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Synopsis

NSA agent Dr. Emma Thorpe is tasked with putting
together an off-the-books team of elite cyber warriors to combat
computer hackers who threaten national security. She’s given carte
blanche to recruit the best of the best. There’s only one caveat.
The threat won’t be resolved by following the rules, so she must
find a way to recruit Paxton James, gray hat hacker extraordinaire.
But the elusive, sexy-as-sin Paxton is in an Indonesian jail. And
she’s there because one of Emma’s colleagues double-crossed
her.

Paxton’s willing to deal with the devil himself to
get out of the hell she’s in. It doesn’t hurt that the devil’s
assistant comes in such an appealing package. Dealing with their
mutual attraction is one thing. But learning to trust is critical.
Especially if Emma and Paxton are to survive long enough to prevent
zero day.
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Prologue

Everything in Paxton James’s world came crashing down
around her without warning.

One minute she’d been standing in a slow-moving
queue, music thundering in her ears drowning out the cacophony of
voices around her. Doing her best to ignore the heat and humidity
while idly waiting to pass through customs at Ngurah Rai
International Airport in Bali.

In the next moment, a hand touched her lightly on the
elbow. Turning, she saw a uniformed customs officer with a scarred
face, nearly black eyes, and an even darker expression. She tugged
the earbuds from her ears when he indicated with his head toward
the carry-on luggage by her feet. The same suitcase Carrie had
asked her to watch just a minute before while she dashed off to
find a washroom.

“Is this yours?” he asked in faintly accented
English.

Paxton shook her head and smiled apologetically. “Not
exactly. It actually belongs to my girlfriend. I’m just watching it
for her.”

Dark eyes narrowed and assessed her. “Passport
please.”

Unconcerned, Paxton reached into a pocket and handed
over her passport. She watched as the officer looked it over,
studied her face against the photo in her passport, then carefully
examined the luggage tag on the suitcase. “You are Paxton
James.”

“Yes.”

“Suitcase tag says it belongs to Paxton James.”

Even as she automatically shook her head in denial,
she stared in surprise at the luggage tag he had just indicated. A
tag that clearly had her name on it, printed in Carrie’s
recognizable writing. Even though the suitcase belonged to Carrie.
Uneasiness began growing somewhere in the pit of her stomach,
spreading and manifesting as tension between her shoulder
blades.

“I’m sure Carrie can clear this up as soon as she
gets back.” She looked around, trying to spot Carrie so she could
explain the mix-up. But for the moment, all she saw was a wall of
strangers. “There’s clearly been some kind of mistake.”

“Yes, but I think it was you who made the mistake,”
the officer answered. He gripped her arm more tightly and pulled
her and the suitcase in question toward a table. There, another
officer opened the carry-on bag and began to go through its
contents.

It was haphazardly packed in typical Carrie fashion,
but she could see a couple of Carrie’s familiar T-shirts, a bikini,
a pair of shorts, and the lacy red thong she’d used to try and
rekindle Paxton’s interest, along with three paperbacks. There was
also a foil-wrapped package, about four-by-six inches in size, that
Paxton had never seen before.

What the hell?

“I don’t know what that is. It’s not mine.”

The officer beside her grunted a command, moving her
to the side of the table away from the line of slowly moving people
and gesturing for her to spread out her arms. Without another word,
he began to pat her carefully, moving down the outside of her arms
before working his way over her hips and legs. At the same time,
the second customs officer tore a small corner on the foil package,
licked a fingertip, and stuck it inside. It was covered in white
powder when he withdrew it.

He growled something in Balinese, but Paxton only
needed to understand one word.

“Cocaine.”

“Oh, Jesus,” she whispered, half expletive, half
prayer. “That’s not possible.”

She knew she was no angel. Had never really been. But
her domain consisted of cyberspace. Firewalls and program codes.
And when things got too close, too intense, she would simply go
dark for a few weeks—or a few months. Do things like trek through
Nepal or explore Cambodia and Vietnam as she’d most recently done.
Whatever it took to restore her equilibrium.

But not drugs.

Never drugs.

And if she needed proof her world had just slipped
off its axis, she could see multiple signs scattered throughout the
airport, proclaiming: Death penalty to drug smugglers.

The crowd around her ceased to exist. The endless
announcements of flight arrivals and departures went silent and the
din of loud voices evaporated. Struggling to make sense of what was
happening she started when she saw five soldiers moving toward her,
heard the unmistakable clatter of rifles coming to bear, safeties
going off, and knew they were all aimed at her.

Denying the monster in the closet was a child’s game
and she had never truly been a child. She swallowed, swallowed
again as primordial fear crested along with adrenaline and
confusion. She held her breath, felt a faint and distant tremor of
reaction over the pounding in her chest, and threw her arms in the
air. “Hey, no need for this. I’m unarmed.”

“Down on the floor. Arms out, legs out.”

Paxton immediately dropped to her knees then assumed
a spread-eagle position face down on the floor. She remained
motionless as someone straddled her, winced as he dragged her arms
back and cuffed her wrists. Felt the finality of the action as the
cuffs clicked into place.

In disbelief, she struggled to raise her head. Still
trying to understand. Still trying to find Carrie so she could
explain this was all a mistake.

And then she spotted her.

Beautiful Carrie, whose touch and smile had once lit
something inside her, but now succeeded in only making her sad.

Playful Carrie, who had pleaded to stop over in Bali
for a couple of days rather than fly back to New York as Paxton had
originally planned once they departed Hong Kong.

Deceptive Carrie, who had casually asked Paxton to
watch her carry-on luggage while she went in search of a
washroom.

For a heartbeat, forever frozen in time, their eyes
met and locked.

Carrie mouthed something. It looked like, I’m
sorry. It was you or me.

For a moment, it seemed as if there was something
else she wanted to say. But no. In the space of a heartbeat, she
simply backed away, disappearing into the crowd that had gathered
to watch.


Chapter One

Welcome to Bali.

Before today, Emma Thorpe believed the mere mention
of Bali would have evoked thoughts of paradise. Images of temples
and beautiful beaches. Endless blue skies, spectacular mountain
scenery, and lush rice fields. Warm and friendly people and a
culture steeped in tradition.

It was more than a place. It was an aspiration. A
state of mind.

Reality, however, proved to be quite different. At
least on this particular day.

Walking out of the airport meant stepping into
mayhem, and the warmth of the welcome quickly paled as humidity
enveloped her and a wall of sound assailed her. People coming and
going, taxi drivers shouting prices, horns blaring, vendors trying
to outdo each other. And that was before she climbed into the back
of the car prearranged to pick them up and began a thirty-minute
ride best suited for a carnival.

The driver merged into a steady stream of traffic,
where it seemed everyone was determined to drive in a style
antithetical to an island known for spiritual retreats. Cars and
trucks, motorcycles and scooters all swerved aggressively around
street hawkers, changed lanes without signaling, and took traffic
lights as merely suggestions, rather than law.

Already trapped in a no-win battle between adrenaline
and jet lag, Emma looked at her hands and slowly unlocked her
fingers.

“I think it works better if you don’t look,” Dominic
Creed muttered on her left.

Turning toward him, Emma felt a smile tug at her
mouth. “You’re one to talk,” she said dryly. She could feel his
tension escalate when their driver barely missed a family of four
crammed on a scooter—only to put their car on the same path as an
oncoming taxi.

Dom scowled and his jaw muscles flexed as he bit
down, no doubt on a sarcastic comment he was about to make.

“At least it’s only supposed to be a thirty-minute
trip,” she reminded him.

“We should be so lucky.” He sighed and rubbed his
eyes. “It might help if we focus on something else. Anything. Like
how you want to handle things when we get to Kerobokan. During the
flight over, you said you were still mulling things over,
considering all your options. Have you made any decision? Do you
know what approach you want to take?”

As distractions went, his questions worked well and
Emma was grateful. Not only because Dom reminded her of a decision
she needed to quickly make, but because it also gave her a bona
fide reason to look away from the road ahead and not consider
herself a coward.

Putting her game face on, she accepted and opened the
file Dom handed her. She tried to organize her thoughts and caught
herself staring once again at the photograph sitting on top of the
thin stack of papers. Staring and pondering how they were going to
approach a woman who’d existed only in rumors prior to three weeks
ago—a seemingly innocuous moment in time when Emma was told she
could have her choice of anyone she wanted for the team of cyber
specialists she’d been charged with assembling to deal with an
ever-increasing threat to national security.

Everyone except one.

Paxton James.

She had to be on the team. That, according to the
only person above Emma who truly counted, was a nonnegotiable.

I need you to do this.

Need, not want, Emma had thought, and found it
telling.

I’m asking you to do this and I’d consider it a
personal favor.

She was nobody’s fool. She didn’t mind having someone
powerful owe her. And this one meant POTUS herself would owe her
one, which never hurt.

But it didn’t make complying any more palatable.

Emma didn’t need to be reminded they were dealing
with a viable and imminent cyber threat to national security. She
knew they’d been lucky in that there’d been no loss of life—so far.
But each of the unrelated computer system failures carried with it
potentially devastating results.

Three different airliners briefly lost control of
their cockpit avionics systems.

A train derailment averted only at the last minute
following a computer glitch.

An oil supertanker dangerously off course,
threatening a spill that could have destroyed the fragile ecology
of the Gulf Coast of the US and Mexico.

The incidents had all come on the heels of a major
breach in the Army Corps of Engineers computer systems, giving
someone highly sensitive information about the nation’s over eighty
thousand dams. And they had left the government grappling to
identify an unknown enemy. One Emma and her team believed was
preparing to unleash a new kind of warfare.

Cyber warfare.

Without needing to be asked, Dom had immediately
started digging into the background of the mystery inside an enigma
that Ms. James proved to be. Perhaps not surprisingly, he didn’t
unearth a lot. “Sorry. It’s all I’ve been able to come up with, but
I think you’ll find it’s enough.”

What she’d found was mostly rumor steeped in myth and
mystery. It left Emma wondering how much of the woman was actually
real. And what her connection to the president might be.

By the time she finished reading Dom’s report, she
realized she didn’t know much more than when she’d started, but for
one thing. Whether it was creating breaches or finding solutions
for computer security or other cyber-related problems that could
never be made public, Paxton James was the best.

It wasn’t just consensus. It was unanimous. And that
was what she needed. The best.

Having Dom agree so quickly was surprising enough
that it made Emma sit up and take notice. In the years they’d
worked together, she had learned to trust him, value his opinion.
He was the most experienced field agent reporting to her and a key
member of her team. Moreover, he seldom rushed to judgment.

Somehow, what he’d managed to uncover had convinced
him the president was right. And not because openly disagreeing
with President Catherine Winters would be career suicide. He truly
believed Paxton James was the key they would need to succeed.

There was one major challenge he had discovered,
however. One Emma would need to overcome rather quickly.

“What do you mean she’s in prison?”

Dom’s rueful shrug did nothing to downplay what was
already looking like a complete cluster-fuck. Emma’s head began to
pound as he explained the computer genius she’d been told to add to
her team was not only in prison, she was in the notorious Kerobokan
Prison in Bali. Facing the death penalty for trafficking drugs.

And muddying the waters even further, it turned out
she’d been set up. By a dirty NSA agent.

Nicholas Perry.

Emma had never thought much of Nick Perry—and
certainly nowhere near as much as he’d always thought of himself.
But while she had sometimes quietly wondered how he afforded his
lavish lifestyle, she had difficulty accepting one of their own
could turn down such a dark path.

According to Dom, the former NSA agent and current
federal prisoner had only admitted what he’d done after he’d been
swept up in an unrelated DEA sting operation. Realizing he was
trapped and knowing they were trying to locate Paxton James, he’d
reached out to former NSA colleagues and offered up what he knew in
the hope of cutting a deal for himself.

And wasn’t that the ultimate irony, Emma thought.
Getting Paxton out of prison would be easy when compared with
convincing her to join the very organization that had indirectly
landed her in jail.

*

The woman’s photograph had been her first surprise
when Emma initially opened the folder Dom provided. Even knowing he
was watching her, waiting for a reaction with a grin that spelled
trouble, she’d still been caught off guard to the point of
stammering. She should have been better prepared.

Paxton James—Dr. Paxton James, PhD—was a
wizard, a term used by hackers to describe those rare few who
achieved the highest level of skill.

But that was just it. Knowing she was a wunderkind, a
computer genius with multiple degrees from MIT by the age of
fifteen, she was so not what Emma had imagined. She had
expected—well, hell. She wasn’t really sure what she’d
expected.

What she got was—well, damn.

Even in a photo, Paxton commanded that kind of
attention and something stirred faintly in Emma that she’d thought
safely dormant. Despite feeling foolish, the same reaction happened
each time she glanced at the picture.

She had glanced at the picture far too many times
over the last three weeks as they worked to build the case that
would free Paxton, and she wondered if Dom had somehow deliberately
set her up. Had chosen to insert that one photograph, suspecting it
would elicit some kind of response.

That he got one possibly spoke to how long it had
been since she’d even been attracted to someone, and Emma called
herself every kind of fool.

But it didn’t stop her from being drawn, time and
time again, to an intriguingly angular face with flawless skin,
framed by clouds of silky dark hair. Her eyebrows were dark arcs
that stood above laser-blue eyes. And her incredibly sexy mouth was
flanked by dimples.

There were subsequent photos in the file completing
the overall picture, adding a long and lean frame, most often
covered by a leather jacket and blue jeans. But it was her eyes
that kept drawing Emma back to the original photo. Shadows played
in those eyes. It made them seem mysterious, unreadable, and caused
her to lose track of her thoughts.

Of course, Emma reminded herself, the photographs
depicted what Paxton James had looked like fourteen months ago.
Before she was locked away in an Indonesian prison notorious
for its brutality, drug abuse, squalid conditions, and severe
overcrowding.

Automatically, Emma flexed her right hand, still
swollen and bruised. She could still barely make a fist and knew it
would be at least a couple of more days before that changed. But
while she’d clearly forgotten how hard a human jaw could be, she
couldn’t deny the satisfaction she’d gotten from seeing the damage
she’d done to Nick Perry’s face.

“Clearly, he shouldn’t have called Paxton James a
dyke,” Dom said.

“You’re really getting too good at reading my mind,”
Emma said. “I’m not sure I like it.”

“That’s funny,” he replied. “Wasn’t it what you
wanted when you asked me to be part of this operation? You said I
needed to know what you were thinking and be prepared to act on it
before you thought of it.”

“Damn you for remembering that.” Emma laughed for a
moment before her smile faded. “The truth is the bastard showed no
remorse at putting an innocent woman in prison and actually thought
it was funny he’d sent a lesbian to what he said would be like
going to dyke heaven. But you know what? That wasn’t the
worst.”

“Emma—”

“No. The worst was when he didn’t bend or break
her—when Paxton James didn’t reach out and beg to be allowed to do
whatever it was the bastard wanted her to do—he left her sitting in
that jail, waiting to be executed by a firing squad. Damn him.”

She fell silent as she stared out the window. It took
more effort than it should have, but gradually she could feel her
heartbeat settle back down to a slow and steady cadence.

“I guess that’s why his team always called him Nick
the Prick,” Dom said a minute later. “And I hope he enjoys spending
the rest of his life in federal lockup. But I need to remind you
that you’re supposed to be the brains in this operation and I’m
supposed to do the heavy lifting. Try to remember that next time.
Shelby and Kinsey were all over me when they saw your hand.”

Emma released a soft sigh. He was talking about the
core of her new team. Women who were exactly what she needed.
Independent freethinkers, creative rule breakers. But she also knew
how protective both women could be.

The team didn’t usually work face-to-face. Although
it did happen on occasion—they had an office, after all—much of
what they did could be done just as well from far-flung locations.
But when the new task force had been put together, the general
consensus was that the situation could escalate and change so
quickly that working as a unit in close proximity could make a
critical difference.

So Emma’s task force had come together, new team
members mixing with old, and they were in the process of bonding.
And though at times they might get overprotective of her, Emma had
no doubt everyone would have her back if needed. Especially Shelby
and Kinsey.

In her midthirties, Shelby Jarrett, much like Emma,
had been recruited by the NSA straight out of college, and Emma had
brought her along with her on every promotion. She could think on
her feet, had a way with technology that outdistanced most people,
and best of all, she could put up with Dom, giving as good as she
got.

Kinsey Dane, on the other hand, had recently been
recruited out of the CIA and already Emma knew she had a keeper.
She’d come highly recommended. More importantly, although younger
than most of her colleagues, she had meshed well with the others
from the start and had razor-sharp instincts Emma was quickly
learning to trust. Not only that, she could put a bug on a
telephone line with her eyes closed.

As she thought of the team and the two women in
particular, Emma tried to flex her hand again, cringing as their
driver went through a red light. “I know, but as I explained to
both of them, I can’t let you have all the fun.”

“You also need to remember James is not exactly an
innocent in all of this,” Dominic said. “If even part of what we’ve
learned is true, she’s used her unbelievable computer skills and
built a reputation as a top-of-the-line hacker. Christ, rumor has
it she hacked into the CIA just to show a couple of her professors
at MIT how she could do it and get back out again without getting
caught.”

“Maybe so, at least it was CIA rather than us.” She
looked at Paxton’s photo again and thought of shades of gray. “More
importantly, she’s not a drug smuggler. She’s not selling death to
schoolchildren. And those computer skills? They’re the very reason
why we need her.”

“You’re right.” Dom shrugged. “She’s also quite
stunning, isn’t she,” he added appreciatively.

“She is that,” Emma agreed and found herself
wondering what her voice might sound like. Somehow she imagined it
as dark and sensual. But no matter. So far, Ms. James had remained
stubbornly silent. Apparently had nothing to say. “Just remember
you’re not her flavor.”

“Sadly, true.” Dom grinned. “But you are, aren’t
you?”

“Don’t go there,” Emma said wearily. “If all goes
well over the next couple of days, Paxton James will be leaving
Bali with us. We get to right a serious wrong and get her to work
closely with us for the foreseeable future. That’s all we’re here
to do.”

Frowning, she stared out the window again all too
aware her annoyance was directed at herself, not at Dom. It left
her feeling beyond foolish, knowing she had been captivated and
continued to be haunted by a damned photograph.

Especially when the truth was she didn’t do personal
relationships. At least, not successfully. More often than not, her
career saw to that, and in a way, this obsession was even worse
because the photograph that held her attention was of a woman who
stood on the opposite end of the spectrum from Emma’s own beliefs
about right and wrong. And honor.

But it didn’t change her reaction. And the
inexplicable, foolish attraction didn’t fade.

For a moment she wished she was here in Bali to
simply stand on one of those magnificent beaches framed by waves
that every surfer dreamed of. Standing in the refreshing water
while feeling the sun on her skin, as warm and soothing as a
lover’s touch.

Then she thought of Paxton James again, locked in a
prison considered Bali’s most notorious while waiting to die, and
came to a conclusion.

“I can see you thinking,” Dom said. “Why don’t you
think out loud so I can see where you’re going?”

“I’m thinking we’re going to play this straight.”

Dom narrowed his eyes and stared at her. “What does
that mean?”

“It means an innocent woman has spent the last
fourteen months of her life in some kind of living hell. We both
have a pretty good idea what she’s gone through. Someone owes her
and I’m not going to make coming to work with us a condition of
giving her a get-out-of-jail card.”

“And if she refuses—if she won’t work with us?”

“Then President Winters will no doubt be less than
pleased with me.” Emma shrugged. “That’s mine to own. But I’ll
still get her out of here and get her back to the US. It was a
dirty federal agent that put her in here, so it’s the least we can
do. We owe her that much.”

She fell silent, lost in thought for the remainder of
the drive.


Chapter Two

The prison, once built for three hundred fifty
inmates but now housing more than one thousand, was nestled amid
the narrow streets of Kerobokan. In a ramshackle area not greatly
touched by tourism, it stood like a monolithic temple, with graying
walls rimmed by razor-sharp barbed wire.

Emma had already learned that within those walls, a
United Nations of prisoners were crushed together in misery. Petty
criminals, thieves, and unlucky tourists who’d seen their holiday
dreams become a living nightmare after being caught with a few tabs
of Ecstasy shared cells with murderers, rapists, and drug
traffickers. She shuddered, knowing it didn’t bear thinking about
it.

Leaving their driver to await their return near the
front of the prison, they got in line for an entry procedure that
proved laboriously slow. Or maybe it was just fatigue starting to
weigh her down. But after a long wait and various security checks,
Emma and Dom each received a purple stamp on their wrist that
identified them as visitors and would allow them to leave when it
came time.

They were then brought to the visitors’ area, which
turned out to be nothing more than a square of concrete floor with
some thin reed mats and a corrugated iron roof that trapped the
humidity in the still air. The temperature, as a result, was
stifling and the small, crammed space held competing scents of
spicy food, stale sweat, and despair.

It was also loud as visitors and inmates mingled,
some talking, some crying, some groping in corners, while still
others gathered in prayer circles holding hands.

After indicating who they wanted to see, a guard
instructed them to wait. It took some time, and a sliver of doubt
sliced through Emma’s mind, but she remained still. Waiting until a
woman who could only be Paxton James showed up, shoulders hunched,
hands buried deep in her pockets, and a wary expression on her face
as she cast narrowed eyes around the room.

She looked young—much younger than her actual age—and
was dressed in faded, baggy cargo shorts and a plain navy blue
shirt with the sleeves rolled to her elbows. The long dark hair was
gone, replaced by a short asymmetrical cut, damp from sweat and the
heat, and haloing her pale, angular face.

There were signs of strain evident in the lines
carved around her mouth and in the shadows under startling blue
eyes that had seen too much. She was much thinner than she’d been
in her photographs, but the muscle tone in her arms and legs
suggested she was fit.

Still, she was instantly recognizable. And she still
had one hell of a face.

Emma took a step toward her and offered her hand.
“Ms. James—Dr. James. Thank you for agreeing to see us. My name is
Emma Thorpe. This is my associate, Dominic Creed.”

Paxton’s shoulders straightened, squared, even as she
looked at Emma’s hand for a confused instant, as if not quite
certain it was real. Her eyes widened and then she offered her own
hand to each of them, her grip surprisingly firm. “It’s Paxton—or
Pax, if you prefer. As you might guess, we’re not really big on
formalities in here. It becomes too easy to forget.”

Emma took her hand, then smiled into her eyes. Good
eyes, she thought. Bright, steady, clear. And her voice? It was as
smooth as honey. Low and husky, it slid over her skin and left a
disconcerting sensation in its wake.

Paxton led them to a corner where a female guard was
standing, and spoke in a hushed tone to the woman in Balinese.
After a quick, subtle exchange took place, the guard nodded,
smoothly pocketed whatever she’d palmed, and walked away.

Her frown deepening, Emma continued to watch,
uncertain what she had just witnessed. All she knew for certain was
if drugs had just been exchanged, this meeting would quickly come
to an end—no matter what Catherine Winters wanted. “You speak
Balinese.”

“I’ve been here a while with little else to do.”
Paxton slanted her a look before wrapping her arms around herself,
hands clamped tight on her forearms while her body vibrated with
nervous energy.

“Fair enough. What did you give her?”

Something flashed in her eyes, the only change in her
expression, but Emma thought Paxton looked a little irritated by
both the question and her tone. Good, she thought. Better a bit
angry than the faintly glassy-eyed confusion she had initially
presented.

Angry or not, Paxton turned and studied her face for
a span of several heartbeats. Her expression shifted slightly,
became devoid of emotion, and for an instant, Emma believed she had
played the scene wrong.

But then Paxton released a soft sigh. “Once you get
past the initial shock of finding yourself here, the first thing
you learn is that everything works on the barter system.” She spoke
quietly as they sat on the concrete floor in the corner the guard
had vacated. “And you learn very quickly or you don’t survive.”

Dropping to a reed mat on the floor across from
Paxton, Emma watched her closely, searching for any hint of
deception. She saw her pulse beat steadily beneath smooth skin at
the base of her throat, but nothing else. “Barter system?”

Clearly aware she was being scrutinized, Paxton faced
her without flinching and Emma could see an enforced poise
reasserting itself. See the strength of will it took on her part to
slip that calm back into place. Interesting.

“It’s really quite simple,” Paxton said. “You want
something to eat beyond a daily handful of rice, you barter. You
want to be separated from a cell mate who gets off on beating the
crap out of you, you barter. I’m told the same rules apply for sex,
drugs, and alcohol, but I can’t say for certain because I’ve never
been interested enough to find out. At least not so far. Time will
tell.”

She paused, stared at the battered Nikes on her feet,
then glanced up again. “Look, one thing I’ve learned since I’ve
been in here is that when you’re in survival mode, you make the
best decisions given what you know, and then you move on. I don’t
know who you are or what you want from me, Ms. Thorpe. All I know
is, other than my court-appointed lawyer, you and Mr. Creed are the
first people, let alone the first Americans, who’ve asked for me by
name since I was locked up in here. It made me curious enough to
agree to meet with you, but until I can figure things out, a corner
is the best place to talk without everyone knowing my
business.”

“All right. And it’s Emma.”

“Well, Emma, allow me to explain that corners are
prime real estate in here, especially for people with spouses or
lovers. They are always the first spaces taken. So the guard,
Lintang? She just made sure there was a quiet corner available for
us to talk.”

“Makes sense, I guess,” Emma said mildly. “Can I ask
what it cost you?”

“Six cigarettes. Ordinarily, it would have been more,
but I’ve been teaching her to use a computer late at night when
everyone else is sleeping, so she lets me off easy.”

Emma tried not to laugh at the image of one of the
world’s best hackers teaching a Balinese prison guard who spoke no
English how to use a computer. “I’m sorry. Will you be all right
without the cigarettes? If we’d known, we could have brought you
some.”

“That’s okay, I don’t actually smoke. I keep
cigarettes on hand strictly for bartering. Haven’t you heard?
They’re bad for your health.” The corner of her mouth lifted
slightly as if appreciating the irony of a woman on death row
believing smoking would be detrimental to her health.

Gallows humor. But the smile transformed her.

She remained unquestionably beautiful, but the smile
made her seem more real. More approachable. Unguarded. And sexy as
hell.

Although Emma doubted the good mood would last, at
least momentarily the ice was broken. “Be careful,” she said,
trying not to stare at the faintly smiling mouth. “I might get the
idea you have a sense of humor that’s still intact.”

“Sorry. That’s not allowed in here.” The grin widened
infinitesimally. “They make you leave it at the door when you check
in. And since there’s no checking out, at least not for me—”

Just as quickly, Paxton’s expression changed. Her
smile disappeared as if it had been an illusion, her body tensed,
and she became quietly pensive.

Emma felt the mood shift as if it was a physical
thing. And though Paxton’s expressive eyes were still an amazing
blue, she realized in that moment they’d become stark and empty
once again, devoid of any humor or emotion. Devoid of anything at
all as she shut down.

“Now, how about telling me who you are and what you
want from me,” Paxton said quietly. “Just please don’t tell me
you’re reporters looking for the inside story of sex and drugs on
death row. I’d hate to think I wasted six cigarettes for
nothing.”

*

“Believe it or not, Dom and I are here to help
you.”

Paxton blinked slowly as she heard the words echo in
her head, and took a brief moment to align them in her mind. They
were words she’d spent the last fourteen months waiting to hear.
Longing to hear. She’d waited so long she found herself dangerously
close to being willing to deal with the devil himself if it meant
getting out of this hell.

She tuned out the chaos around her and silently
studied the two people sitting on the floor across from her.

Dominic Creed appeared to be exactly what he most
likely was. A fortysomething career federal agent with short dark
hair and dark eyes, dressed in a dark suit that didn’t come off the
rack. He probably had a whole closet full of them, she thought
wryly, and he had to be sweating in the oppressive humidity of the
visitors’ quadrant. But he showed no obvious sign of
discomfort.

Tall and lean, his face had strong features and his
nose had clearly been broken at some point in the past, edging his
look toward dangerous even as he kept his expression carefully
blank. But there was something in his eyes, in his characteristic
stillness, that told her he could be lethal.

The woman was a different story altogether. Emma
Thorpe. One thing was immediately clear. It certainly seemed like
the devil knew all of Paxton’s weaknesses and had chosen his
representative well.

Midthirties, slender, slightly taller than average
height, with a fair complexion and shoulder-length honey-blond
hair. Cool, understated beauty in a dark blue power suit and white
silk T-shirt. Add the obvious intelligence visible in her
changeable hazel-green eyes and Paxton felt a string being plucked
somewhere deep inside her.

Still, lessons learned the hard way were impossible
to forget and she, of all people, knew how easily one could be
fooled. Paxton held a fleeting image: Carrie walking away, leaving
her prone on the floor, handcuffed, with multiple weapons aimed in
her direction.

She shut it down.

“Right,” she said. “How foolish of me not to see that
right away. Of course you’re here to help. That’s because you’re
from one of those wonderfully philanthropic organizations like the
Innocence Project or Truth in Justice—um…no, that’s not right. Wait
a minute, I know. NSA. You’re with the NSA. How am I doing?”

“That’s very good.” Emma swallowed visibly.
“Actually, we’re with the American Cyber-Research Institute—”

“Which is an NSA front,” Paxton responded. “A think
tank specializing in computer crimes. Same game, different
club.”

“You’re right. Unfortunately, I’m not at liberty to
tell you more. At least, not yet,” she added softly, clearly trying
not to alienate Paxton. “What I can tell you is we’re part of a
rather special group that answers directly to the president’s
office—”

“And you could tell me more, but then you’d have to
kill me?”

Startled, Emma smiled. “I wouldn’t go that far.”

Paxton’s own wry smile returned as, in that moment,
she realized something. Despite the horrific circumstances of the
last fourteen months, she had somehow managed to hold on to not
only most of her sanity, but apparently her sense of black humor as
well. The thought pleased her.

“You should work on that smile, Emma. It’s not very
reassuring. But worry not. You just have to wait. It seems the
government here has a firing squad that will take care of that bit
of business. I’m told I’ll even be given a choice—whether I want to
be blindfolded or not.”

Emma opened her mouth but only released a strangled
sound. Paxton chose to ignore it as she continued. “I’ve been
giving it some thought, and personally, I think if someone is going
to go to the bother of putting a bullet in me, I’d like them to
look me in the eye. But I don’t know. I guess I won’t know for
certain until the time comes.”

Emma squared her shoulders and drew a deep breath.
The movement outlined her breasts against the silk of her shirt.
“Believe me, Paxton. We’re not going to let that happen. You need
to know we’ve been negotiating for your release with the prison
governor since before we got here. Most of the Ts are
crossed and it should only take another day or so before we have
you out of here. In the meantime, I’d like to offer you a place in
our organization.”

Paxton closed her eyes for a second as something
inside her stirred. Maybe hope? It had been so long she wasn’t
certain she recognized the sensation anymore. “And you can’t tell
me more than that? I’m supposed to take you on faith?”

“For now, yes. I’m sorry.”

She nodded, considered. “For argument’s sake, let’s
say I believe you. Why me?”

“That’s simple.” Emma smiled again. “Because we need
you. Because intelligence seems to be the only thing there’s never
enough of—anywhere in the world, but especially in the intelligence
community. And I’ve got a file that says you’re damned smart. That
you test off the scales.”

“Not smart enough to stay out of here. Didn’t even
see it coming,” Paxton murmured mostly to herself. Her nerves
tingled and she could hear a note of caution somewhere in the midst
of her swirling thoughts. “Beyond being bloody smart, do you have
any idea who I am? What is it you want or expect me to do for
you?”

“I believe you’ll find we know fully well who you are
and that you’re exactly what we’re looking for,” Emma said mildly.
“You are a certified genius, but computers are your specialty.
You’re twenty-seven years old, obtained postgraduate degrees in
computer science and engineering from MIT by the time you were
fifteen. You’re considered one of the two, maybe three best hackers
in the world. It’s suspected you can get in and out of any system
without leaving a trace. Of course, since you’ve not been caught,
it’s a difficult thing to prove. Still, on occasion you’ve been
known to tell organizations how to prevent others from doing what
you just did. But that too could be part of the myth. So for now,
all we have to go on is rumor and innuendo. Have I left anything
out?”

The unquenchable flicker of hope that had broken free
began to fade. Squaring her jaw, Paxton slipped into her own façade
of control. “Only what it is you want from me.”

Emma assessed her quietly, then leaned closer and
lowered her voice. “You were right. We’re a unit of NSA. But we’re
not like any other unit. We’re not discussed in Senate committees,
have fewer rules and hoops to jump through, less bureaucratic red
tape, more funding. I recognize it’s a bit to digest, but what you
need to know is that Dominic and I are recruiting a team. The team
will be second to none. The best of the best at everything. And
according to my boss, quite frankly, all we’re missing is someone
like you.”

“There’s no one else like me.”

“Exactly why we want you onboard, Paxton. We need
your undeniable talent and you want your life back. I see it as a
win-win proposition—”

Hope shattered.

“Damn.” Paxton closed her eyes and smiled sadly as
she listened to yet another federal agent tell her how she would be
used. It had all been scripted beforehand, and she should have
known what was going to happen. Opening her eyes, she rose to her
feet. “I have a feeling I already know the answer to this, but tell
me something. Do you know an NSA agent named Nick Perry?”

There was only the slightest hesitation. “Yes.”

“Then I assume you will also know that the last time
an NSA agent tried to recruit me, I somehow ended up with a
suitcase full of cocaine in my possession when I said no. I was
tried, convicted, sentenced, and here I sit—waiting to face a
firing squad.” She shoved her hands into her pockets and
straightened, her heart hammering so hard she could feel it down to
her running shoes. “But at least there’s one piece of good
news.”

“What’s that?”

“Over the last few months, at times things got so bad
in here I often wondered if I’d eventually be reduced to agreeing
to do Nick Perry’s dirty work for him. Anything. Just to be free of
this place. It seems I needn’t have worried. I’ve got my
answer.”

“Your answer?” Emma asked quietly.

“My answer is no, Ms. Thorpe. I’m not for sale. Not
to anyone and not at any price. I am not willing to do your dirty
work. No more than I was willing to do Nick Perry’s. And although
you’re a hell of a lot more appealing than Perry, I am not willing
to be your whore any more than I was willing to be his.”

Before either Emma or Dominic could react, she left
the visitors’ area and disappeared into the dark bowels of the
prison, heading back to her cell.

*

The room was almost completely dark.

But he was fine with that. Not only did he prefer the
darkness, he didn’t need any additional light to scan the emails he
had been receiving all evening. Routine status checks from watchers
he paid good money to, assuring him everything was in order. On
schedule.

All but one had checked in without fail.

He exhaled and reminded himself these things
happened. He had chosen his people carefully, paid them well. To
date, things had been going smoothly and there were countless
reasons why one watcher could be late reporting in.

So why had he developed an uneasy feeling over the
last few days? He couldn’t put a finger on anything that would
account for it. He just knew to trust his instincts. They’d served
him well in the past.

Was it possible things had been going too well?

No. He was simply allowing paranoia to get to him and
he couldn’t let that happen. Couldn’t let it change his course of
action. Not when he was so close. Too much planning had gone into
ensuring his success. All the initial test runs had gone without a
hitch. And he had potential buyers clamoring to outbid each
other.

Not that it mattered. This wasn’t about money. Yes,
by the time it was done, he’d have enough money to retire to his
own private island and live like a king. But more importantly, he’d
have recognition. And power. He’d have it all and then…

His computer dinged softly. Finally. The email he was
waiting for arrived, accompanied by an attachment. A
photograph.

The news—that a cyber terrorism group within the NSA
was bringing in an expert to try to counter his offensive—wasn’t
entirely unexpected. As if anyone could, he told
himself.

Humming quietly, he dismissed the email and turned
his attention to the attached photograph. He tried to anticipate
who thought they might be up to the challenge but drew a blank.

With only a few deft key strokes, he altered the
screen resolution. His system was cutting edge.
Ultra-high-definition. He watched the image become larger. Sharper.
And felt his pulse kick up a notch as he realized it was a face he
had committed to memory years ago. Could it be?

“I’ll be damned.”

Unbelievable. The woman on the screen was thinner
than he remembered and she had cut her hair. But her blue eyes were
unmistakable. Shadowed and too serious. Haunting.

He had thought of her often over the years, had done
what he could to follow any news he could find about her. Her name
was whispered in rumors and people said she could do things that
bordered on magic.

Based on what he knew, he had no doubt just how good
she was. A long time ago, he’d seen her work firsthand and time
would only have enhanced her abilities. But he was equally certain
she’d have no idea what she was up against. He knew his own skills
had grown. He was better than ever. Likely better than her.

Not arrogance, he told himself. Just facts.

He stared a moment longer at the woman on the screen,
then began to laugh. And just like that, the game changed.
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