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      Talia breached the first firewall in minutes. That was disappointing.

      In her peripheral, a slender figure moved closer.

      “Can I get you anything, Ms. Matrice?” The bank manager’s assistant had a perfectly blank face. Slim, though not from working out. She probably ate a quarter cup of almonds for lunch. Her blond hair didn’t dare move out of the straight fall she’d styled it into, and her makeup was understated. Professional.

      Talia said, “No, thank you. I’m fine here.”

      The assistant nodded. “I’m sure Mr. Crampton will be out momentarily.”

      Talia sent her a smile. She didn’t mind sitting. The leather chairs in the bank’s waiting area were comfortable, and her feet hurt from walking two blocks of downtown Seattle on three-inch heels because her Uber driver had decided to hit on her. She’d climbed out early and taken those few minutes to clear her head.

      Talia looked down at the tablet computer in her lap. The screen was fourteen inches and the machine inside more powerful than several top-of-the-line desktop computers hooked together. She’d built it herself.

      The bank had forwarded her a list of IP addresses for their internal network, but she preferred to see if she could find that information herself. Later, she would compare the two. She tapped the screen and started a scan on their internal IP structure. That would tell her the scope of how their network was pieced together. Pockets. Layers. Sections. She was going to access it all. Then she would write a report, informing them of the vulnerabilities in their system.

      Beyond the tablet screen, she swung her foot. Gold, strappy three-inch sandals. She’d owned them for nearly a week and had worn them five times already, just to adequately express her thanks to The Good Lord and His grace for allowing them to be on sale last Saturday. Nothing like retail therapy to distract her from the swirl of thoughts in her mind. Plus, she’d gotten a new matching gold purse out of it. That put her up to six gold purses. Her home computer was running a program at this very moment, searching the internet for sales so she could get her seventh.

      Her mother thought her flashy style was excessive, though she agreed with Talia in giving due credit to God for her innate ability to find bargains. Mom responded to most things in life by regularly texting Bible verses on all kinds of things she thought Talia should know.

      There were two unread on her phone from this morning. Later, when she’d shorn up her defenses, she would read them—maybe over ice cream. She hadn’t exactly backslidden the past few weeks. She still believed. She just didn’t want to deal with what had happened.

      Not yet.

      She was way too busy to cry.

      The bank manager, Arnold Crampton, exited the hallway to his office on the far side of the bank lobby. The man who followed him wore a quality suit, but not so nice that it bragged of the tons of money he made as a Secret Service Agent. Because, yeah, he didn’t make that much.

      Talia had read the agent’s whole file. Divorced, the father of a teenage daughter. The girl’s mother, a psychiatrist, had moved to Washington State a year ago and brought the girl with her. Mason had taken a position at the Seattle office of the Secret Service three months after. He rented a townhouse downtown but had recently been prequalified for a home loan.

      What she’d read on her computer had not prepared her for the full impact of seeing him in the flesh, even from across the busy lobby of a snooty bank.

      She actually gasped. Talia just barely managed to tamp down her reaction. Otherwise the old lady in the chair opposite was going to think she had loose morals. Everything about the man was…thick. He was like a California redwood. Tall. Barrel chested—she now knew what that expression meant. Long arms. Long legs. His head was shaved close, dark hair against his 95% cacao, hazelnut-truffle skin, smooth as it would taste…

      The old lady across from her cleared her throat. “I think you might be drooling, dear.”

      Talia shut her eyes. She had to. The pull of him was too powerful, she had to look away. As much sensory deprivation as she could get. Though this wasn’t a good solution, because now she could hear the low timbre of his voice. Lordy be. This wasn’t going to be good at all.

      She looked down at the steady tap of her foot. Fresh pedicure.

      Her mind immediately flashed back to that cellar. She didn’t dare close her eyes again. Not right now, when she would see it all again in full color, high definition. The screams. The cold floor. She could even smell it.

      Don’t.

      Talia got up and swung her purse over her shoulder. No point in sitting here, watching them like a total stalker. She strode past the assistant, who called out, “If you’ll wait…”

      “It’s fine,” Talia told her. This woman didn’t know who she was, or what she was doing here. She just knew that Talia was here to see Mr. Crampton.

      He must’ve seen her strutting over. She never just “walked.” Not if she could help it. He turned, saw her coming, and she saw it—the second his eyes widened. Did she care if she wasn’t his cup of tea? No way. He might be an Earl-Grey-stuffy old man, but she was spicy Chai tea with milk and whipped cream.

      Mason had a different reaction entirely. Eyebrows rose, and he shifted his stance. Appreciation? Maybe. She would love to be distracted by him, but too bad she was here to do her job.

      She stuck her hand out to the bank manager for him to shake. Or kiss the back of her knuckles. A little sputtering and apologizing always made her feel better. “Talia Matrice, National Security Agency.”

      She would have sworn she saw Mason’s lips twitch.

      “Oh.” There was the sputtering again. Crampton smoothed his tie with one hand and took hers with the other. Limp shake, slight squeeze. “Of course. We were expecting you.”

      Mason had shown up early.

      Talia squared her shoulders and held her hand out to the Secret Service representative. “Agent Anderson?”

      He held her hand with his warm, strong one as he nodded. His lips curled up and she got a flash of the kind of orthodontics bill her mother hadn’t been able to afford. “I’m afraid you have me at a disadvantage, Ms. Matrice.”

      That was the way it was going to stay. If only for her peace of mind. “Talia is fine.” She turned to the bank manager. “If you’ll show me to the server room, I’ll get hooked in.”

      She shifted her tablet computer, cradled in her left arm like she wasn’t already working on the assignment, to assess the bank’s computer system for vulnerabilities. He didn’t need to know that.

      “Of course.” Crampton nodded. “If you’ll come this way.”

      He strode back to the hall, and they turned a corner where the carpet met the double doors to his corner office. Mason glanced over at her as they followed. His head dipped to her shoes and back up.

      Concerned she’d have trouble walking? She prided herself on never showing how much her shoes hurt her feet. Years of wearing heels and sticking those gel pads in, and they still weren’t always comfortable.

      His gaze scanned back up to her head. Intense, but more of a professional assessment. Trying to figure her out. She’d picked one of her more understated dresses, though it was bright purple. It hung loose, more loosely the last month or so at least. She’d lost twenty-five pounds since… Don’t think about that. The team kept asking her out to lunch, or dinner, or both. Truth was, she had collar bones for the first time since junior high. She wasn’t all that fired up to put the weight back on.

      “Everything okay?”

      She realized the manager had opened the door to the server room. Talia said, “Of course,” as the obvious reply to Mason’s question, and then strode in.

      Liar.
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      Mason watched her walk in, then turned to the bank manager. “Thank you.”

      “Ask my assistant.” Crampton waved a nonchalant hand. “If there’s anything you need.”

      He nodded. “Will do. Thank you.”

      Crampton peered in after the NSA lady, probably curious as to what she was doing. No, the woman didn’t match any expectations of what a computer geek, hired to do what they’d called a “penetration test” on the bank, would look like.

      Some people claimed they didn’t like surprises. He wasn’t one of them.

      Mason left the door open and wandered inside. Talia Matrice wore a dress that was at least a size, if not two, too big for her. It in no way detracted from the impact of the full package.

      Considering it would be creepy to just stare at her, he walked over and looked at the screen of her computer. She’d plugged it directly into the computer terminal on the server rack. He knew some of the terminology, and how to breach a network, but was still learning all the ins and outs of the new things hackers were doing. Later, he planned to get certified in order to add to his resume. Maybe move into private information security work when he retired from the Secret Service.

      Interesting, but not as interesting as the way her hair fell over her shoulders. Black curls were interspersed with bleached blonde ones that touched her shoulder blades.

      Mason shifted his attention to the computer screen. “So how does this all work?”

      Out the corner of his eye he saw her turn toward him. “Are you going to talk to me the entire time? Because I can get this done faster if I have quiet.”

      Decisive. Determined.

      Beneath those qualities lay something else. There it is. It really was too bad that what was found under the surface never matched the persona a person showed on the outside. It might sound jaded to some, but it was the truth he’d learned over and over the hard way. No matter how appealing this woman might be on the surface, it wasn’t reality.

      Face facts.

      Talia sighed. Then she reached out and braced a hand on his shoulder. She gave him a good portion of her weight while she pulled off one shoe, then the other, tossing them on the floor. She now stood three inches shorter. Her nose barely reached his shoulder.

      He looked down at her. “I’ll let you get to it.”

      “Thanks.” She went back to the device. Her fingers flew across the keyboard so fast he lost track a few strokes in.

      Mason turned away and wandered the room in a circuit that never took him out of arm’s reach of her. The servers didn’t need much more than a closet. He checked his phone and saw a calendar notification to meet his daughter for dinner. Like he was going to forget. She certainly wouldn’t pass up the chance to let him pay for her food and give her some gas money.

      Stella wouldn’t like it—she never did like his generosity with his daughter—but if that was the worst he had to deal with from his ex-wife, he was going to take it. Some people had horror stories of their broken relationships. He had a strained, semi-friendship and a healthy, thriving daughter who was becoming an excellent negotiator. Rayna would make a great lawyer, but she wanted to go into public relations. The Senate wouldn’t know what hit it if she ever decided to run for office.

      Talia rolled her shoulders and paced a few steps.

      “Done?”

      She shook her head. “I’m waiting for the scan to finish.”

      Mason stowed his phone in the inside of his jacket. “How did you get into working with the NSA?”

      “I hacked the school district website in sixth grade to change my F in PE to a B. The school’s librarian caught me, because I was using the computer in there, and he sent me to the public library to take a class. The lady running it was a retired FBI agent. She told me I should do something legit with my abilities instead of ending up in jail.”

      She shrugged one shoulder. “So I did. Much to my mother’s consternation, I did not major in fashion design or work to become a weather girl or some kind of TV news anchor with a fabulous collection of necklaces. Though, I got the bling.” She spread her hand over the necklace she wore today, her fingernails tipped in a light pink.

      Mason smiled. “Don’t see eye to eye?” Who did, with their own parents?

      “About the only things we agree on are gold, and Jesus.” She hesitated there, at the end, waiting for his reaction.

      Mason nodded. “My father is a reverend at a big church in Atlanta. They stream services now, so he has his own YouTube channel.”

      She smiled. “You subscribe to it?”

      He chuckled. “The podcast, actually.”

      Her giggle had an alto pitch that sounded warm, instead of high pitched and annoying. Her tablet thing emitted a series of beeps. She turned to it, and he took her in. A study in contradictions. The comparison to his ex-wife was evident, without him really even thinking about it.

      Stella always pulled her black hair into a tight knot, so as to appear more professional. She was taller than Talia and worked to keep her figure as slim as possible. She had also frequently explained to him her views on any hair color that was not what God gave you.

      Still, first impressions never panned out. Not in his experience. In fifteen years of marriage to a therapist, he’d been analyzed and diagnosed more times than he could count. Enough he’d absorbed some of it.

      He’d thought that he and Stella would be in love for the rest of their lives. They’d both been working on their careers, and he thought they’d be going strong until Rayna was out of the house and college was paid for. Then they’d have time to rekindle the romance they shared at the beginning. Take a second honeymoon, or retire somewhere warm. Meanwhile, Stella had different expectations. She considered him her first, and longest running—though not most successful—client. Her client.

      When she’d told him that, he’d filed for divorce. He wasn’t interested in a business relationship with someone who never intended to work on the love part of their marriage, and who seemed to only want to shape him into the kind of person she thought he should be.

      He had a good feeling about Talia. He could already tell that she understood a little about facing up to people’s expectations. And owning who you were, regardless.

      “Huh.” She tapped away on the keyboard, then lifted a finger to swipe at the screen of her tablet.

      Mason checked the time on his smart watch. He should probably get the assistant to order in sandwiches for their lunch. These penetration tests usually took all day, sometimes two work days to finish. Then he’d have to spend half a day doing paperwork. It wasn’t life as a Secret Service agent in Washington DC, where he’d been hoping to end up on the president’s detail. But it was honest, and it meant something to the stability of the financial sector to have the Secret Service ensure things were all working as they should be; that no one was gaming the system.

      Her shoulders straightened, and she peered closer at the screen. Tension outlined the muscles in her back and the angle of her head.

      He took a step toward her, feeling the gun on his hip with the shift of his legs. But the danger wasn’t going to be physical. Not with an assignment like this. “Is everything⁠—”

      “What on earth?”

      He wondered if she’d even heard him. “Talia.”

      She turned to him then, wide eyes full of fear.

      “What is it?”
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      Talia looked at the screen again, just to make sure what she’d seen was correct. The program, which she’d written herself, had flagged a line of code running inside the bank’s internal network. A line of code with her name on it.

      Literally.

      “Maybe you’d like to share with the whole class?”

      She shot him a look, too worried about what this meant to be annoyed with him. Though, at any other time, she’d have been seriously irritated by that asinine comment. Before she could explain, her phone went crazy in her purse.

      She bent and pulled out the iPhone, her fingers sliding around the pop socket on the back her niece had covered with plastic gems. Talia had taught the girl everything she knew about hot glue gun usage.

      The notification on the screen made her frown.

      She swiped through, then logged in to view her bank balance. “What…”

      “Talia.”

      Rather than form the words—and she wasn’t sure she actually could right now—Talia showed him the screen.

      “So you have two million and some dollars in your checking account.” He looked about as irritated as she’d been at his comment a second ago.

      “I’m not bragging. I’m saying that just came out of nowhere.” The phone shook, gripped in her hand. “The seven hundred and change is mine. The rest was just deposited. From an account in this bank.”

      “You stole from the bank?”

      “Yes.” Then she realized how that sounded, so she quickly added, “That’s what it looks like from this transaction.”

      She stowed her phone back in her purse, pretty much just dropping it in there. Who cared if she cracked the screen? She needed to get rid of this money. And fast.

      Mr. Secret Service Agent reached across to her left shoulder. He gently forced her to step away from the terminal.

      How was that going to help? “Let me at the computer.”

      “No.” He let go of her shoulder but stayed between her and the terminal. “Explain.”

      “Somehow it looks like I took two million from the bank’s accounts and transferred it into my own. While I was standing here, working.”

      “But you didn’t.”

      “I can’t believe you⁠—”

      “Answer the question.” His voice was strong, an even tone she’d heard her teammates use in interrogations.

      “No,” she spoke through gritted teeth. “I didn’t steal money from this bank and transfer it to the same account the federal government deposits my paycheck into. And I didn’t do it in a completely obvious way any amateur hacker wouldn’t even do, thus making it stupidly obvious in implicating myself.”

      His face didn’t change. No sympathy. No humor. Totally professional, as though he’d shut down when faced with a cunning adversary.

      She wasn’t his enemy.

      “I’m not that dumb.” Problem was, this argument meant she could do it. Of course she could. She was the best. But she’d have done it in a way that made it not obvious it was her who had stolen money. “And I would never breach ethics, or the law, like that.”

      “Like hacking the school district website to change your grade?”

      “I was twelve.” Her hands curled into fists by her sides. “My mother made me tell the pastor so he could pray with me when I asked for forgiveness.”

      He looked like he might’ve agreed with her mother’s methods. Talia felt sorry for his daughter, even if he had moved across the country to work and live where he was close to her.

      “Now let me get to the terminal, so I can fix this and figure out who just tried to get me thrown in jail. Or worse, kicked off the task force.”

      His jaw worked side to side. Then he stepped out of her way. “When you’re done, you can tell me about this task force you speak of—the one that wasn’t in your file.”

      She nearly tripped over the strap of her purse. Ended up with her fingers on the keyboard and her ankle wrapped up with the chain that normally went over her shoulder. Of course the task force wasn’t in her file. That defeated the purpose of the work they did.

      She typed, rolling through sections of their network as she tried to find out where the command originated from. Had to have been activated somehow. Internally. Maybe by her program initializing? A signal that their code should go live, taking money and transferring it to her. Which meant they’d have been in the system before she was.

      She thought about calling in to the office. Former Navy sailor Haley was their go-to gal, and she could solve just about any problem Talia threw at her. She’d been trying to trip the woman up—metaphorically speaking—for weeks. Haley had told her to “bring it on.” Probably because she felt sorry for Talia and wanted to help occupy her so she didn’t spiral into a depression.

      The rest of them just brought in donuts and tried to get her to eat two. She’d eaten four, and then thrown them up later. Stupid roiling stomach.

      No, she couldn’t call the task force. They would swoop in and try to save her, which she would let them do. The reality was that she had to stand on her own two fabulous gold shoes. After she put them back on.

      Talia swiped on her tablet screen to her bank accounts.

      “Moving the money already?”

      She finished what she’d started, then turned to him. “I transferred it back to where it came from.” She lifted her chin. “Because it’s not mine, and I don’t want it.”

      He just stared at her.

      Talia turned back from Mr. Judgmental and tried to nail down the terminal where the code had come from. Whose computer had been used to implicate her in a bank robbery? Whoever they were, they were good. That was for sure…

      She took a step back and almost tripped because the chain strap of her purse was still wrapped around her foot.

      Strong California redwood arms wrapped around her, then steadied her upright. “Careful.” Like she was deficient somehow, and he needed to keep her standing. As if.

      She moved out of his arms.

      “What is it?”

      She shook her head. All this couldn’t be because of him. Her hacker, the man who’d had her kidnapped. Nearly sold on the black market, as though life was a commodity to be traded. Bartered for.

      Victoria had gotten her back.

      There was no way he’d bother with a stupid transfer now, after a month of nothing. Especially not for something that was just irritating and not much worse than that. Yes, it was two million dollars. But it wasn’t like she hadn’t fixed the problem as easily as it happened. What would be the point, other than to continue to torment her with his power over her? She could think of worse ways for him to prove that. She’d lived through the “worse.” To the extent that those were all the ones she thought of now.

      Was this his doing?

      “Talia.” The voice was softer, but not compassionate.

      She shook her head.

      “Talk to me.”

      A knock sounded on the door, enough it slid open a few inches. The manager’s assistant stood in the doorway. “Mr. Crampton has informed me that an incident seems to have occurred. Money appears to be missing.” She directed her attention to Mason. Considering he was the “law” here, that made sense. Did the assistant want him to arrest her?

      Would he?

      Almond lady’s eyebrows rose. “And it appears to have been transferred into this woman’s accounts.”

      Talia said, “I already put it back.” Just so there was no confusion. “I’m trying to figure out where the transaction originated from.” She glanced over at them for a second.

      The assistant touched Mason’s arm. “I require assurance that you’ll do the right thing here.”

      He nodded. “Of course.”

      Talia mimicked his voice inside her head. Of course. She didn’t watch to see what else the woman did. Or how he responded to it.

      She had bigger problems right now than watching him flirt back. Or not. Whatever. It wasn’t like she cared.

      The assistant was probably going to get security, so they could escort her out.

      Talia got back on the computer. She worked her way through all the data. Definitely a local terminal on the network. Maybe a flash drive, plugged into someone’s computer. She could probably figure out which one, and they could go retrieve it. That would mean physical evidence to prove she wasn’t the one behind this. Security footage would confirm she never touched the computer in question.

      She was being implicated.

      Framed.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The manager’s assistant had left, looking nervous. Maybe Crampton had told her it was her responsibility to fix the problem. Mason had reassured her before she left that it was his job.

      “Ms. Matrice, I’d like you to step away from the terminal.”

      She didn’t move. “I’m almost done.”

      “Ma’am—”

      “Seriously?” He didn’t know if she was talking to him or the computer. Then she turned to him. “Give me, like, two minutes before you go all cop on me, okay?”

      “Go all cop?”

      She started typing again. “I work with a task force. All of them are federal agents. Like, super cops. You wouldn’t believe the stories I could tell you. Abductions and militia, and gunshot wounds.” She shook her head and made a gagging sound. “So much blood. Crazy chemicals in the river, and that drone strike.”

      He frowned, remembering a briefing he’d read. “Are you talking about the lab in Oregon that was all over the news?”

      “Uh, yeah. That was us.” She shrugged one shoulder. “Who do you think got Haley and Niall out of the lab before it blew?” She pointed one index finger at herself. “Moi. Thank you very much.”

      “Okay, so I get you know what you’re doing. But this is serious.”

      “I’m one of the good guys,” she said.

      “You still need to answer my questions about this.” There were several things that required an explanation at this point.

      “I should probably call Victoria.”

      “Is she your lawyer?”

      Talia glanced over to frown at him. “No. She’s my boss. Director Bramlyn, State Department. Look her up.”

      He pulled out his phone to do exactly that.

      “But be prepared for the backlash when you do.”

      “I really need you to step away from the terminal, Ms. Matrice.” He tried to soften his voice, particularly when he said her name. Hopefully that would convince her he wasn’t a threat. She could trust him, talk to him. It worked with suspects on occasion. Helped to build rapport and calm a situation.

      He touched her shoulder then, as he’d done before. “The money is really back where it belongs?”

      She bent to retrieve her phone, logged in again, and showed him the screen. Just the seven hundred and some change.

      “Very well.” He nodded. “But I think we might have to reschedule the remainder of this test to a later date.” Because there still needed to be a full investigation.

      “So you can get someone else in to do it?” She cocked her hip, something he knew from having a teenage daughter didn’t mean anything good.

      “That’s not up to me. But you can’t deny—” He tried to look like he was shrugging off the worry. “—that this will make for an interesting report.”

      “Nice for you,” she shot back. “I’m in the middle of an investigation. I was trying to move on with my life, but nooooo. He just drags me right back into the middle of it so he can freak me out and mess with me. Like it wasn’t bad enough before.”

      Mason thought he might’ve seen tears in her eyes for a second. Before he could say anything, she continued, “So we’re back to the middle of this case. Where I’m the technical consultant and the victim. Yay.” There was nothing good in her tone. Not even self-deprecation. She looked like she wanted to cry.

      She was the victim? “Tell me what happened.”

      Talia scrunched up her nose and shook her head like there was no way she would ever do that. Not if she could help it.

      He shifted closer a fraction. “How can I understand if you don’t tell me what I need to know?”

      He wanted to help as well, but he should keep this professional first. If it got personal later, that was something entirely different—until he arrested her. This woman clearly wasn’t telling him the whole truth—understatement—so she probably had plenty to hide. He’d guess it wasn’t all lawful, despite her credentials.

      Had she really thought she could pull the wool over his eyes?

      Talia actually looked for a moment as though she might talk. But then she shook her head. “Go ahead and look up Victoria Bramlyn. Check her out, and maybe she’ll read you in. I’m not sure you have the clearance to be told.”

      She turned away then, opting for the cold shoulder instead of opening up. That was fine. He probably wouldn’t trust her either if their roles were reversed.

      “If you could not get back on the computer,” he started.

      She cut him off. “I’m shutting down.” She pulled the cables connecting her tablet computer to the terminal and hit a few keys on the tiny keyboard before she twisted it and stowed it back between servers in the rack. “I guess he won. Again.”

      He moved so he could see her face. She’d paled like someone who’d seen a ghost. Whatever that was supposed to look like.

      War weary, so different from that confident woman who’d walked right up to Mr. Crampton and introduced herself. What had happened to weigh her down to this level of defeat?

      Whatever it was, she’d pushed it aside and found her strength. From her relationship with God, maybe. Now she’d been swallowed up by the past again. Those defenses had to have been flimsy.

      “I need you to talk to me, Talia.”

      They could do that here, or in his office. Probably both. He didn’t like the idea of taking her in for questioning, though he had to. This involvement would go in her file. A permanent mark on her career that might cause damage at a later date if she applied for a higher position. But he needed to know what had happened. He needed an explanation for the stolen money, even if she’d given it back.

      She shook her head and reached for her shoes. “You might think you want to help, or that you want to know so you can put all the juicy details of what happened to me in your file but when you do know, you’ll wish you’d never asked.”

      “That isn’t the way it works and you know it.”

      She straightened, now back to her augmented height. The woman was the full package; looks and brains, and a broken heart. She made him want to wrap her in a hug, the way Rayna insisted he do, claiming it was better than chocolate. Whatever that meant. Teenagers were like an alien species sometimes.

      Or maybe that was women in general.

      It could be a testament to his trouble understanding women and his lack of success in that department. Never mind that the Bible said to dwell with one’s wife with understanding. He’d been married, and he hadn’t figured that out. He didn’t suppose he’d manage it with a woman he’d met barely an hour ago.

      Talia lifted her chin and pinned him with a stare. “There’s nothing you can do to help. But if you need to know so badly, I can⁠—”

      Feet pounded down the hallway and an older suited man ran past them, breathless.

      They both watched him disappear through a door at the end of the hall, then Mason turned to her. “Let’s go find the manager. We should talk to him before we head out.”

      They would be going to his office, where she would explain everything to him. She seemed to know who had transferred that money. Returning it didn’t negate the fact a theft had occurred. All that had gone on here today required a full accounting, otherwise there would always be suspicion—on both of them.

      He led her down the hall with his hand on the small of her back. She held her body tight, tense with whatever she was thinking. Before they turned the corner, a middle-aged man barreled toward them. Red faced. His thick jowls shifted as he ran. His white shirt strained in the front by the expanding gut above his waistline.

      “Gunman.” He breathed and shoved between them. “In the bank.”

      “What…”

      The man trudged away, racing his heavy frame down the hallway. He glanced back over his shoulder. “We’re being robbed.”
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      Talia took a step back. A robbery…and a robber? That didn’t make any sense. First she’d had her identity targeted to make it look like she’d stolen money from the bank. She’d put that back. Once she answered questions for the Secret Service and gave a statement, all that would be straightened out. But this?

      Mason had his gun drawn now. He glanced at her. “Draw your weapon.”

      Talia reached into her purse and pulled out a stun gun.

      “That’s it? You need a real weapon here.”

      She pulled out her tablet with the other hand. Awkward, but it would help prove her point. “This is my weapon.”

      She tucked the stun gun between her elbow and her side. Typed with her thumbs on the screen of her tablet. She sent a message to Haley and Victoria to tell them there was a robbery in progress at the bank.

      Was it the work of her hacker?

      Brute force physical action wasn’t his style. He had hired gunmen for that. Most of his work was done electronically. Talia was the one who had to face the consequences of it, while he stayed secure in whatever bunker he was holed up in, causing havoc in her life.

      She bit her lip.

      “We have to go.” Mason’s voice was surprisingly soft. Determined to bring her in after he took down a bank robber? Maybe he’d realized certain things were past her purview and that was all right with him, because he could handle it.

      Pretty much like every other federal agent she knew.

      “Or you can stay in this hallway while I go in there. But I need to do it fast, before anyone gets hurt.”

      “Go.” She followed him as he crouched at the door and eased it open with two fingers. Hopefully no one would run out the door and crash into them.

      He looked beyond it, gun ready to take on whoever was in the bank lobby. She’d had extensive training when she’d come onboard to work with the Northwest Counter-Terrorism Task Force, so she knew how to use all manner of weapons and how to defend herself, if necessary.

      She preferred her stun gun.

      And really, when it had come down to it, what good had that training been? Not much against a group of armed men who had captured her, drugged her, and then dropped her off at an undisclosed location to be sold on the black market. She got on her knees every morning and thanked God that Victoria managed to get her back.

      She was here. She was okay.

      But that didn’t mean she was whole.

      Life went on. This assignment had been about getting back to her real life. Now the hacker had found her here, too. She bit her lip to hold back the flood of emotion. She wanted to scream, and cry. Maybe go to her mom’s house and lay on the couch in footie pajamas, drink tea and tell her all about what had happened.

      She would do it, if her mom wouldn’t respond by having some kind of medical event brought on by stress. Considering her therapist hadn’t even been able to hold back his reaction, her mom surely wouldn’t manage it.

      Mason turned back and whispered, “There’s a counter close to us. We’re out of his line of sight. We need to crawl to it. Ready?”

      Talia whispered back, “A minute ago you were going to arrest me for being a thief. Now you want me to watch your back?” How was he sure she wasn’t just going to stun him and then run off with those millions? Maybe he just wanted her with him so he could arrest her later.

      His eyebrow rose. “You transferred it back, right?”

      Like it would be that hard to take it again? She rolled her eyes. They probably looked ridiculous, crouched on the floor in the hallway having a whispered argument. “Just go already. Before something bad happens.”

      He shot her a look like she was the one holding him up. Mason crawled through the doorway. Talia followed him, juggling her purse against her hip with her tablet and the stun gun in her arms. She shuffled across the tile floor to the spot where he’d gone.

      “Down,” a male voice boomed, loud like it was an order and he was mad. “I said heads down.”

      She couldn’t hold back the flinch. Mason crouched behind the counter. He tugged on her hand and slid her across the floor, like it was no big deal, so that she stopped right next to him. Close to him. He’d pulled her all the way. Like she didn’t weigh more than she should—although less than she had a few weeks ago—near enough she was now propped against his hip. Talia wanted to be strong on her own. She wanted to feel safe even when she wasn’t sheltered against the body of a strong man.

      But life hadn’t done that. Life had destroyed her sense of safety.

      Talia rounded Mason’s back and crawled to the far end of the counter, where there was a break between two desks. Beyond them was a half door, which she huddled behind. She set down the stun gun and lifted the tablet so only the camera peeked out. She used it like a scope until she saw him, and then took a burst of shots so she got a good one of his face. All the while, notifications dropped down on the screen. Victoria. Haley. Victoria again. Then the others, as they found out what was happening. Dakota. Josh. Alvarez. Niall.

      Talia ignored them all and lowered the tablet.

      “Good,” the bank robber yelled. “Now, we all just stay calm and no one will get hurt.”

      She figured they always said that, right before they shot someone.

      There was no time to read the messages the team had sent her. Talia replied with the best photo she had of the robber, and then sent a bunch more in a string. She followed it up with a message.

      Run this. Get his ID.

      However this turned out, they would know who he was. If Mason needed to talk to him, then it would help to have information he could use to build a rapport with the guy. If they got out of this.

      She looked down at the pictures then and saw something in the corner. Talia used two fingers to enlarge the image. Swallowing down the gasp, she slid back to Mason and tapped his shoulder. When he looked over, she showed him.

      He glanced up, a dark look in his eyes.

      She mouthed, “He killed the security guard.”

      Mason nodded. She could see in his eyes that he felt the loss like a blow. Any life lost was a precious thing gone from this world. Didn’t matter who it was. One person’s life was not more or less valuable than another’s. They were all God’s creation.

      She saw him shove aside the emotion and move to look around the counter. From what she’d read about hostage situations, he wasn’t supposed to jump in fast. That got people hurt. He had to go slow and be methodical. But given the line of his jaw and the flex in the muscle, she figured he didn’t like that. This man of decisive action wanted to lift up, shoot the gunman, and have the whole thing be over.

      Who robbed a bank alone?

      Her tablet buzzed on the floor where she’d set it down. Talia looked at the screen.

      Two minutes to armed response.

      She showed Mason.

      They’d better get here before anyone else got hurt. Then again, Talia and Mason needed a plan to take this guy down before the breach, where armed response showed up, guns blazing. Could Mason and Talia do it in a way that was quiet and meant the lowest risk of people getting hurt or killed?

      She tapped Mason on the shoulder. When he looked over, she mouthed, “What do we do?”
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      Mason stowed his gun back in its holster. He could pull it out quickly. It was a risk, but he couldn’t persuade this guy he wasn’t a threat if he came out gun first.

      He had to do this himself. Yes, he’d insisted Talia come in here with him, but he would rather she stayed behind the counter. The stun gun she had meant she would have to be within arm’s reach of the guy. That wasn’t going to happen if he could help it.

      Mason wasn’t the kind of man who let a woman swing out there by herself, her life in danger. Had she been a full-fledged, law-enforcement-type federal agent who actually
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