

“Makes you wonder what time they fire it on other days.” He flashed his beguiling grin—all generous mouth and self-deprecation, and she found herself falling into step beside him. “Are you a student of language?”

“It struck me as absurd.”

“Me, too. The Gardens are a neutral spot to sit and discuss what we’re doing next.” He refused to be ruffled.

“I don’t like being manoeuvred, MacGregor,” Lela muttered, irritated that his subtle cologne held its potency.

Six hours’ sleep had sharpened all Lela’s faculties. The time-zone fuzziness slowing her reaction time the evening before was gone. Jetlag still dogged her heels, and would probably knock her out later, but she’d made a good start on finding Sophie. The charity she’d just left dealt with youth in trouble and opened early. Lela had picked up the email confirming her appointment before she’d gone to bed and had relayed her thanks to her team in Sydney.

“I’ll bear that in mind. But for now ...” He gestured to a vacant bench.

Unfazed, he waited for her to sit before joining her. For a dozen heartbeats, Lela stared over the Grand Harbour and out to sea. With the sun glinting off the water and the cacophony of colours jostling for attention, Lela let herself sink into the moment and match more landmarks to the names she’d read on the complimentary map she’d found in her room.

“It’s stunning,” she blurted, the beauty spread out below them momentarily easing out the bumps in their uneasy relationship. “I don’t know what I expected, but this dazzles the eyes. The brightness of the colours
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