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Grace was in all her steps, heaven in her eye,

In every gesture dignity and love.

Paradise Lost

John Milton

AUTHOR’S NOTE:

Please be aware - this book might contain triggers for sensitive readers. It has graphic language, sex and violent situations in the content.

Please note the book is set in South Africa and written in South African English.

The Maingarde series is a spinoff from my Iron Dogz MC series. While it isn’t required to read the IDMC series some situations and conversations might be confusing.

One last thing. This is not a standalone. You need to read book one first.

As with all my books I walk solidly on the dark side.

Come and take a walk with me.
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CHAPTER ONE
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Gage/Remy

Surveillance.

Sometimes it worked, sometimes it didn’t.

In this case it didn’t.

Our surveillance has gained us absolutely nothing.

I hated the inactivity, the waste of time.

Hated sitting around watching time slide by that could have been used more productively.

The studio’s small parking lot was almost full, but it was like that most days. It was one of the most popular tattoo studios in the city, actually in the country.

Biting into my burger I covertly watched the tinted windows across the road. The tint wasn’t very dark, but the name of the business, Mainline Ink, was painted across those windows, making it more difficult to see inside. Even without the sign it would not have granted us a clear view to the back of the studio. There was a shoulder high wall separating the reception area from the rest of the space.

As far as I was concerned watching the studio would gain us nothing.

But we had our orders.

Surveillance would have been easier if we could have found a way to get eyes inside the premises. But so far we’ve been unable to do so. Their security was top notch and we didn’t want to alert them to the fact that we were here and watching.

It meant we had been allocated shifts.

Donal and I had the lunch time shift because it didn’t interfere with our cover jobs.

Plus we were using a disguise that wouldn’t draw attention to us.

We have been buying lunch from the deli across the road from the tattoo studio for a couple of weeks now. Every day we bought lunch then sat in the car eating. The bikers guarding the premises were used to us now. We were just two boring business types getting out of the office for an hour or so to have lunch.

After days and days of observing the comings and goings and getting nothing we were ready to go on to the next step.

One of us was going to get a tattoo.

And it would be me because my skin was unmarked. It would tempt her because she would be popping my tattoo cherry.

I had no real reason for my decision not to get any tattoos.

But maybe it was because subconsciously I didn’t want to look like my older brother.

A brother who was living a less than law abiding life. He was my brother and I loved him even though we were on opposite sides of the fence.

My dream has always been to be an agent with the FBI. I had planned to hunt serial killers and drug dealers. Throughout my career that’s what I had been focussing on. But not now.

Instead I was hunting sex traffickers.

The taskforce came to Cape Town because of an anonymous informant. The informant has been feeding the authorities information that could lead to the rescue of several victims and the arrest of their kidnappers in the US and Europe. He or she gave them the name of Dominick Maingarde, claiming he was the head of a world-wide sex slave ring.

This job, this very investigation, made me realise I wanted to hunt human traffickers rather than drug dealers. I loved being in the thick of this investigation, risking all to get the sick bastards behind bars.

I have always thrived on the adrenalin rush being under cover brought.

In none of my other under cover assignments was getting a tattoo necessary.

Now on this one it was.

Soon I would ride up on my bike and start the process of getting close to the owner of the studio.

I was going to get a tattoo. By the one and only Pixie Maingarde.

I would request her but we already knew she was booked out months in advance. All the enquiry would gain us was an appointment to meet with her.

And that would be my opportunity.

I would use my considerable Cajun charm and the accent to charm her into going on a date with me. I have done the exact same thing before to gain entry into an organisation. It never gave me a moment’s doubt that it was the right thing to do.

With this woman it did. And my visceral reaction to her photograph had a lot to do with it.

I shoved the thought to the back of my mind and forced myself to concentrate on what I needed to do. Charm the woman. Something I had to keep doing to get us inside the organisation that kidnapped young girls, boys and women to be sold into sex slavery.

One date would lead to more. Actually that wasn’t assured, it was more of a hope.

Once I was in a position of trust I would place bugs in her office and home. Bugs I had been assured her security would not find or detect. I had to believe it was true because my safety depended on it.

My bosses were fairly certain we could get to Dominick Maingarde through his sister, but we had to take it slow, make sure we didn’t miss anything. The two appeared not to be friendly but it could be a smokescreen. And to be sure I had to get close to her, really close.

Elizabeth “Pixie” Carlysle Maingarde could very well be deeply involved in her brothers’ criminal enterprises. Her involvement might be very well hidden. Making her look like an innocent.

Once we started the investigation it had completely taken over our lives. We followed the trail from the US to Europe and from there to South Africa. The place where the informant assured us the kingpin of the operation resided.

We’ve been in Cape Town for several months with almost nothing to show for it. And there were no indications that we would be leaving any time soon.

To facilitate our investigation Donal and I worked at Cape Custom Rides. A bike shop that did restorations and custom builds for the biker community. Through our work at the shop we’ve been able to work our way into the periphery of the local biker gangs. Something that was necessary seeing as the Road Warriors MC was heavily involved with Pixie Maingarde.

She was never without at least two of the members watching over her and her studio.

Assistant Deputy Director Chapman Hudson, the asshole overseeing the investigation, wanted results, results we haven’t been able to give him thus far. He was getting impatient, and rumour had it he was gearing up to go into politics. Obviously he wanted to ride into the position on the back of arresting the kingpin in a world-wide human trafficking ring. He didn’t care if we had all the evidence, he just wanted a name. A name he could use as an example of his dedication to law enforcement during his campaign.

And the suspect he wanted to name was Dominick Maingarde and all those connected to him, regardless of whether they were involved or not. He was totally focused on Maingarde being the leader of the trafficking ring and wanted us to bring him in.

We couldn’t give him what he wanted because we had no evidence he was said kingpin.

Was he a crime boss? We had circumstantial evidence suggesting that he was.

Was he a human trafficker? We had no evidence linking him to the ring.

Was he dangerous? Absolutely.

The informant claimed his shipping company was involved. We hadn’t been able to confirm the claim.

It was impossible to get close to him. The man had his own private army protecting him and his right hand man, Gideon Acheson. We tried but had been unable to get anyone into his teams.

“Wha’ the fu’?” I mumbled through a bite of my burger, frowning at the commotion across the street.

Pixie Maingarde stood in the open doorway with her phone to her ear. She was visibly agitated and her free hand was waving wildly as she spoke to whoever was on the other side of the call. I could see several people clustered in the reception area, and they were equally agitated.

“Something is going down over there and by the looks of things it’s something big.” Donal said very quietly as he set his burger down on the center console.

I didn’t say anything, setting my lunch down I prepared to follow if she left the studio.

It didn’t happen.

Instead there came the rumbling thunder of several bikes approaching. And then I saw them, about ten bikes pulled up and the men instantly surrounded Pixie ushering her back inside.

Almost immediately the closed sign flickered to life. The bright neon pink blinking on and off.

More bikes arrived and the men spread out around the building. They were very obviously guarding the studio.

“What the fuck happened?” I mused aloud as I picked up my burger. “Eat, Don, we’re bein’ watched. We can’t afford to draw any more attention than we have already. We follow the usual routine, eat, drop the bags in the trash, then leave. We need to get to HQ and find out what the hell happened.”

We ate, threw out our rubbish and left.

I felt their eyes on us as we drove away.

Thank fuck we were both wearing our disguises. We looked like slightly overweight older men, totally unthreatening and unremarkable.

We followed the exact same route we always did back to the building where we had our HQ. Parking the piece of shit sedan, we strolled across the open parking lot and into the building. No one paid any attention to us. Only when we were behind the closed doors of our offices did we relax.

Getting rid of the disguises went quick and while we cleaned up and dressed Cole, a fellow agent, gave us an update.

One of Pixie Maingarde’s artists, Kellen Paxton, had been kidnapped.

What made it interesting was that he was the lover of Gideon Acheson, Dominick Maingarde’s right hand man.

Why was he kidnapped? Was it to use him as leverage against Acheson?

Something big was happening in the criminal underworld.

And we had to be ready to use it to our advantage.

It felt like this might very well be the break in the case we had been waiting for.

After reporting what we had seen to Hercule Gerardi, the SAC, special agent in charge, from Interpol, we left. I knew he would waste no time reporting to the asshole back in the States. And I didn’t want to be there when he did.

We had to get back to work anyway.

We were dressed in our biker disguises, a disguise that didn’t feel like a disguise anymore. My long hair was pulled back and braided and I had a full short beard. Something I’ve never had and it took a while to get used to not being clean shaven. But it felt totally natural now.

Lucky, my older brother, would laugh his ass off if he could see me. We had never looked more alike than we did now, except for the tattoos. He was covered in them.

And I would be getting my first soon.

Growing up we’ve always had dirt bikes and for a while as a young boy I competed in dirt bike and Enduro competitions. But after a massive crash where I ended up with a broken leg, arm and collarbone I was out of competition riding for a time. By the time I recovered I was no longer interested in dirt bikes. I moved on to street racers for a while but then my brother came home for a visit riding a Fat Boy. He convinced me to buy my first used Harley and I’ve been riding them ever since.

If we had been in the States my looking like him would have been a problem. I wouldn’t have been able to go undercover the way I did here, working at a bike shop. My cover would have been blown in a millisecond.

I loved my brother but wasn’t blind to who and what he was and the life he lived. Lucky was a patched member of a motorcycle club in Savannah, Georgia. A very dangerous one percenter club, the Shadow Wraiths MC. They had chapters across the southern states and were affiliated with several other clubs across the country and outside the country. One of those being the Iron Dogz MC in South Africa.

We were brothers but kept our lives outside of the family away from each other.

Now, for the first time, I understood what he meant about the biker brotherhood and why he loved it. Hanging out around the local clubs had allowed me to experience it to some extent.

Like all bikers I liked the wind in my face and hair and the freedom of the road. The MC’s took that freedom further, incorporating it in their daily lives.

I sometimes wished I could do the same.

When we pulled into the garage I shoved my memories away and from one breath to the next became the biker mechanic my cover called for. My accent broadened and my speech was peppered with Cajun French words. Women loved the accent and I used it when necessary.

I liked working on the bikes. And it helped that I liked my boss and co-workers.

The thing I liked the most was the end result of my work. The day the bike rolled out of the workshop and we presented it to the owner.

That was always a good day.

My present occupation was completely different from my real job as an agent on the International Human Trafficking Taskforce. Good days and the satisfaction of a job well done were few and far between. We’ve had some successes but not enough to be satisfactory.

I was hoping we would be more successful here in Cape Town.

Hoping we would be able to rescue the victims of trafficking before they disappeared, never to be seen again. They were the reason I put up with the bad days and the asshole who was my new boss.

The victims.

They needed someone to give a shit and fight to free them.

“Hey Gage, what has you frowning so ferociously?” A chirpy voice interrupted my thoughts.

I glanced at the pretty girl standing next to the bench where I was working on an engine.

Mandy. The receptionist at the garage and a pain in my ass.

She’s been trying to get me to ask her out ever since I started here. It wasn’t going to happen.

She was pretty, big tits, great ass and long legs but I wasn’t interested.

I didn’t play where I worked. And I might be undercover, and the job temporary, but I was working here.

“Nothin’, jus’ concentratin’ on what I’m doin’.” I answered as I looked back down at the engine.

“I wanted to ask you something. We’re having a beach party at my family’s beach house this coming Saturday and I wanted to know if you and Donny would like to come.” She moved closer and I almost growled when I heard the bastard at the bench next to mine snigger.

I bit back the growl because the bitch might just take it as a sign of interest.

“Mais, non (but, no), I got somethin’ on this weekend.” I ignored her, hoping she would leave.

She didn’t. She assumed I would be going out with friends, male friends. Because that’s what I usually did.

“Why don’t you bring them with? The more the merrier.” She giggled.

Fuck. She fucking giggled and it grated on my last nerve.

“Not goin’ out with the boys. Takin’ ma jolie fille (my pretty girl) out this weekend.” I lied.

There was a moment of confused silence before she recovered.

“What does it mean? What you just said?” She frowned and glanced at Donny before looking back at me.

“It means I’m takin’ out my pretty girl this weekend.” I translated without looking at her.

“You’re seeing someone? I didn’t know that. Who is she? Do I know her?” She burst out and moved even closer to me. I very obviously stepped away from her. Putting distance between us.

“Oui (Yes), I’m seein’ someone and you don’ know her. Thanks for invitin’ us but we won’ be comin’ to your party.”

Standing beside her and being questioned pissed me off so I turned and walked towards the back of the workshop, leaving Don to deal with her.

Maybe now she would leave me the hell alone.

And if my plan worked I would be seeing someone very soon.

Someone who totally revved my engine.

Ma jolie fille, (my pretty girl) with her wild hair and the most amazing blue eyes I had ever seen.

And I had only ever seen them in a photograph.

I was in deep trouble and I knew it.

As long as no one on the taskforce realised I was far too interested in Ms Maingarde I would be okay.

The minute they clocked my interest I would be on a plane back to the States.

Of that I had no doubt.

And it wasn’t happening.

I wouldn’t be leaving any time soon. Not until we had what we came for.

The person at the head of the sex slave trade.
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Gage/Remy

The news that Kellen Paxton had been found and not in a good condition had Donal and I going back to HQ sooner than we had planned.

“What do we know?” I asked Sarah Brown, the officer who ran our computer information systems.

“I was able to get the report on his injuries. They are consistent with being tortured.” She shuddered. “Whoever did it focused on his genitals. He’s had surgery and the outcome looks to be favourable but he won’t be leaving the hospital for a while. He’s in the ICU at the moment.”

Donal leant forward in his chair with a frown. “They tried to cut off his tackle?”

“Yes.” She muttered as she clicked on her laptop.

Every male at the table shuddered in sympathy. And my hand covered my cock before I could think not to do so. At least Donal and Cole had done the same, so I wasn’t alone in that.

A photo of Kellen Paxton appeared on the monitor against the wall.

“He is such a gorgeous man I totally understand why Gideon Acheson is with him.” Arlynne “Ari” Benedict said as Sarah clicked through the photos we had of him. Most of them taken at the beach or outside the tattoo studio.

Sarah just nodded as she kept typing and giving us the update.

“He has two bodyguards assigned to him stationed outside his room at the hospital and I picked up several more at all the entrances. There is also a very noticeable presence of Road Warriors MC members. Ari and I think that’s because of his connection to Pixie Maingarde.”

She clicked again and a photo came up of Gideon Acheson outside the hospital. One look at his face and you knew the man was enraged. He was also not dressed in his usual suit.

He was dressed in black fatigue pants, black t-shirt and black combat boots.

A very different Acheson from the stylish business man we were used to seeing.

“It looks like there’s more to Mr Acheson than meets the eye.” Hercule Gerardi said in that haughty French accent that to my ears sounded more like a nasal whine. A whine that scraped across my nerves like nails on a chalkboard.

And I was on to what he was trying to infer but it wasn’t going to work. Not without evidence.

“I would say there’s more to all of them.” Cole Conrad, a fellow American and DEA agent said.

“I agree with Cole. There’s somethin’ goin’ on at the Maingarde Corporation that we know nothin’ about. I’m startin’ to doubt that Maingarde and Acheson run the sex slave trade in South Africa or anywhere else for that matter. I’m thinkin’ they are bein’ pressured by whoever is runnin’ the ring. Kidnappin’ Paxton and torturin’ him was a message. A message tellin’ them that none of their loved ones are safe and that they are all targets. And that makes Pixie Maingarde the next possible victim.” I laid out my theory while I watched Gerardi narrowly.

I didn’t trust the fucker. He was too far up Hudson’s ass.

He gave me that supercilious look we all hated.

“Can you prove it?” He asked.

“Not yet.” He was about to say something but I ignored him and continued. “But I also can’t prove that Maingarde’s the head of the human traffickin’ ring in Africa. Until we have conclusive proof we can only consider him a suspect, nothin’ more.”

“I agree with Remy.” Donal said.

He used my real name which was a bit odd. Usually we stuck to using our cover names because it meant there were no slip ups when we were back out in the field.

“We can’t make a case against Maingarde. If he’s guilty we need to get closer and dig deeper. All we have so far is surface bullshit, nothing more than rumours. We can’t even find proof that he’s the head of the criminal underworld in Cape Town. No one wants to talk to us. They are either too scared or they are damned loyal. We need an insider, someone who is close to both Maingarde and Acheson. My take is we continue our investigation as is, we stick to the plan to get close to Elizabeth Maingarde. And our best bet is my man Remy over here.” Donal looked at me and winked. The asshole.

We had talked through this and were both convinced it was the only way to get close to Maingarde.

“ADD Hudson doesn’t agree. He wants Maingarde arrested as soon as possible along with Acheson and the sister. We go ahead with getting the arrest warrants and bring them in for questioning.” Gerardi ignored us when we protested, picking up his phone as if he was done with the meeting.

It was far from done.

The one who shut him down was a man who had been silent up to now.

Our South African Police liaison, Detective Niko Langerveldt.

He laughed. And not a nice laugh either.

It immediately drew Gerardi’s narrowed piggy eyes to him.

“No one will give you an arrest warrant for the Maingardes or Acheson, Gerardi. You have no probable cause, and no evidence pointing towards them being in the sex slave trade. You and your boss are going to blow this case by arresting the wrong people. It will alert the real criminals and by the time we’ve sorted out the shit storm you created they will be long gone. I will be reporting this mess to the Commissioner of Police when I leave here. And let me say again, like I’ve done every single bloody time I’ve been in this conference room, Dominick Carlysle Maingarde isn’t just anybody in this country. He’s a respected businessman and has the respect of his community. There is nothing in your investigation that convinces me of his guilt. And believe me gentleman and ladies, I am the one you need to convince, not Assistant Deputy Director Hudson. One word to the Commissioner and you will all be on a plane back to where ever the hell you came from.”

I hid my smile at the way the cop called him Gerardi, not giving him the respect of his position as special agent in charge of the investigation.

The asshole insisted on being called SAC Gerardi. As if it gave him power. Hercule Gerardi. Stupid fucker. I wondered if he imagined himself to be like that other famous Hercule, a detective extraordinaire. 

Detective Langerveldt turned to me, giving Gerardi his back.

“I agree with your assessment. The only way to conclusively prove Maingarde’s involvement with trafficking is to catch him in the act. Therefore you need to get close, really close. Can you do that?”

“Mais oui (but yes), but of course.” I grinned as I lifted only one shoulder in a casual shrug.

Gerardi snorted and I knew it pissed him off that the cop was agreeing with me.

“We have a plan.” Donal jumped right in. “Gage Ladeaux will approach the tattoo studio and make an appointment with Pixie Maingarde to get a tattoo. While there he will use his considerable charm and work his way into her life. Once the relationship is in place he will be able to plant bugs in strategic locations in her home, in her phone and in the studio. We will be able to not only track her movements but also hear her conversations. It will be easy to hack into her private emails once we have a bug on her phone. Through her Gage will have contact with her brother and with Acheson. That is the basics of our plan.” He finished and leant back in his chair.

The rest of us already knew what would come next.

Either Gerardi would reluctantly agree to the plan or he would come up with some other fucked up idea.

The fucked up idea won.

“No, I do not like this idea. I will approach Elizabeth. It’s more appropriate for someone educated and refined like myself to be the one to charm her. My family’s social standing in France will gain her attention. She’s from money, yes, but not old aristocratic money like my own. She will be charmed by my attention. Before long she will be eating out of my hand and spilling all their secrets. That is when we arrest her, that crude brother of hers, and his henchmen.” He leant back in his chair and waved a hand at us as if he was King Louis of France.

I was stunned at his stupidity. The man didn’t have one working brain cell in his head. How he got the position he was in I had no idea.

And of course my big mouth got there before my brain.

“What utter crap. You got it wrong already. She goes by the name Pixie, refuses to answer to the other. And where the hell did you get the idea that she would be impressed by your social standin’ or your old money? She won’t be charmed, she’ll be anythin’ but charmed. And have you forgotten she’s protected by a bunch of bikers? Have you ever even had your ass on a bike?”

Damn, the asshole’s attitude pissed off.

“Of course I have.” Gerardi burst out. “I hired a Vespa on my last holiday in Ibiza.”

“Fuck, that’s not a bike.” I got out before I started laughing.

I couldn’t stop the laughter even if I tried, and I didn’t. Try that is.

Soon we were all laughing, all except Gerardi. He was as red as an angry blown up tomato.

“A Vespa is a motorcycle.” He blustered.

Donal slowly shook his head from side to side.

“No, it’s not. It’s a scooter.”

Langerveldt banged a fist on the table and the laughter fizzled away.

“If you set foot in Mainline Ink you will blow our case. You reek of cop. Have you ever gone undercover?”

Gerardi shrugged. “No, I have always overseen the investigations. But how difficult could it be? If they can do it so can I.”

He gestured towards Donal and I with disdain.

I was amazed at his stupidity.

“No, you can’t.” Langerveldt sighed heavily. “Your job is to oversee the investigation, not to take part in it. Do what you have been trained to do and leave your team to do what they have been trained to do. Stop trying to railroad Agent Boudreaux with your petty complaints. He’s doing an outstanding job. And I’d like you to remember something. ADD Hudson isn’t at the top of the food chain as far as this investigation is concerned. There are people above him and they are watching. Be careful, Gerardi, be very careful.”

With that ominous message he pushed his chair back, stood and walked out the room.

No one said a word.

Gerardi was red faced as he shoved his chair back and stormed out. We all knew he would be calling Hudson. He did it every time he didn’t get his way.

“What an absolute cluster fuck.” Cole groaned.

With Gerardi and the cop gone I grabbed the opportunity to lay out more of my plan.

“Donal and I are goin’ to take turns keepin’ an eye on Pixie Maingarde until I can get in to meet her. I have this feelin’ in my gut that whoever kidnapped Paxton is goin’ to try for her next. Don’t ask me for proof, I don’t have any. It’s just my gut tellin’ me to be careful. And as she’s my way to get close to Dominick Maingarde we need to keep her safe.”

“I think that’s a good idea.” Arlynne nodded. “You’ve had a lot more experience with undercover operations than us, and I trust your gut feeling. We’ll back your play.”

“If you give me advance warning I’ll be able to track you through the city if it’s needed.” Sarah said without looking up from her laptop. “I’m okay with the plan.”

“We’re all in.” Lee Huang the last man on our team spoke for the first time. “Hudson and Gerardi are out of line and I will definitely put it in my report to my superiors. I don’t like the way the two of them are handling this investigation.”

I totally agreed with him. 

“Thanks for backin’ my play. If somethin’ happens to Ms Maingarde on our watch and we did nothin’ to stop it I won’t be able to live with myself. Regardless of whether she’s involved with the traffickin’ or not.”

Heads nodded around the table in agreement.

I started pushing my chair back when Lee tapped the table for our attention.

“I’ve received intelligence from my people in Singapore. There have been a couple of drastic changes in the criminal underbelly. The Demidov Bratva has moved in on the Harrison Syndicate and is taking over several of their assets in the East. I’ve been informed that Sergei Demidov Orlov has been tapped to take over operations, and there’s talk that Claude Delamotte will be his second. My superiors have no further information but will keep investigating and pass on what they find. Seeing that Winifred Harrison was involved with the Maingardes they thought I should inform you about the new developments.”

My gut clenched at the news. I’d thought I had more time, seems like I didn’t.

Yevgeni Demidov had moved faster than we had anticipated. It could be a problem.

If Lee’s people knew about Sergei Orlov taking over the Demidov Bratva’s operation in the East it meant he was about to make his play.

And that put me in the damned hot seat because I gave my word to be ready to back him up. It was going to make it look like I was dirty, but that was part of the plan.

After Sergei saved my life, and my handler was exposed as working for the gangs and cartels, I was pulled into a deep cover operation. I was bitter at the time and wanted nothing more than to bring all those who were dirty to justice.

I knowingly signed up.

That’s how I ended up with the man pulling Sergei’s strings having his hands on mine as well.

And very soon I might be called into play.

I had to be very, very careful from this point forward.

I was playing a dangerous double game.

An operation so deeply hidden no one on the team knew about it.

Not even my boss.

And by my boss I didn’t mean that asshole Chapman Hudson.

I meant the man at the head of my division. Paul Marchand.

When it eventually comes out I have been going after my own people, and at some stage it will, I was most probably going to find my ass on the curb. It didn’t bother me. Not really.

Someone had to root out the rotten apples.

Might as well be me.

“Remy, are you still with us or have you wandered off in that crazy-ass Cajun head of yours?” Cole’s voice broke into my thoughts.

I grinned and shrugged.

“I’m here, just puttin’ logistics together in my head, sorry.” I apologised insincerely.

“We were saying that you should maybe start tailing Ms Maingarde. Put in for leave when you get back to the garage. Take ten days to start with. If nothing happens in that time we can re-think our options.” Ari handled our logistics and would help plan out our moves.

“I can do that but I’m goin’ to need back up. If they make a move on her there will be more than one assailant. There should at least be two of us, I would be happier with three but two will do in a pinch.” My head was back in the game.

“I ride.” Lee threw out. “I can be your back up.”

“We need you to keep up your surveillance of Winifred Harrison, Lee. We can’t afford to lose sight of her right now.” Sarah said as she looked at me with a frown. “Who else besides Gage and Donny can ride?”

“Me.” Ari said with a wide grin. “And I’m very good. I’m trained in combat riding.”

Perfect.

“We’ll need sport bikes, fast and manoeuvrable with no identifyin’ marks. We’ll wear jeans, black tees and black leather jackets, and show no skin. There must be nothin’ that could be used to identify us. Don’t wear anythin’ you don’t want destroyed once the op is done. We’ll need firearms with suppressors. If we have to shoot I don’t want it to draw attention.”

I focused on what we needed to do the job. But we still had to get permission to go ahead.

And Gerardi would find a way to veto it.

But with Gerardi not at the table Cole Conrad was the most senior agent and the decision to go ahead was up to him.

Everyone looked at him and he gave a nod and a sly smile.

“It’s a go but keep it on a need to know basis. If you know what I mean.” He winked at me.

We exchanged grins and nods and finally the meeting broke up.

Ari followed Donal and I out of the room to the office we used here.

“When do you want to start...” She started to ask as she closed the door behind her.

Donal waved her silent while he checked the room with a bug and listening device detector. Her eyes went wide with shock as he pulled one from underneath the desk and another from the light fitting. This time there were only two, we had found as many as six before.

“Now you can talk.” He said as he slumped in the chair across from mine after disabling them.

“Who would bug you? What the hell is going on here?” She looked between the two of us.

“Gerardi, definitely. And maybe Huang but I’m not sure. And we realised we were bein’ bugged when Donal was testin’ equipment about two months ago. Why are we bein’ bugged? We think it might be because I don’t keep my mouth shut when I think Gerardi is makin’ a mistake. I write it up in my reports, not that I think it gets to the top. When I pulled some of my reports I noticed that they had been altered to put Gerardi in a better light. I’ve recently by-passed the chain of command and I’m now sendin’ a second report directly to the head of my division.” I shrugged. “We’ll see what happens.”

“That’s sickening. Maybe we should let Sarah check on all our reports?” She asked but I shook my head.

“No. We leave it as is. I don’t want to stir anythin’ up right now. We need him focused on the job not on the reports or any of that shit.” I cut her off. “We don’t need him puttin’ his nose where we don’t want it.”

She gave a slow nod in agreement.

Putting the discussion about the altered reports on hold, we moved on to our new objective. We started planning the logistics for our surveillance of Pixie Maingarde.

What I didn’t know at the time was that going with my gut would save the woman I could not get out of my head.

No matter how many times I rode out for a solo run to clear my head.

She was right there when I closed my eyes.

A couple of days into our surveillance it happened.

What I had feared became a reality.

Whoever had taken Paxton made an attempt to take her.

I wanted to smack her ass for not paying attention to her surroundings.

If not for Ari and I they would have succeeded.

And she would have been taken.
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CHAPTER THREE

[image: ]


Pixie

I made a mistake.

A very bad mistake.

I knew better than to leave the safety of my shadows and walk out into the open.

I knew better and still I wandered out into the open after Boxer told me to wait inside while he fetched the car, or cage as he called it.

He left me with Jakes, the very new prospect. As we slowly made our way towards the front doors where Boxer had told us to wait the poor man was promptly pulled to the side and questioned by an overzealous security guard.

And what did I do? Did I stop and tell the overzealous asshole to back off?

No.

I wasn’t paying attention and kept strolling towards the doors checking my phone for messages. I knew better than to walk around with my nose in my phone and not keep an eye on my surroundings. I knew better and yet, I still made those very obvious and stupid mistakes because I assumed I was safe.

Safe on hospital grounds with security and cameras and people coming and going all the time.

I was wrong. I wasn’t safe.

Something made me look up but by then it was too late.

They were already almost on top of me.

Black clad men with balaclavas pulled over their faces.

I reared back as they made a grab for me and my phone went flying, skidding across the tiles and coming to rest against the foot of a woman who stood frozen, mouth gaping in shock. It was her shocked face that jerked me into action.

I knew I had to fight and fight hard until Boxer and Jakes could get to me.

Fighting them off was nothing short of hopeless, but they weren’t taking me so easily if I could help it. I hoped I wouldn’t be taken at all. I scratched, kicked, bit and screamed as two of the men roughly started dragging me towards an idling van. I tried to plant my feet but my boots slid uselessly over the tiles. I couldn’t get them to grip.

Behind us the new prospect shouted angrily and I heard the sound of his boots hitting the tiles as he ran after us.

Suddenly there was the sound of a shot, his grunt of pain, and then came the thud of his body hitting the ground.

They shot him!

“Jakes!” I shouted his name over my shoulder, trying to look back while fighting against the hands dragging me towards the wide open side door of the van.

The security guards stood by helplessly as the third kidnapper waved an automatic rifle at them. There wouldn’t be any help coming from them or the bystanders as they scattered and ran for cover.

I wish I could run for cover, but all I could do was fight the bastards and scream.

The scream was loud and felt as if it came from the bottom of my soul.

I was terrified, I knew if they took me I wasn’t coming back. They would kill me to hurt my brother.

There were too many of them for me to fight off. Even with all the self-defence training and the gun and knife training Rooster had insisted on I was overpowered.

And it was my own fault.

I screamed as I fought against them. Not that my abductors gave a shit but one of them apparently grew tired of my screaming.

I saw the black gloved fist coming towards me but there was nothing I could do to avoid it. It connected with the side of my face, jerking my entire body to the side.

“Shut the fuck up, bitch.” He growled.

The asshole was trying to knock me out so it would be easier to drag me to the van. While I was kicking, screaming and jerking against their hold it wasn’t as easy to manhandle me as it would be if I was unconscious.

They were so brazen they were parked right at the front door of the hospital  in the ambulance lane.

Right where the security cameras would catch every single second of the kidnapping.

People were watching with wide shocked eyes but not moving forward to help. And why weren’t they helping? Because they saw the bastards shoot Jakes.

I knew by what they did to Kellen that my fate would be even worse if they got me in the van.

I kept fighting them. Thanking the chilly breeze this morning that had me wearing my heavy biker boots.

Boots that connected with legs as I kicked out wildly, causing the men to slow while trying to get out of the way.

In the background I heard people shouting and the high pitched whine of an approaching bike.

The whining scream of the engine meant the bike was racing. To my ears it sounded like more than one bike was coming towards us. The whining scream meant they were street bikes, not the heavier thunder of the Harleys and Triumphs the club brothers rode. And my heart sank into my gut but perked up a bit at another thought.

It wasn’t the club but maybe they would still help me. A lot of the riding clubs allied to the Road Warriors rode street bikes. The bikers could be allies of the club.

All I had to do was stay out of the van. Do whatever I could until help came.

Until Boxer could get to me.

This time my scream wasn’t desperate, it was pissed off. Just before the asshole could pitch me into the van I kicked him in the knee and he jerked as his leg buckled, taking him down. He let go of my arm to throw his hand out to stop him from falling on his face. It gave me the chance I needed. I jerked my other arm free before the asshole could react. The motion was so violent it had me falling on my ass, it hurt like hell but I ignored the pain and started scooting away from them. I didn’t get far enough. One of them came after me and leant forward to grab me. Jerking my legs up I kicked out, hitting him in the lower abdomen and sending him flying. Pain exploded in my side. The bastard I kicked in the knee was back and he had kicked me. Thankfully it was only a glancing blow to the ribs but, damn, it hurt. I moaned softly as pain radiated through my side but kept scooting away from them.

“Stop fucking around! Get the fucking bitch!” Someone shouted.

I had to keep fighting them off. I knew Boxer was out there somewhere.

He had to be waiting for an opportunity and with the bikers approaching he might use them as cover to get to me.

He would save me.

I just had to stay out of the van until he got to me.

The sound of the bikes got closer and closer and I frantically scooted further away from the men once again trying to grab me. This time they were going for my feet. I kicked out at them frantically.

Suddenly they were no longer totally focused on me. It looked like they were now more worried about the bikers racing towards us. I desperately looked around trying to find Boxer. With my attention not on my attackers one of them reached out to grab me. He never reached me. As I watched he flew back against the side of the van then slowly slid down, leaving a trail of blood behind.

A bike slid to a stop in front of me, covering me and protecting me from the men who had tried to kidnap me. Heat radiated from the engine and exhaust, it was so close, and the high whining throb reverberated through my chest.

I didn’t hear any shots but my would-be kidnappers fell and stayed down.

I slowly looked up.

A biker dressed in jeans and a black leather jacket with a black full face helmet sat on the white and red racing bike with a gun in his hand.

I didn’t recognise the man or the bike.

I sat there staring up at him, mouth hanging open, stunned silent. The visor on the helmet was so heavily tinted I couldn’t make out his features.

Slowly, very slowly, it sunk in.

The men who had tried to snatch me had been shot by a biker I didn’t know.

He wasn’t a member of the Road Warriors MC or any of their allies. None of them would ever put their asses on a crotch rocket.

Right now though, I didn’t care who he was. He saved me from a fate I’d rather not contemplate.

And strangely I wasn’t scared of him. My eyes followed his hand as he slid the gun inside his jacket.

“Take my hand. You’re safe.” A growly voice dragged my eyes back up.

A big hand appeared in front of me and I grabbed it. He pulled me up effortlessly and in an almost continuous motion helped me onto the back of his bike.

No sooner was I settled on the back and we were racing away with another bike following us.

Slowing for the security gates to the hospital the black helmet clad head turned and growled a single word at the biker riding next to us. “Helmet.”

A helmet appeared as if by magic and was thrown at me. I caught it out of the air and nodded my thanks.

I immediately pulled it on and was still doing up the chin strap when the bike shot off. In the distance I could hear a lot of sirens coming towards us. The cops were on the way. If he was like the bikers I knew we would be leaving without talking to them. I was right. We left.

He didn’t ask for directions and there was no hesitation in the route he took.

He rode directly to the Road Warriors compound. How did he know to do that?

Who was this man?

I hadn’t recognised his voice with the few words he spoke.

He and the other biker were strangers who shot three men to save me.

Who were they and why did they save me?

I didn’t get to ask him.

Once we got to the Road Warriors compound he pulled up next to the brothers on duty at the gates. Then he patted my thigh to indicate I needed to get off. Not a word was spoken as I stepped off and away from the bike.

Behind the gates brothers were scrambling for their bikes and there were shouts as I was spotted.

I was still fumbling with the chin strap when he revved the bike twice and shot off, gravel spraying from the rear tyre.

They raced away at high speed.

I stood staring after the big biker, holding the helmet by the strap as it hung from my hand while the men surrounded me like an impenetrable wall.

My saviour.

But the big question was why did he save me?

And after saving me why did he leave without introducing himself?

My black knight on his iron steed was a puzzle I would try to solve another time.

Right now I had to find out if Jakes and Boxer were okay.

I knew I was going to be chewed out by Wild Man and Rooster, it was a given.

Once they got it out of their systems I needed to call my brother.

I had to speak to him about what had happened.

Sooner rather than later.

He was going to shout at me as well.

But I didn’t care.

I needed to know why I was being targeted. Did it have something to do with the company?

I had nothing to do with him or the company. Everyone knew that.

I never attended the board meetings because Dominick had my proxy to vote my shares.

But after what Gideon had said about my brother protecting me for years and by doing so his own life had been less than perfect I wanted to know more.

For the first time in years I wanted to get to know my brother.

I wanted to know more than the whispers about his underworld connections, his ruthlessness in the business world and his revolving bedroom door.

I knew so little about him.

And that was both of our faults.

Our parents died when we were very young. He was thirteen and I was eight when Winifred Harrison, our step-grandmother, became our guardian.

The change in our lives had been dramatic. We had gone from a loving home to the cold mansion where the step-ogre focused her attention on my brother and left me in the care of the staff. A staff made up of strangers.

Like my parents my big brother was suddenly gone from my life.

As a child it had looked like Dominick led a wonderful life filled with friends and parties while my own had been cold and lonely.

I was left in the care of au pairs but none of them stayed very long. My contact with anyone outside of the mansion was limited to school until I was sent to a private boarding school in Johannesburg. I made friends and was invited to their homes for holidays and weekends. Boarding school was easy, it was going home for the longer holidays that wasn’t easy.

I only came home twice a year and contact with my brother was limited to a couple of very uncomfortable meetings overseen by Winifred or one of her staff. I had my own suite in the opposite wing to the one occupied by my brother and the step-ogre. I hardly ever saw them. All my meals were served in the small dining room in my suite. They were prepared by my personal housekeeper who was also my cook. If I wanted to go somewhere a driver was provided. I was very efficiently separated from the other occupants of the mansion.

I quickly learnt that I wasn’t safe inside that house.

After a scary experience with one of the men who always seemed to be around a set of bolts had appeared on the inside of my bedroom door. When I asked the housekeeper who installed them she looked around, obviously terrified, before whispering my brother’s name. From then on I religiously locked them when I was alone in my room.

Night or day, they were locked. I was scared enough to add more, ensuring the door wouldn’t open even if whoever was trying to get inside removed the hinges.

The night before my sixteenth birthday I made a decision that changed my life.
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