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        About Who’s Afraid of the Big, Bad World?

      

      

      Comic book artist Annabelle Simmons has walls. She put them up ten years earlier after she was kidnapped for ransom. They're big, strong brick walls, forming the literal warehouse that's been her entire world for years. But after she witnesses a murder in the street outside her home, her walls come under threat. The killer knows her location--and Annabelle's agoraphobia means she's a sitting duck. She can't run, she can't hide--even into her comic book world--so she hires Benson Security to protect her. Expecting the team to turn her home into a fortress, she's surprised when they move into the building instead--and into her life. Forcing her walls to expand to accommodate them.

       

      Ex-cop Noah Merchant has walls. He started building them around his heart after he lost his wife to cancer five years earlier. He won't put himself, or his kids, through that kind of loss ever again. Now his job is to protect a woman who seems to know how to find all the cracks in his own defenses, while he's busy shoring up hers. Tasked with keeping her safe from attack, the former cop can't retreat emotionally the way he usually does. Especially not when the enemy is coming. An enemy who desperately wants the quirky artist dead.

       

      Walls.

      There to protect us.

      There to imprison us.

      There to keep the big, bad world at bay...

       

      ***This is a slow burn romantic suspense, filled with action and a team of quirky, and often funny, misfits who form their own found family.***
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      Noah Merchant had planned to spend the fifth anniversary of his wife’s death getting drunk in the local Irish bar. Instead, he watched Violet Lee, one of his fellow security specialists, pound on the door of a red brick warehouse located on the edge of the Warehouse District in Central Houston.

      “She isn’t in there.” Violet scowled at him. “This is pointless.”

      Noah checked his phone. “It’s the right address, so she definitely lives here. The message says she has an apartment on the top floor.” He glanced up at the old three-story building. The windows were dark.

      “I’m telling you.” Frustration thickened her Scottish accent. “She isn’t in there. This is a waste of time.”

      Violet wasn’t known for her patience—he’d learned that the hard way when they worked together in the London office of Benson Security. To say he’d been dismayed when she’d also joined the Houston team would be putting it mildly. As a former cop, he preferred his colleagues to remain calm under pressure, especially now they were working in a country where every second person was armed. Strike that—this was Texas. Most likely, everybody was armed.

      “She has to be in there,” he said with all the patience he could muster. “She’s agoraphobic.”

      The diminutive ball of barely contained rage glared at the door. “Then she’s just refusing to answer. I don’t like it when they don’t cooperate.”

      Yeah, he’d found that out the hard way in London too. Yet again, he tried to explain that not everyone they dealt with was the enemy: “This woman isn’t a perp. She’s an important witness in a high-profile case.”

      Noah pulled up the details their new boss had texted and called the witness’ number. No reply. He stepped back into the dark, empty street and eyed the building. Long and narrow, it took up the corner position on a block of older industrial businesses. A narrow alleyway ran between the building and its neighbor. The alley had been fenced off with tall ironwork. The main entrance was on the narrow side of the warehouse, facing what would be the busiest street during office hours. A larger goods entrance sat at the rear of the building, although the old wooden doors had been replaced with heavy steel ones that looked rarely used.

      The front entrance also had an abandoned air about it. The sign over the door was cracked and faded, but you could still make out the words Bella’s Antiques. Noah peered through the dark and grimy storefront window. The interior was crammed with all sorts of junk, the kind of stuff you’d find in a garage sale, and most of it was covered in dust. He looked up and spotted a camera in the corner above the door. A shiny new security camera. At last, a sign of life.

      He rang the bell again—the one Violet had abandoned after declaring it didn’t work. “Can you see an alarm system?” Maybe they could call the security company to find out if it’d been tripped.

      “Aye, it’s one of those cheap ones you can disarm by cutting the main wire.” She pointed through the small window beside the hefty door. “I could knock out a pane of glass and access it from here.”

      “But it’s still functioning?”

      “Looks like it.”

      “Then nobody got here before us and disarmed it. She must still be inside.”

      Violet wasn’t impressed. “She could have let an attacker in and then reset the alarm. Maybe a delivery guy or maintenance crew or someone from the DA’s office. They’re the ones with the leak, aren’t they? She’s probably already dead.”

      “You’re a ray of sunshine, you know that? She could be sleeping. Or in the bath. Or wearing headphones. There are a million reasons why she might not hear the door. We’re two floors beneath her, and she isn’t expecting anyone to turn up. She’s probably just busy.”

      Violet smirked knowingly. “You were one of those nice cops, weren’t you? The ones who join the force to actually serve instead of hunting down bad guys.” Her words dripped with disgust as she opened one of the many zippered pockets on her cargo pants and withdrew a set of lockpicks.

      “You can’t break in.” Noah pinched the bridge of his nose, desperately wishing he was sitting in O’Loughlin’s, nursing a single malt, instead of dealing with Scotland’s most unhinged cop. Make that ex-cop—they’d fired her ass for being a health risk to everyone around her.

      “Watch me.” She set to work.

      “Seriously,” he said, “you can’t go around picking locks.”

      “We sure as hell can’t break down the door. It’s solid wood and a good six inches thick. And we can’t climb through the windows because of the bars.” She cocked a thumb at the metal security shutters pulled across the inside of each window.

      “We don’t need to break in at all. We can call the local cops. Or the security company. Hell, the sheriff’s department only a few blocks away. They’ll get us in and walk us through the building.”

      “The Assistant District Attorney called Benson Security because she isn’t sure who she can trust in local law enforcement—or in her own office. So, no calling the cops. Which reminds me, when we’re done here, I need you to explain all these different police forces to me. In Scotland, there’s the police. Full stop. Nothing else. Do Americans think competition will make their officers work harder? Because that’s just dumb.”

      “The point is,” Noah said with long-suffering, “picking locks is illegal.”

      “There’s illegal, and then there’s illegal,” she said.

      “What the hell’s that supposed to mean?”

      “In case you’ve forgotten, we aren’t cops anymore. We don’t need to follow the rules.”

      “Uh… yeah, we do. They’re called laws. Everybody needs to follow them.”

      “Boy Scout,” she muttered as she carried on breaking in.

      Noah longed for the good old days when Violet barely spoke to her teammates. He stared up at the camera. “If you’re watching, we’re security specialists with Benson Security and former cops. We’ve been sent here by your contact in the Harris County district attorney’s office, and our orders are to ensure your safety. Your location’s been compromised. We are not breaking in to harm you, only to check on you.”

      “You about done?” Violet frowned at him. “Can we get this woman out of here now?” She swung the door wide.

      Noah reluctantly followed her into the store, making sure to close and lock the door behind him. While he doubted there was anything in the shop to tempt a thief, this wasn’t the greatest of areas, and junkies weren’t known for being picky.

      Violet gave the dust-covered stock a look of disgust. “I can’t believe I’m missing The Bachelor for a babysitting job.”

      Okay, he did a double take at that little piece of info. “You watch The Bachelor?” For some reason, he’d assumed she only watched documentaries about serial killers or YouTube videos of preppers turning everyday objects into weapons.

      “It’s psychology in action.” She glanced over her shoulder at him. “So many personality disorders in one place, all being examined under the camera.”

      “Ah, so you watch it for the romance,” he teased.

      She shot him her trademarked “look of death.”

      “So.” Seeing as Violet’s nickname on the Scottish force had been Violent Lee, Noah thought it best to change the subject. “According to the new boss, our babysitting gig lives on the top floor.”

      “Then we go up.” She pushed the door to the stairwell open.

      The stairwell was wide, and its walls inlaid with Art Deco tiles in various shades of blue. It was the kind of decorative touch you’d never see in a newer industrial building, where everything was concrete and metal. It made Noah wonder when exactly builders had decided that functional meant ugly.

      “In a few years, when gentrification has made it this far into the Warehouse District, this building will probably sell for a fortune and be converted into trendy condos.” He ran his fingertips over the tiles. “Then the place will be overrun with avocado-toast-eating, micro-brewery snobs who won’t appreciate its history.” He gestured to a plaque inlaid into the wall: Watson & Co, Exotic Imports Ltd, est. 1905. “Wonder what they imported.”

      “Avocados?” Violet suggested, her expression deadpan.

      “And here I was thinking you didn’t have a sense of humor,” Noah said.

      “I don’t.” Came the flat reply.

      They pushed open the wide door to the second floor but found only a corridor filled with abandoned offices.

      “Nobody’s been in here in a long time.” Violet pointed to the undisturbed layer of dust on the floor. “What a waste.”

      They carried on to the top floor. This time, there was no corridor, just a small lobby area and a reinforced steel door.

      “This is more like it.” Violet retrieved her picks and eyed the multiple locks.

      “We knock first,” Noah ordered, doing exactly that.

      There was no reply. He dug out his phone and called the client’s number again while Violet blithely set about breaking and entering. A faint ringing sounded inside the apartment, but no one answered.

      “Phone’s in there.” Now he was worried. They had scant information, only that the woman was the key witness in a high-profile case and that some very dangerous people wanted to stop her from testifying. Unfortunately, there was a leak in the DA’s office or law enforcement, so those dangerous people now knew where she lived—not to mention that she wasn’t likely to run from them. Apparently, Annabelle Simmons hadn’t left her apartment in years.

      “We’re probably too late,” Violet said. “Do we still get paid if the client’s dead?”

      “She isn’t the client. She’s a witness. The client is the DA’s office. And if they’ve killed her, why lock up on the way out?”

      “Why do killers do anything? Because they want to, that’s why.” She pushed the door open. “Whoa, not what I was expecting. I thought this chick was a housebound senior, but this place is yuppie heaven.”

      “Nobody says yuppie anymore,” Noah muttered as he looked around. He had to agree with Violet, though. This wasn’t what he’d expected either—especially given the unkempt state of the other two floors.

      Almost the entire top floor of the building had been turned into one vast open-plan space—aside from a couple of doors set in a plain white wall at the far end of the room, which Noah assumed led to a bathroom and storage. Oversized windows lined three walls, although one set looked out onto the brick wall of the neighboring building. Three massive skylights set at equal intervals in the high ceiling allowed a pristine view of the night sky. Support columns broke up the space, with partitions separating sections according to their function.

      To their right, in the area directly above the shop, sat three sofas, several low tables, stuffed bookcases, an array of green plants, and an impressively large TV. The middle section contained a kitchen area against a three-quarter-height brick wall, which created a wide corridor between the kitchen and the windows facing the building next door. Yet more plants topped this wall, and two enormous potted trees sat at either end. Appliances ran along the dividing wall while an island counter faced it, and an old wooden dining table sat on the other side of the island, close to the windows that overlooked the street.

      Just beyond the kitchen was a workspace, partially shielded from view by two rolling wooden screens with intricate cutout designs. Behind the screens were two drawing tables, a multi-monitor computer setup, and easels holding memo boards covered in pinned images. Beyond the work area was a more permanent partition made of glass bricks, and through the glass, Noah could make out the outline of a bed. To the left of the bed area, in the corner near the doors, was a treadmill and an exercise ball. And right in the middle of the whole space, behind the partial wall that divided off the kitchen, an old-fashioned swing hung from the ceiling. Plants were dotted everywhere, and the walls held an array of framed artwork in bright colors.

      “I could be agoraphobic if I got to live somewhere like this. Lots of light and space, nice high ceilings, and a place to work out. Apart from the fact she’s trying to grow a jungle, it’s pretty much perfect.” Violet wandered through the office area. “Cartoonist? No, comic book artist. Must make a good living to afford this building. Think she owns the whole thing? Or just renting this space? But then, why wouldn’t her landlord turn the second floor into apartments too? It’s money down the drain to leave it empty.”

      “I think she owns the building and doesn’t want anyone else in it.” Noah paused at a noticeboard filled with photos—all taken from the windows of the apartment. On the table beside them sat a state-of-the-art camera with a telephoto lens.

      A series of photos showed a woman holding a small child’s hand. The little girl clutched a balloon, and the pair were laughing. There was something deeply sad about the images. As if longing were an invisible third person in the frame. It made Noah wonder what it must be like to watch life happening outside walls that were both a sanctuary and a prison. Had to be lonely, that’s for sure.

      “Does all her shopping online,” Violet said from the open laptop. “Looks like she’s in some Facebook groups, though, so she isn’t just walking around her apartment, talking to herself.”

      The glow of the streetlamps seeped into the space, bathing it in warm, diffused light. Although all the windows had white shades, none were drawn, and beyond the living room area, you could see the built-up high rises of central Houston.

      Noah rounded the glass partition to check out the bedroom and froze in place. “Uh, I’ve found our witness.”

      “Is she dead?” Violet sounded almost hopeful.

      “Why is that always your first thought?” Noah said as his partner came to stand beside him.

      “Experience.”

      They gazed down at the witness in silence. Annabelle Simmons was younger than Noah had expected, early thirties at the most. It was impossible not to notice her bronze skin was smooth and blemish-free, seeing as all she was wearing were French-cut panties and a camisole. She lay sprawled on her stomach across the massive bed. Her nose was red, her mouth hung open, and she was softly snoring. Her long, mahogany hair was a tangled mess about her face and shoulders, and crumpled tissues covered the bed. Beside her left hand rested an empty cough syrup bottle.

      “Well, that explains a lot.” Violet picked up the bottle. “Heavy-duty stuff. Probably drank the whole lot while washing down these.” She held up a box of well-known decongestants. “There’s a warning on the label about it making you sleepy. I think the witness may have medicated herself into a coma.” She leaned over and prodded the woman’s shoulder.

      A loud snore erupted, but Annabelle didn’t move.

      Violet strode from the bedroom area. “I’ll get some cold water.”

      “Coffee would be better.”

      “Not for her to drink.” Her tone made it clear she thought he was the idiot. “To throw at her and wake her up.”

      “Let me try something a little less aggressive. Wouldn’t want you to drown the witness.” He crossed to the bed, put his hand on Annabelle’s shoulder, and shook gently. “Miss Simmons, we need you to wake up now.”

      She just groaned.

      Noah shook her a little harder. “Annabelle, you have to wake up. You’re in danger.”

      “This is pointless,” Violet said. “I’m getting the water.”

      “Give me a minute.” He used a firmer touch. “Annabelle Simmons, you are in danger. Wake up!”

      Annabelle shot upward so quickly that the back of her head caught Noah on the chin and sent him reeling against the wall. She knelt in the middle of the bed, her long, dark hair wild around her face. Her eyes, wide and unfocused, stared at them in dazed horror.

      “We’re the good guys,” Violet said unhelpfully.

      Noah rubbed his chin. “The assistant DA sent us. You’re in danger, and we need to take you to a safe house.”

      Annabelle blinked several times as though working to clear her vision. As it registered that there were strangers in her home, her body tensed, and her breathing sped up. She inched toward the edge of the bed nearest the windowless wall—seemingly uncaring that it took her closer to him.

      He held out his hands in a calming gesture. “Please don’t be alarmed. You can check out our story with the district attorney, but you’re in danger and need to come with us. Please put some clothes on. We have to hurry.”

      “No,” Annabelle whispered. “Not again.”

      Before he realized what she was going to do, she launched herself off the bed, slammed her hand on the wall beside the huge mirror that sat between the two unaccounted-for doors, and shouted, “Stay away from me!”

      The mirror slid aside, revealing a doorway.

      “Panic room,” Violet snapped. “Grab her before she gets inside.”

      But it was too late. Annabelle disappeared through the gap.

      Noah didn’t think. He just reacted. And threw himself through the door after her, narrowly making it into the room before the concealed entrance slammed shut behind them.
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      Annabelle found it difficult to remain upright. The floor felt as though it were made of sponge, and the walls seemed to move in and out. She staggered to the corner beside the desk and sank into the narrow space. She drew her knees up to her chest and hugged them tight. Shapes were distorted, the air felt thick, and nothing was as it seemed. It was as though she was looking at the world from the bottom of a swimming pool.

      And she wasn’t alone.

      Maybe?

      A small part of her brain insisted she was hallucinating.

      But he looked real to her. And she was sure she’d never met him before. She would have remembered. He reminded her of a bulldog in its fighting prime, all broad shoulders, compact muscle, and controlled strength. If he thought his sports blazer gave him a more civilized air, he was wrong. He wore faded jeans with a neatly pressed T-shirt and carried a gun—she’d caught a glimpse the holster at his waist when he rushed after her into the room.

      “I’m not going to hurt you,” he said softly. His voice was rich and warm. At odds with his rugged appearance.

      “Wh-what do you w-want?” Unlike her captor, she sounded tight and terrified.

      “To help you.”

      “By k-keeping me p-prisoner?” He stood in front of the door, blocking her escape. Controlling her… Her teeth chattered she was shaking so hard, and she couldn’t seem to catch her breath.

      Slow breathing, slow and deep. Inhale, one, two, three. Exhale, one, two, three.

      “I’m not keeping you here,” he murmured. “I only followed you in because I really need to talk to you. The district attorney’s office sent me to help you.”

      The man headed to the wall farthest from the door, moving slowly. He lowered himself to the floor beside the unused camping toilet, stretched his legs out in front of him, and crossed his legs at the ankles.

      Her gaze darted between him and the door.

      “You can leave anytime you want,” he said. His low, soothing voice, with its gentle rolling accent of one of the southern states, had a calming effect on her, even though she didn’t want it to.

      But then again, it could just be that she was zoning out. It took all of her energy to concentrate on what was happening around her when all she wanted was to sleep. Hesitantly, never taking her eyes off him, she got to her feet and, back to the wall, inched along the desk toward the door.

      “My name’s Noah Merchant.” He seemed completely unbothered by her glacial attempt to escape. “I can show you my ID if you’d like?”

      Annabelle licked her dry, cracked lips as the room swayed around her. “B-bad guys have ID too.”

      His lips curled. “True. But most of them are fake. Mine’s real.”

      She frowned at him. Was he joking with her? She reached up to push her hair away from her face and felt her skin burn. Fever. Flu. It came back to her in a rush. She’d caught the flu from the woman who delivered her groceries and had taken some medicine. A vague recollection of emptying the bottle surfaced in her mind. Had she drunk too much? Was this all just a feverish dream?

      “Are you real?” she asked the stranger.

      Would a hallucination tell her the truth?

      “Sometimes I wonder.” He slowly reached into his jacket and pulled out a wallet. He flipped it open in a gesture she’d seen TV cops make a thousand times. “I work for Benson Security. We’ve been hired by the DA’s office to get you to safety. Here’s my ID. I don’t have an official badge, but you can call the assistant DA for verification.” He carefully tossed it toward her.

      Without thinking, she reached for it. Fumbling before she caught it. Once she had it, she froze. Was this a trick? Would he lunge at her now and try to subdue her? Her heart pounding against her rib cage, she waited to see what he’d do. But he didn’t move. He just watched her, quietly waiting.

      Fingers trembling, she opened the leather wallet. His ID appeared behind a plastic window, the words blurring as she tried to read them. It took a while, but she eventually realized she was looking at an Atlantic City driver’s license that’d expired two years earlier. The name on it was Noah Merchant.

      The worn edge of a photo peeked out from behind the license. Annabelle pried it free, aware that her movements were awkward. A studio portrait of a happy family stared up at her. Two parents and two kids, all of them smiling. One of the parents was Noah.

      “Even criminals have families,” she muttered.

      “True.” He nodded. “In my time as an Atlantic City cop, I met plenty.”

      “How do I know this is real?” She was talking to herself because a bad guy, or a hallucination, wouldn’t give her an answer she’d believe.

      “Call whoever you need to call. Check it out.” He sounded reasonable and appeared completely relaxed.

      In her experience, kidnappers didn’t behave this way.

      The last ones she’d encountered hadn’t been calm at all.

      She glanced around, searching for her phone before remembering it was still beside her bed. There was an old-fashioned wired landline on the wall near Noah’s head, but she didn’t dare go near it for fear he’d grab her.

      “I don’t have a phone,” she said.

      He took one out of his jacket pocket and tossed it to her. It slipped through her fingers and landed on the floor.

      Annabelle winced. “Sorry.” Then she realized she was apologizing to her captor and felt incredibly stupid.

      Clutching the desk to steady herself, she retrieved the phone and stood back up. The screen displayed an image of the same two boys in the family photo. They looked older this time, and their eyes were sad—like their father’s.

      She tapped the screen. “It’s password protected.”

      “Linebacker360, capital L and no spaces.” There was no hesitation in his reply.

      “You shouldn’t give people your password,” she said automatically.

      His smile was wider this time, softening his bulldog appearance. “I think I can trust you.”

      A loud thump on the door made Annabelle jump. She dropped the phone again, and it slid across the floor toward Noah.

      This time, she didn’t apologize.

      “Open the door,” an angry female voice demanded. “Noah, open the bloody door.”

      “My partner.” Noah sounded weary. “I apologize in advance for anything she does or says. May I?” He pointed at the phone. “She’ll keep banging on the door unless I talk to her. I could shout, but you look like your head hurts, so it might be better to call.”

      Annabelle nodded slowly. “Put it on speaker,” she managed to say.

      “Of course.” He leaned forward to grab his phone, tapped the screen, then placed it face upward on his thigh.

      Another loud thump on the door. This time, it sounded like a kick.

      The phone rang inside and outside the room, making the situation even more surreal.

      “Open the door,” the angry voice said when she answered the call.

      Scottish? Annabelle blinked, trying to clear her head. “Your wife’s Scottish?”

      “Not wife. Work partner,” Noah said.

      There was another kick at the door. “Get her out of there, Merchant. We’re running out of time.”

      “Stop banging the door, Violet,” Noah said. “You’re scaring Annabelle.”

      “She should be scared,” Violet shouted. “Her life’s in danger, and she’s wasting time. We need to get her to a safe location. Fast.”

      “A safe location?” Annabelle pressed a hand to her stomach as a wave of nausea assaulted her.

      They couldn’t mean…

      “Yes,” Violet snapped. “We need to leave.”

      Leave?

      “No. No, no, no.” Annabelle shook her head. “I can’t. I can’t. You can’t make me. I can’t leave. I won’t go. You can’t take me from my home. You have to leave⁠—”

      “Nobody’s taking you anywhere,” Noah said evenly. “Violet’s just throwing out suggestions.”

      She shook her head again, making herself dizzy. “That wasn’t a suggestion.”

      “No,” the angry Scottish woman said. “It wasn’t.”

      “Violet,” Noah snapped. “You aren’t helping. Once we get Annabelle out of this room, we can discuss our options.”

      “Discuss options? To hell with that. Knock her out and throw her over your shoulder. We need to get out of here.”

      Annabelle sucked in a breath, preparing to scream.

      Noah held up a hand, staring at her earnestly as he spoke quickly. “I’m hanging up, Violet. I need five minutes to talk to Annabelle.” He cut the call and gave her a rueful smile. “I already apologized for her. There’s no excusing or explaining that woman, but believe me when I say no one will knock you out or take you from here against your will.”

      She stared into his dark eyes for what felt like an eternity. “Promise?”

      “I swear.” His words were a solemn vow, and even though she shouldn’t believe the stranger, she began to feel she did.

      “Here.” Noah gestured with the phone before tossing it to her again. “Call the assistant DA.” He repeated his password once she’d caught it.

      Her hands shaking, it took several attempts to enter the password and more stabbing at the screen to get the DA’s number. She put the phone on speaker while it rang.

      “District attorney’s office,” a female voice said. “How may I help you?”

      “Please put me through to Assistant District Attorney Grant,” Annabelle said.

      “I’m sorry, she’s busy at the moment. Can I take a message?”

      “Tell her it’s Annabelle Simmons, and it’s urgent.” She was aware her words were slurred and hesitant, but she couldn’t do anything to change that. The fog in her head wouldn’t allow clarity.

      “Oh,” the woman exclaimed. “One second.”

      The phone fell silent, and then the crisp, no-nonsense voice of Margaret Grant came on the line. “Annabelle, are you safe?”

      Relief at hearing Ms. Grant’s voice made Annabelle weak at the knees. She grasped hold of the desk beside her. “Did you send someone called Noah Merchant to get me?”

      “Yes, he’s from Benson Security. Is he with you? Please tell me you aren’t still in your house. You need to get out of there. Listen to me carefully, Annabelle. We have a leak. You aren’t safe, and you need to do whatever Mr. Merchant tells you. You can trust him.”

      To his credit, Noah didn’t look smug.

      “I can’t leave my house,” Annabelle whispered, fighting to suppress her shame. “You know I can’t.”

      “What I know,” Ms. Grant said, “is that your life is in danger, and you need to let Benson Security protect you. There is no other option here, Annabelle. Do you understand me?”

      “I can’t,” she whispered.

      “You don’t have a choice.” The assistant DA was forceful. “I have sympathy for your condition, but your life is in danger here. You have to let the Benson Security team take you to a safe house. Just go with them. They’ll take care of you.”

      Just go?

      Annabelle almost laughed. If it were that easy, she’d have left her apartment long ago. She’d have joined clubs. Experienced dates in restaurants, instead of her living room. Had a family. Lived.

      “Annabelle,” the assistant DA snapped. “Are you there?”

      “May I?” Noah asked from right in front of her.

      He’d moved across the room, and she hadn’t even noticed. Way to stay safe, Bella.

      Carefully, he eased the phone from her shaking hand.

      “Ms. Grant,” he said, not taking it off speaker. “I’m here, and we’re dealing with the situation. I need to hang up now.”

      “Just make sure you keep my witness in one piece, Merchant. Or I’ll make sure this is Benson Security’s last case in my district.”

      “Understood.” He ended the call while looking at Annabelle. She didn’t know what to do or say. She was barely able to remain upright. The room moved around her, picking up speed like a ride at a fair she remembered from her childhood, and all she wanted was to find a cool space to lay her head until the world stopped spinning.

      “You’re shivering.” Noah picked up the handmade quilt from the narrow bed and wrapped it around her shoulders. Suddenly, she was enveloped in more than an heirloom comforter. His warm, masculine scent surrounded her. It felt reassuring. Almost heady. And for a second, she had a crazy urge to curl into him and fall asleep in his arms.

      “I c-can’t leave,” she told him. “I have a-a condition.” Her cheeks heated with shame. “I’m not normal.”

      “Who is?” His lips quirked. “How about we deal with one thing at a time?” He gently led her to the bed. “Sit down and rest while I try to find something for that fever.”

      The mattress was a cotton cloud beneath her, making her want to sink into it and float away. As she watched, Noah rummaged in the first aid box and fetched a glass of water.

      He crouched in front of her. “Aspirin,” he said, holding up the bottle to prove it. He emptied a couple into her palm and handed her the water.

      As she swallowed the pills, she studied his face. There was something fascinating about him.

      “You have soulful eyes,” she said seriously. “You remind me of a sad bulldog.”

      He flashed her a lopsided smile. “Is it the drooling or the jowls that give it away?”

      Annabelle frowned, confused by his question.

      His phone rang, and he answered it, putting it on speaker. “I asked for some time, Violet,” he said as he took the half empty glass from Annabelle.

      She wasn’t sure if it was the soft bed or the warm quilt, but her eyes began to close all on their own. If she could just rest for a moment, everything would make much more sense. Just a moment…

      “There are eight men.” His partner’s voice came from far, far away. “Heavily armed and heading into the building. Time’s up.”

      Her words made no sense. It was as though they bounced off Annabelle and faded to nothing in the surrounding air. Sleep had her in its hold, wrapping her up in its comforting embrace, soothing her with promises of relief and safety. Of peace. There was no fighting this temptation. All she could do was surrender.

      Through barely open eyes, she watched as the room toppled onto its side. The blissful touch of cool cotton against her cheek, and then her eyes closed completely.
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      Noah ran a hand down his face as he watched Annabelle lose the battle with sleep. She was out cold by the time her head hit the bed, her feet still on the floor. He took the phone off speaker and held it to his ear. This assignment had gone to hell. What should have been a simple protection job had turned into an armed siege. He wished he’d ignored the call from his new boss and gone to the Irish bar as planned. Or better yet, quit Benson Security when he left London.

      “Where are you?” he asked Violet, keeping his voice low because he was aware that the room wasn’t soundproof. His partner had proven that not five minutes earlier.

      “In the alley across the road, behind a dumpster. I was watching the street when the cars arrived. They split up, taking the back and front entrances to the building, so I headed down the fire escape between the buildings and scaled the fence.”

      “You called the team?”

      “Of course I called the team. What did you think I’d do? Go all Rambo on their backsides and take them out one at a time?”

      That’s exactly what he’d thought. “Okay, that’s good,” he said into the phone.

      Behind him, Annabelle snored gently.

      “What about the cops?” he asked Violet.

      “On their way. I called it in as an armed robbery.”

      He thought for a second. “The alarm didn’t go off.”

      “Told you it was a piece of crap.”

      Noah looked around the small panic room. There was a desk with two monitors attached to the wall above it. Beside it was a tiny kitchen area with a hot plate, toaster oven, sink, and cupboards he assumed were stocked with the basics. There was a single bed against the wall that faced the door, and the remaining wall held a set of shelves filled with bedding and clothing. A portable toilet sat beside the shelves. On a shelf, next to the door, was the first aid kit he’d just raided, a flashlight, a personal alarm, and an old pistol that had clearly never been maintained.

      It would have to do.

      “I’ll try to barricade us in,” he said, aware time was short and running out fast.

      “Just don’t make any noise,” Violet said. “You can hear pretty much everything inside that room. Those walls won’t stop any bullets, either. She’d have been better off hiding in the claw-foot tub in her bathroom.”

      “Yeah, I figured as much when you were going postal on the door.”

      “Should’ve carried her out when I told you to,” Violet said. “I’ll do what I can from out here. Don’t get shot.” The line went dead.

      As Noah tucked the phone back into his pocket, he studied Annabelle, wrapped up like a burrito in the heirloom quilt. She was completely vulnerable, unable to defend herself or her home.

      “Good she has you then,” said the voice only he could hear.

      Noah wasn’t surprised to see the ghostly image of his dead wife standing at the end of Annabelle’s bed. Therese had been appearing in his imagination since the day they buried her. At one point, thinking he must be going crazy, he’d sought professional help. The therapist had reassured him he wasn’t seeing ghosts; he was simply processing his grief the way he knew best—by creating an imaginary friend.

      Yeah, that sounded perfectly sane.

      “I don’t have time right now, Therese,” he muttered as he switched on the monitors above the desk.

      “If I’m not real, why do you talk to me?” She rolled her eyes dramatically while tapping her bright red nails on the arm of her black leather biker’s jacket.

      As images from inside the building appeared on the screens, Noah turned his attention to them instead of the woman he’d fallen in love with before he’d been old enough to understand the word. Today, she wore her “My Cousin Vinny” outfit—lots of black leather and tight, tight leggings that showed off her shapely legs. It didn’t take much effort for Therese to channel Marisa Tomei’s ballsy Italian American character from the movie. It came to her naturally. Damn, but she’d been sexy as hell when she dressed like that…

      He shook his head and focused on the building’s security setup. One camera covered each floor, one the main door, another the back door, and one the stairwell.

      It wasn’t nearly enough.

      There were far too many shadowed corners where assailants could hide. A wireless keyboard and mouse sat on a shelf under the monitors. Noah set them on the desk and tried to bring up an audio feed. There wasn’t one.

      Violet was right. The security system was a piece of crap.

      On the screens, he could see eight armed men: four in the stairwell, heading straight for Annabelle’s apartment, and four sweeping the first floor. It was clear from watching them that this wasn’t the first time they’d done this kind of thing. They were focused, organized, and worked well as a team. These guys wouldn’t hesitate to shoot if they found a target. And plasterboard walls sure as hell wouldn’t stop their bullets. The panic room was more of a death trap than a safe haven.

      Glancing around, he established that the desk was the only solid piece of furniture in the room. He had to move fast. In mere seconds, any noise he made would give them away. He flipped the desk onto its side, forming a barrier between the door and the most protected corner of the room—the area beside the kitchen.

      Therese nodded approvingly. “Good idea. Barricades always work in Westerns.”

      “This isn’t a movie,” he muttered as he gently lifted Annabelle and placed her on the floor behind the barrier. She didn’t stir, which was a blessing. With any luck, she’d remain asleep and silent for the duration.

      Next, he propped the mattress against the desk as an extra layer between them and any bullets that came their way. It was the best he could do. At least their position took them out of the direct line of fire if the men found the door and aimed at it.

      Now all he could do was wait.

      Therese gazed down at Annabelle with sympathy. Her emotions had always been written all over her face. It had been one of the things he loved most about her. There was never any guessing where he stood with his wife.

      “She must be so lonely,” she said. “My heart breaks for her.”

      Noah took up position beside Annabelle and drew his weapon, keeping his eyes glued to the monitors. Four men sneaked into the loft, spreading out to sweep the vast space, their guns aimed and ready.

      “You need to take good care of her, Noah,” Therese said.

      “I’m trying.” It was barely a whisper. “You’re distracting me.”

      “Well, excuse me!” She glared at him. “If you die here, I will kick your ass in the afterlife.”

      “Noted.”

      The vision of his wife faded, leaving only the woman sleeping on the hard floor beside him. She emitted a gentle little snore that seemed far too loud in the enclosed space. Noah froze, waiting to see if anyone had heard. A bead of sweat made its way down his spine as he watched the men draw closer to the panic room. One gun against four wasn’t good odds, especially when one of the men carried a semiautomatic weapon.

      Time stretched out in agony as Noah waited. Shouldn’t there be sirens by now? The cops were only blocks away. Instead, all he heard was the muted movements of the armed men as they searched the loft.

      Noah watched them open the two doors on either side of the panic room’s entrance. They were so close that he could hear their every word through the paper-thin walls. Guess now he had audio to go with the cameras. If they made it out of this alive, the first thing he’d do was rip out her security system and replace it with something that actually did the job.

      “Nothing,” one of them said as he came back through the door Noah had assumed led to a closet. “Coupla empty rooms. No girl.”

      “Where the fuck is she?” a tall, thin man demanded as he turned his back on the camera.

      The patch on the back of his sleeveless denim jacket came into focus, and Noah’s stomach tightened when he read the insignia—Demon Brothers MC. He let out a slow, silent breath. What the hell had Annabelle witnessed that had the Demons after her? This wasn’t good. This was as bad as it could get. The gang had been in its infancy when he’d been a cop in Atlantic City, but the tales he’d heard about them turned his stomach. They weren’t the largest motorcycle club in the States, but they were one of the deadliest.

      Noah clenched his teeth, fighting back the anger that could cause him to make a mistake. He needed a calm head. Needed to focus. He’d deal with the assistant DA later and ask why she’d failed to mention the Demons’ involvement when hiring his team. Even a last-minute job required a briefing on the essentials. And knowing who they were up against was definitely essential.

      “She gotta be hiding.” A short, stocky guy with tattoos running up the back of his neck and onto his bald head gestured around the room with his gun. “She’s too scared to leave the building. Stoop said she ain’t been outta here in years. Gets sick if she tries.”

      “Then we search.” The thin guy motioned to his fellow Demons. “Loco, Runner, rip the place apart. Bone, call the guys, fill them in.”

      The stocky guy nodded and pulled out his phone as the other three spread out and started searching. They weren’t delicate about it either. They overturned the bed and emptied the kitchen cupboards, and anything in their way was knocked down and trampled on.

      Beside Noah, Annabelle stirred, disturbed by the noise. He watched her closely, ready to stop her from talking if she surfaced. How, he didn’t know, but he’d figure it out. However, after a few seconds, she settled, and Noah could breathe again. He returned his attention to the monitors.

      Just as Annabelle coughed.
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      Where the hell were the cops?

      Violet had called them a good five minutes ago and there was still no sign of them. Given that Noah was right and the main sheriff’s office was only a few streets away, she’d expected someone to arrive almost immediately. Or maybe the sheriff’s office wasn’t who answered emergency calls. Maybe it was the other cops. The city police?

      She growled in frustration. The American legal system was confusing, and she didn’t like to be confused. She also didn’t like hiding outside on the street while her partner was having all the fun inside the building. If anyone was going to shoot somebody, it ought to be her.

      Violet eyed the two sedans parked across the road, their engines still running. Four men had climbed out of each, which she thought was overkill. They’d had three big guys squished into the back seats like sardines in a tin. How many men did it take to kill one housebound woman? Pathetic.

      The drivers were cautious, constantly scanning the roads around them, meaning it was impossible to sneak up on them. Pity. Because she would have enjoyed pistol-whipping them into a coma.

      She tried to remember if it was illegal to shoot them. Noah would know. But Noah wasn’t there. Surely she’d be justified in shooting them, seeing as they were bad guys waiting for their armed friends to kill an innocent woman. If that wasn’t the definition of an accomplice, she didn’t know what was. Violet wished she’d watched more American crime shows and less reality TV. If she had done, she might know whether she had the right to shoot the drivers.

      There was nothing for it but to ask her boss, so she pulled her phone out of her pocket and called Rochelle Davis.

      She answered straight away. “Talk to me.”

      “Eight armed guys in the building. Two waiting outside in cars. No gunshots so far. Noah’s stuck in a panic room with our client, who’s out cold from overmedicating her flu. No sign of the cops yet. What I want to know is, can I shoot the drivers?”

      A second’s silence, then, “No. You can’t shoot the drivers.”

      “How else will I distract the guys inside and delay them from getting away? They’re bad guys. Doing bad things. Surely that’s justifiable cause or whatever the hell it’s called.”

      “This isn’t a Hollywood movie. We don’t shoot first and ask questions later. We obey the law. Stand dow⁠—”

      Violet hung up. It was clear she wouldn’t get any help from Ms. By-the-Book. Her phone vibrated as she put it back in her pocket. Ignoring what would no doubt be another pointless call with their team leader, she scanned the surrounding buildings, searching for a distraction. Something to flush the hit men back out into the open.

      But nothing jumped out at
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