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JOSIAH KING reached for his gun and grabbed only air. Not that a weapon would do him any good. Shooting a wall-sized monitor wouldn’t stop the bloodthirsty execution unfolding in front of him.

“What are you watching . . . Wait, where is this feed coming in from?” Mike Shelby asked as he walked up to stand next to his team leader. “Man, I hope this is some sort of training exercise because that guy looks like shit.”

“It’s real. A video. One-way, and I have no idea how were getting it.” But this was personal and meant for him. Josiah knew that much. “I’m pretty sure it’s live.”

It had to be because Josiah would know if this horror had already happened. They all would. No, this hell played out in real time.

“So we can see this poor bastard but he can’t hear or see us?” Mike got up close and squinted as his gaze scanned every inch of the screen. Even waved his hand in front of the monitor. “I don’t get it. What exactly is this?”

Josiah feared he knew the answer. “A message.”

“For?”

“Me.” That’s really all he could say. He couldn’t wrap his mind around the idea of his personal life being beamed into a secure facility as spectator sport.

Mike glanced over, already frowning. “What?”

Josiah kept staring up at the center screen hanging right in front of him in the Warehouse, the de facto headquarters of the undercover task force called the Alliance. He blinked a few times, sure he’d fallen into a bleak nightmare he needed to fight and punch his way out of if he ever wanted to breathe again.

Somehow he spat out the right answer. “Uncle.”

Mike shifted the whole way around and faced Josiah head on. “Uncle . . . as in your uncle?”

The man highlighted on the screen in front of them looked like a version of the very formidable 3rd Earl of Stonechase, Thomas Benedict Asher, a hereditary peer in the House of Lords. For Josiah, simply the uncle who taught him how to fish. Now a man tied to a chair, his white hair sticking out in every direction. His usually pristine white shirt ripped open to reveal the folds of pale skin around his stomach and spray of gray hair on his chest.

Blood ran in a line from his temple. More pooled in a circle near his heart. Yet more on his wrist. He’d been beaten and strapped down in a room painted gray with high ceilings and dramatic print curtains. Josiah couldn’t see the bookcases he knew lined the wall, but he recognized the desk. Intricately carved, with a secret compartment used by his ancestors as they passed the secrets of the four-story stone manse down from generation to generation along with the title and the land.

It all looked familiar except for the bomb strapped to his uncle’s chest and the obvious shake moving through him. Those were the parts that finally registered in Josiah’s brain and kick-started him into action. This was no nightmare. He couldn’t wake up, couldn’t unsee the scene unfolding in front of him.

“Phone.” He snapped his fingers and pointed to his cell on the conference table behind Mike. “Get me a phone.”

“It’s . . . it’s too late for me. I will . . . die.” His uncle’s voice, usually perfectly smooth, held a rough edge as he stumbled over the words and his voice trembled. He stared straight ahead, probably into a camera, in a way that looked like he was talking directly to Josiah through the monitor. “No matter what action you take that will happen.”

Mike froze as he handed over the cell. “Sweet Jesus.”

Through the haze falling over Josiah he realized the clipped words coming through the monitor speakers weren’t delivered in his uncle’s normal style. That likely meant he read from a script or something similar. No question someone wanted to deliver a haunting message and decided to use an old man to do it.

“He says you caused this.” His uncle’s gaze darted up and to the right as he spoke, as if he were taking direction from someone in the room.

Josiah hit a few buttons and dialed to get through to his uncle’s house. A beeping sound greeted him, so he tried again, desperate to hear the familiar voice.

“Anything?” Mike’s gaze did not waver from the screen as he slipped his phone out of his back pocket.

“No.” He was going to fucking fail again. Josiah could feel it. Be so close but not on time.

His heartbeat thundered in his chest. He’d spent a lifetime in the intelligence service. Seen people cut down by bullets and shredded by explosions. He’d stayed focused. Now, his mind took off on a wild rush and he fought to wrestle it back under control. Strategies bombarded his brain, none of them workable from his position on the grounds of Liberty Crossing, the modern complex outside Washington, DC, that housed the National Counterterrorism Center. Virginia had never seemed farther away from his uncle’s London townhouse than right now.

“You and your team ruined everything.” His uncle visibly swallowed as the trail of blood seeped down his cheek and his gaze stayed locked on the camera, which must have sat just out of sight. “Now you’ll pay.”

“He’s being told what to say but seems to know he’s talking to you.” Mike didn’t wait for agreement. He shook his head. “I’m calling everyone in.”

No one else stood in the room with them. Bravo leader Ford Decker had his team practicing building raid maneuvers. Josiah had his Delta team muster for weight training earlier but they’d all moved out after showers, taking the rest of the day for some much-needed time off.

Somewhere the people who ran the Alliance sat in their offices across the Liberty Crossing grounds. Being people with access to everything they’d have access to this feed, as would other intelligence services, which were likely monitoring and mobilizing. Josiah knew in the next five minutes people would pour through the doors with theories and strategies. Later there would be questions about how this video beamed into the Warehouse with such apparent ease, about protocols and firewalls, but none of that mattered now.

He hit the emergency button and the metal doors clanked and locked with heavy precision as the Warehouse switched into lockdown mode, trapping them inside. The move would send a warning to the entire Alliance team. Bravo, Delta, and admin would get the call to come rushing back to assist. As he waited for that to happen he tried his uncle again, this time using private backdoor numbers.

The ringing in his ear echoed on the monitor in front of him. His uncle jerked at the sound but couldn’t go far in his chair thanks to the cords binding him. Something in the room, something Josiah could not see, had his uncle’s gaze shooting to that same corner spot again.

Then he looked directly into the camera. “You can’t stop this, Josiah. Please don’t try . . .”

The brief break in his tone. Josiah read it as a personal plea. One he had to ignore even as he knew to his soul no one could get to his uncle in time.

Phones started ringing in the Warehouse. Josiah could hear Mike relaying information, likely to team members. The other monitors lining the walls flickered to life in front of them and a steady hum filled the room as computers turned on and paper started spilling out of the printer. Lines of information filled one screen. Josiah knew his team had started working its magic but the gnawing in his stomach, the rolling bile, told him whatever they did would be too late.

Mike put a hand over the phone. “Where is he? Which residence are we looking at?”

The behind-the-scenes recon had flipped into action. The people Josiah trusted most in the world likely searched files and made calls to try to find a peaceful end to this. “Belgrave Square. London.”

“Shit, nowhere near here.” Mike repeated the information and listened for a second before disconnecting the line and going back to staring at the screen. “They’re mobilizing MI5 or MI6 or whoever stops bullshit like this in your country other than us.”

But Josiah knew it wasn’t that simple. His uncle possessed resources. Serious resources. “He has security.”

Mike shrugged. “We both know that can be broken.”

He didn’t get it. “He has guards, Mike. A damn militia within shouting distance at all times.” Josiah rubbed a hand over his face as he started to pace.

“Who the hell is your uncle?”

He didn’t wallow and never felt helpless. Right now both sensations raced through Josiah. “Someone hard to get to, which I’m assuming is the message here. No one is safe, no matter how well-connected or high up in government.”

He was about to say more, to explain why this could only be described as surreal and impossible and how it shouldn’t be happening, but the words fell away as he clenched the phone even tighter in his palm. He called the line that went directly into his uncle’s home office again, hoping to get through to someone in power and reason with him.

The second after the private line rang his uncle started talking again. “He knows you’re the one calling.”

“Who is the ‘he’ leading all of this?” Mike asked to the monitor as a second screen filled with images of men in uniform, approaching vehicles on the way to the Belgravia residence.

One name popped into Josiah’s head and refused to leave. The name of the same “he” the Alliance had been hunting across every continent, sifting through every lead and turning over every rock, waiting for him to slither out.

“There’s only one person who knows enough background on us to come straight at us like this.” Their nemesis, the enemy of every law enforcement and intelligence operation in the world. The man who hid under the radar until the Alliance had dragged him into the open seven months ago. They’d stopped a major international sale he brokered among some of the worst motherfuckers around, and then destroyed the delivery system he hid in Pakistan to spread a new viral weapon of destruction.

Mike’s mouth dropped open. “It can’t be. No fucking way.”

“He wants you to know how this works . . . for . . . for next time.” His uncle closed his eyes and his head dropped. The rest of the words muffled against his chest. “Because he will not stop. I am only the first.”

Josiah needed to walk, to hit. Much more of watching this and he’d crawl right out of his skin. Claw his own eyes out. “I can’t believe this.”

Mike grabbed the remote and zoomed in on the picture. “If it is him, he’s smart enough to stay far offscreen.”

“Goddamn coward,” Josiah screamed at the screen even though he knew only Mike could hear him.

The minute he had this guy, whoever he was and whatever he called himself, Josiah would use more than words to eliminate the threat. Some people looked at him and saw a proper British businessman. Little did they know what lurked under the surface. The rage. The ability to turn off his humanity and get the job done.

“The bomb is attached to me . . . to my . . .” His uncle squinted as he looked away from the camera. “What did you say?”

A second later horror flashed across his uncle’s face. What was left of the color drained away, replaced by an icy paleness that had Josiah dreading the answer.

“Heartbeat.” His uncle coughed out the word as he faced them again. “As it accelerates, it triggers the bomb.”

Mike turned to Josiah. “Is that even possible?”

He wanted to deny the possibility. They worked for an undercover group that answered to few and were bound by almost no laws or internal government rules. They saw fucking awful things on a daily basis. Women used as pawns and literally ripped in half. Men thrown off buildings and burned alive. And those were the lucky ones. But standing there as a mix of adrenaline and frustration pumped through him, Josiah knew the sick truth.

“Look at the incision.” His gaze wandered over his uncle’s chest, then down to his arm. “The blood. Even if making a human bomb isn’t possible, someone wants us to believe it is.”

“If my heartbeat stays even, he has a . . .”

“A what?” Mike leaned in, as if he were having an actual conversation through the screen.

Josiah watched as his uncle stared right into the camera, unblinking and almost still, and opened his mouth. “Kill switch.”

“Fuck me.” Mike answered the phone and hung up again without talking. “MI5 and SCO19 are moving in now.”

“Firearms Command, like British SWAT.” The words rolled off Josiah’s tongue without even thinking them through first. He’d gone into operations mode. Heard everything around him, saw the battle unfolding on the screens in front of him. Only this time he would not be able to react in time. There wouldn’t be a single defensive maneuver or offensive strike he could launch before death took his uncle.

Mike blew out a long breath. “These armed squads can get in there and—”

“I will be the first but not the last,” his uncle said in a monotone voice, clearly parroting the message he’d been ordered to communicate.

The camera moved back and panned around the room. Men in dark suits, sprawled in lifeless heaps on the floor as blood ran from their bodies and pooled on the carpet that had always been his uncle’s favorite. Worse, he was giving up. Surrendering to the end and letting the terror go. Josiah heard it in his uncle’s voice, saw it in the now-determined lines of his body.

The calmer his uncle became, the more unraveled Josiah felt. He ached to do something—anything—even if it meant tearing the giant screen from the wall and smashing it into pieces on the concrete Warehouse floor.

“You will all pay. You will all watch as . . .” Fear morphed into sadness in his uncle’s eyes as he continued passing on the information he’d clearly been kidnapped to tell. “You will all lose someone you care about.”

Mike grabbed his phone and started punching in numbers. The yelling came next. “Where are these supposedly impressive reinforcements?”

“You need to . . .” His uncle leaned in.

Sensing his uncle was breaking from the prepared script again, Josiah stepped closer to the screen, desperate to hear any piece of intel that might help. Eager to keep his uncle talking until the gunmen had a chance to storm in.

His uncle’s gaze darted around the room as he inhaled. Then his words came out in a rush. “About forty and scarred with burns. He said his name is—”

A sharp bang rang out, making Josiah jump back. He started to rush forward again but his knees buckled and he had to grab the corner of the table to keep from falling as the room on the screen in front of him blew apart.

“No!” But Josiah knew he was too late.

A static buzz sounded in his ears. The talking, the pleading cut off, and the heirloom desk vanished in an explosion of smoke. The room shifted on him as his gaze traveled over the devastation. Everything inside him stopped—his heartbeat, his breathing—as he looked at the splatter of blood and flesh on the screen.

Being thousands of miles away didn’t save him from the pure brutality of the moment. Someone he loved, broken down to nothing more than bone and skin. Not recognizable. Not even human anymore.

“Holy shit.” Mike grabbed Josiah, locked his arms around him, and wrestled him back. “Do not look.”

But he had to. It was all so unreal and impossible. His uncle had people and prestige. This could not happen. “Let me go.”

Mike held on as he stepped in front of Josiah, blocking the direct line of sight. “You don’t need to see any more of this.”

Just as Josiah broke free, the screen went blank. Completely black. He could hear a crunching sound and decided his mind had shut down as some sort of defense mechanism.

He stood there and rocked back on his heels. Buried his face in his hands and silently cursed a world where shit like this happened. As if blowing up another person were normal. “Fuck. I can’t believe . . . fuck.”

“Now what the hell is this?”

Josiah heard the shock in Mike’s voice and looked up. The black screen had turned a smoky gray as the video snapped to life again. The crunching sound grew louder and Josiah could make out legs through the haze. Hear the crackle and thud as each footstep landed on unidentifiable piles of debris on the floor.

The figure turned toward the camera but the lens never strayed higher than knee-level from the floor. Bodies were scattered and shards of what looked like wood stuck up here and there. Papers littered the area and a ball of something—something Josiah feared was once his uncle—lay right between two black wing-tipped dress shoes.

A voice broke into the horrible silence. “The name is Benton, but then I think you know that.”

That word. One name. It’s all they had to go on. All any law enforcement agency in the world had of the faceless, seemingly invisible international terrorist who didn’t pick sides and delivered death and destruction in the form of weapons sold to the highest bidder. A pure psychopath. One sick fuck.

“He survived.” Mike shook his head. “We lit him on fire with a rocket launcher months ago and he lived.”

But that was just it. They did hit him. Josiah knew that now. Gone was the smooth, cultured tone he remembered from their one meeting. Now Benton sounded winded, his voice scratchy. Josiah hoped that meant they’d done some real damage to the guy while in Pakistan. Nothing compared to what Josiah intended to do to him, but something he hoped hurt like hell, burned with pain, every day since.

“Your uncle was a hard man to reach, Josiah.” A harsh laugh followed the line. “But I did. I couldn’t get him to admit he knew you. So proper. So dedicated to protocol and keeping your identity secure. It’s a shame your actions killed him.”

Mike swore under his breath. “This guy sure does like to hear himself talk.”

“I started with Josiah but you’ll all get a turn.” The figure they assumed was Benton shifted as he used the toe of his shoe to push the body at his feet to the side like nothing more than garbage. “Some of you will not be able to hold on to your secrets.” He made an annoying tsk-tsking sound. “And you should know once I kill those you care about most I’ll start again and keep going until the head of everyone you know is splattered in pieces against a wall.”

“Next time I’m putting the rocket launcher right up his ass before I fire,” Mike said to the empty room.

“See you soon.” Benton delivered the line, then the screen blinked out.

For a few seconds they didn’t move. Didn’t talk. Alarms blared inside the Warehouse and monitors not already on sparked to life all around the room. Josiah heard a thunk as the lock on the main doors disengaged. The sound of voices as team members flooded in.

“They won’t catch him.” The police could surround the house and lock it down, and Benton would get out. Josiah didn’t doubt that for a second.

“No, but we will,” Mike said, making every word sound like a guarantee.

“Right.” Josiah stared at the dark screen. “We’re coming for you, asshole.”
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SUTTON DAHL blinked but she still didn’t understand the words swimming on the page in front of her. She’d been watching this office, the one next to the empty one where she’d set up her impromptu surveillance and hid out most days for the last two weeks. Marking every entrance and exit next door. Tracking the few people who came close to the entrance, in addition to the only two who ever went inside. Even arranging to “accidentally” run into the businessman who supposedly occupied the space.

Ryan Bane was a supposed reclusive bigwig in the pharmaceutical industry. That might explain his rampant paranoia and the overly intricate security for a small three-room office with little more than a safe and a desk in it. Would if Ryan Bane actually existed as anything more than an elaborate but fake paper trail.

Sutton didn’t know what the guy really did for a living, other than scam and con his way through a cycle of identities, but he did not run companies. Every reference to him online traced back to empty shell companies and false leads that looked real on the surface but fell apart after a few levels of serious digging.

Not amateur stuff either. No, to track Bane she had to pull favors from an FBI friend and another in cyber security. People who knew how to investigate these things and not to leave digital footprints. Bane’s identity, while full in terms of records, traced back to a carefully laid trail. It took her a year to find the right string to pull. When she did, a small piece unraveled. A fake pharmaceutical company. This one, at this address.

In the end, Bane turned out to be exactly who she always assumed he was. A pathetic creep of a man. A rabid liar. The same man she’d been tracking for years. A killer who got away with an unspeakable crime, then seemingly disappeared from the Earth to be reborn as someone new.

But he’d never been off her radar. She’d been tracking him through the only photo that seemed to still exist that tied him back to the man he was before. A partial of his face. She found the evidence in her mother’s safety deposit box—the one she’d opened under an assumed name years ago—along with a handwritten list, half burned and in a man’s heavy scrawl, that read like how-to directions on establishing a new identity. According to her mother’s notes, he’d had slick answers back then for all her questions. Thank goodness her mom stayed skeptical.

Every week Sutton ran the photo through every database she used in her regular work as a private investigator in Baltimore, Maryland. Some through the front door and some through the back with passwords she wasn’t supposed to have. But no luck. But when her target popped up in Paris, she’d moved in.

Now she shifted the papers around on his desk. The ones from the file she took from his safe. That’s what happened when you trusted the safe that came with the place instead of having a new one installed. Very easy to pick, especially since Sutton had one just like it in her place next door and had been practicing for a week, looking for a way to get in it.

Not a mistake she’d expect from someone like Bane, but then again, he didn’t act like he believed someone had sniffed out his trail. Though he did remain careful. He didn’t use any kind of cleaning service, which would have made breaking in easier. No, she’d had to depend on new tech tools that deciphered security codes in seconds and some old-fashioned lock-picking ones. The tiny camera she planted in the fancy heating grate in the hallway helped with the rest.

After all that work and all that planning, the file in front of her didn’t make any sense. It didn’t connect to anything. Just a cover sheet with a random list of names. Pages with photos and what looked like lines of gibberish to her. Possibly a code of some type. But this was the same file he’d protected and hid in the safe. The only thing in there other than money, both dollars and euros, and keys to something. That pointed to the information being important.

She read through the first few lines, committing them to memory, but decided that wasn’t enough. She slipped the small camera out of her jacket pocket and snapped a few photos. Got a few more on her phone, because duplication helped to avoid surprises.

She’d hoped for something bigger. Sure, the idea of a diary of a madman outlining his crimes sounded more Hollywood than realistic. Still, a note that hinted as to his actual residence or the scam he was working on now would have been nice. He’d lost every tail she tried to put on him to follow him to the place where he slept. But his driver, or assistant, or henchman—whatever the actual job description of the big bald dude who rarely left his side might be—could give lessons in getting lost in a crowd or in traffic.

At least this gave her somewhere to start, which meant it was time to leave. She pocketed the small flashlight she’d been holding in her mouth and moved around in the shadows. The outside streetlamps provided a little bit of a guide, but she mostly maneuvered based on memory. First to the safe to dump off the file. Then . . .

She heard talking. The low hum of a man’s voice. Only one, so maybe on a cellphone. She couldn’t make out the words or even the tone. It all sounded so faint. But Bane could not be here. He never returned this late. The man stuck to a schedule and a late-night visit to the office wasn’t normally on it.

Anxiety built and bubbled in her stomach, but she pushed it down. She had to get out without being seen. The one entrance proved to be a problem. So did the small area. Her gaze flicked to the window, then back to the door again. No way could she step out on a tiny ledge. Heights were not her thing.

Her heart raced and a flash of heat warmed her face. It took several beats before she could breathe again. Panic. She recognized the sensation crushing her. She’d dealt with the debilitating emotion in her regular job. Had learned to push it down and hide it. Work around it and keep going. But that proved a lot easier when collecting adultery evidence for some client’s divorce than facing the possibility of getting caught breaking into a killer’s secret office.

Looking around, she took stock of her options. Sparse furnishings, an open room to one side and a bathroom to the other. That was about it. So no real place to hide. The closet, but that struck her as risky.

Her heart thundered in her chest. She could feel it thump in her ears. She inhaled, nice and deep, trying to get her misfiring nerves back under control.

The voice grew louder and she heard the jingle of keys. In two giant but quiet steps, she slipped into the next room. It took a second for her eyes to adjust to the darkness. When they did, her gaze shot to the couch, then to the window. The other door likely led to a closet. The fear of heights and fear of being shot drove her to pick that imperfect option.

The alarm chirped and the sound of the front door echoed through the near-empty place. She didn’t waste one more second. She opened the slim door and made out a pile of clothes and a stack of boxes in the closet. She slid in the small space between the edge of the cardboard and the wall and ducked under the hanging bar.

Curled into a pretzel, she waited. Inhaled to fit as she pulled her knife out of her pocket. She couldn’t bring a gun into France without questions and problems, but she’d use the knife if she had to.

Her heartbeat ticked up until she half expected to see it pump through her shirt. She’d spent most of her career dodging drug dealers and angry husbands. Once had a dead rat delivered to her office. None of that came close to the tension racing through her now. She was so close to revealing Bane for the disgusting piece of garbage he was. Her life’s work could not end like this. He could not win again.

The footsteps clicking against the parquet floor told her what she needed to know. The slight slide of one side meant Bane. Something had left him with burn scars and an almost imperceptible limp. She liked to think one of his victims got in a good shot. She just hoped the person lived to tell about it.

The steps grew closer. He was in the room with her now. Close enough that she would have sworn she heard him breathing. Energy flowed through her, fueling her to fight off the potential attack. She tightened her hand around the knife’s handle and felt it dig into her palm even through the gloves she wore.

He walked around the room. She could hear the moves but not see them. Being basically blind made her stomach roll. She pushed through the waves of doubt and terror. Focused. Called up every awful memory. Mentally paged through those photos from the long-ago crime scene, steeling her nerves for what could come next.

A light flicked on. She could see the shine under the door, watched it reach to the very edge of her shoe, and fought the urge to shift away.

The scraping sound rattled around in her brain. She tried to place it. The heel of a boot, maybe? A thump.

She inhaled and held her breath. Blood pumped through her and she couldn’t believe he didn’t hear the whooshing sound. Then the footsteps started again, only this time they retreated. Grew softer. The light clicked off. After another few sliding steps, the sound of the front door opening rang back to her. The alarm chirped again, as if being reset.

The air rushed out of her lungs in relief. She bit back a cough and a gasp. Rested her forehead against the back of the closet door as she tried to restart her brain and move it out of fight-or-flight mode.

Careful not to make any noise, she opened the door, just a sliver, to see if what happened in the room matched how she’d built it in her brain. The dark room greeted her. No sign of Bane. A quick glance around told her everything looked the same. She didn’t question the noises or Bane’s odd visit. She slipped out, keeping her back to the wall as she moved across the room.

A tingling sensation crept up her spine and she stopped in the doorway to look back over the open area. The couch seemed closer. No longer set against the wall, it was almost as if it had moved a few feet. But she didn’t have time to assess. The need to get out of there drove her.

She nearly bolted for the front door. Only a quick flash of common sense had her peeking out the peephole first. No one stood there. Even through the distorted lens she could see parts of the hallway on either side of the door.

She entered the code and winced at how loud the alarm sounded as it bounced off the walls of the still room. Itching to be out and away, she stepped into the hallway and heard the door automatically lock behind her. She made it all of eight steps, almost to the edge of her doorway next door, when Bane appeared at the end of the hall. He ducked out of the elevator alcove and faced her.

Her heart dropped. She actually felt it go into freefall as a breath jammed up in her throat, refusing to come out.

They stood maybe thirty feet apart and she could feel his intense, dark-eyed gaze from that distance. Those eyes narrowed as he headed down the hall toward her. With each sliding step her anxiety rose. She fumbled with the knife in her pocket, ready to stab. Absolutely prepared to scream.

He stopped right in front of her. A looming presence even though they nearly matched in height. “I heard my alarm.”

Her brain raced to find the right answer. “That was mine. I just stepped out of my office.”

“What are you doing here this late?” The strain in his voice made the words sound scratchy.

She skipped over asking him the same thing and forced a smile. “A late night working.”

“What is it you do again?” he asked as if they’d ever had a real conversation before.

Her mind jumped to the first thing that came to her in connection with Paris. “Fashion.”

That qualified as the worst response ever. She wore all black, pants to jacket. On a Parisian woman the outfit might come off as stylish. Not her. Some days she forgot to comb her hair.

He must have questioned the answer because he watched her. She refused to break eye contact. No squirming. No fidgeting. She just stood there and stared at him, careful not to let her gaze linger too long on the puckered skin to the right of his mouth or red patches on his neck that disappeared under the collar of his shirt. He kept his right arm bent at an angle and close to his body.

She wasn’t clear about the extent of that injury, but the fake news trail included a tragic story of the house fire and losing his wife. As if any sane woman would marry this guy. Those cold eyes spoke to the lack of human emotion underneath. She could only hope whatever happened to him hurt like hell.

He shifted his stance, seemingly taking up even more of the hallway. “Did you hear anyone else out here?”

So something tipped him off. That certainly didn’t make her happy. “Just me.”

Then she waited. Wanted to see his next move. He simply nodded and gestured for her to pass by him.

The idea of letting this guy get behind her set alarm bells ringing in her head. Still, standing there would be weird, and he was weird enough for both of them. And now wasn’t the time for a confrontation. She needed to figure out his plans. Find evidence that would convince the police back home to look into him. All of that required measured surveillance designed not to spook him.

She eased around him, careful to maintain eye contact to the last second, then zipped past him. She could feel his gaze on her. The heat of his unprovoked anger. She glanced back over her shoulder as she walked. Met his gaze and flashed him a big smile.

He looked away without returning it and went back to his door. Ran his hand along the doorjamb. Let his fingers linger over the alarm code keys.

The whole thing freaked her out. It was as if he could sense she’d just been in there. Either that or her cameras weren’t the only ones trained on his place. The one in the hallway. The other one in the upper corner of his window, just outside. Both set up to beat any detection protocol he might run.

He was a savvy criminal. But she was smarter.

Her hands didn’t stop shaking until she got to the elevator. Even then she didn’t let up on the death grip on her knife. The bell dinged and she stepped inside. Tension made her punch the lobby button over and over until the doors finally shut, locking her in there without him.

As the car started to move, the names from that file in his office floated back through her mind. She had photos but she didn’t take those for granted. She repeated the information over and over, making sure it stayed with her. Several were unusual names. Some were not.

She remembered the look of the page and the heading at the top. Delta something. The file also had contained photos and what she thought might be street names even though they weren’t written as addresses, and lines that didn’t make sense. Words that didn’t match up but were strung together in what looked like sentences.

She lived ten minutes away. A quick walk, then the search could begin. She’d poke around, test a few names. Then she’d run them with “Delta” and see what came up. Not the most exciting evening ever, but it worked for her.

She’d come to Paris to find the man who’d killed her mother. Now she had.
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THREE DAYS later Josiah stood on the grounds of his uncle’s vast estate. Nothing but miles of open land, lush trees, and immaculate landscaping painstakingly tended by a staff of gardeners. Little had changed except for his gruesome death, news of which had been splashed in the press, from television to tabloids, all centered on the fable about a random gas explosion.

A “horrific accident that took the life of one of Britain’s finest men,” or whatever wording the few government and intelligence officials in the know agreed to say. The innocuous and untrue version meant to prevent full-scale panic over an unnamed terrorist attack. To Josiah the false descriptions stood as an echo of his failure to save his uncle.

Josiah walked into the maze of hedges and stared up at the pale blue sky. This part of the country, seventy miles outside London, had been rocked by the unexpected death of his uncle. Josiah knew the truth. His team knew the truth. His father knew the truth and placed the blame for it all squarely on Josiah’s shoulders.

A shuffle of footsteps fell behind him. He didn’t have to reach for a weapon or duck to avoid an attack. He knew these visitors. They’d arranged to meet here, now.

“I’m very sorry for your loss, Josiah.” Tasha Gregory, former MI6 and current head of the Alliance, delivered the comment as he turned around.

He nodded because that’s all he could manage before his brain shut down. The revenge? Now that he was ready to undertake. “What do we know?”

He looked from Tasha to Ellery Kimball. Where Tasha stood tall and lean with her long blond hair and smoking body as a shield to hide her lethal, kill-on-demand nature, Ellery was a cute, petite redhead. The size fooled most people. Josiah had stood next to her at the gun range often enough to appreciate her dedication to the team and impressive kill shot. She chose not to work in the field but Josiah would have welcomed her—either woman—on Delta team.

But Ellery had other skills. Impressive skills. She was downright spooky when it came to her ability to find and track information. She watched over them all, provided necessary intel, and searched down every angle. If Tasha had Ellery out in the field now, that meant Ellery had found something.

He turned his attention to her. “Well?”

“It could be a coincidence but—”

“I doubt it.” He didn’t even know what it was and he knew it mattered.

Ellery slipped a folder out from underneath her arm. “Two days ago I started getting alarms about hits on your names.”

He had no idea what that meant. “Okay.”

“Computer searches. Ordinary, with little attempt to hide the researching.” Ellery looked from Tasha to Josiah. “Not just on one of us. Someone is searching the entire team, so it can’t be a coincidence. Someone had to get all of our names,” Ellery said.

Tasha sighed at him. “Searching our real names.”

The import of that sank in and something inside his brain exploded. “What?”

The news didn’t make sense. A long-time CIA agent who helped set up the Alliance—Jake Pearce—had turned on them and thrown in with Benton, choosing piles of blood money over honor and decency. The Alliance had paid Jake back, leaving his remains buried in a rock pile in Pakistan. Only Benton escaped that firefight with any knowledge of the true identities of the Alliance members.

That was the point. He knew who they were already. Jake made it clear he had passed on top-secret intel about the entire team. So, Benton wouldn’t need to hunt them down through routine computer searches. He possessed their names and could act.

No one else should have that intel. There were firewalls and protections in place. Rotating IPs and signals bouncing all over the world. Josiah didn’t understand most of it, but he’d understood the people who knew him before, in his former life, would be protected by his anonymity.

He’d signed up with the Alliance based on certain assurances. When the United States and the United Kingdom decided to pool resources and form the team, they pulled in people from the CIA, MI6, and the U.S. military, and a few from places, organizations, and operations he’d never even heard of. Pure black-ops, black-box, off-the-books shit.

Josiah had entered the Alliance through the back door. His cover had always been as the clean-cut son of the UK’s ambassador to Italy. Someone who obtained his position in the diplomatic service likely as a result of his impressive family ties. That allowed him to disappear for long periods of time, and no one ever questioned where he’d gone. Most assumed he worked in an office out of the country somewhere, and well-placed correspondence now and then supported that theory.

But he’d never sat at a desk in his life. He worked undercover, honing his skills and his shot until Tasha tagged him for a spot not only in the Alliance, but running one of its two teams. He hadn’t looked back since.

Ellery held that file in a death grip. “I have a program that looks for certain search strings. Random words that link to the histories of the Alliance members. Code names for CIA and MI6 operations. Military operations for some of you. Relative names. Your birth names. Street names. All of it.”

He took it all back. She was far more than spooky and amazingly competent. She was brilliant. But still, she was one person. Even with all the resources available to her, she couldn’t possibly cull through all of that information. “That must be a massive amount of data.”

She smiled. “I review it all day, every day.”

For once he was relieved to be wrong. “Damn.”

“That’s why she is the Alliance’s most valuable resource.” Tasha took a step back, peeking around the hedge. She gestured to someone.

Mike came around the corner. “Which makes me wonder why she’s out in the open and not hidden away in a locked room somewhere.”

Tasha’s eyebrow lifted. “I can protect her.”

Josiah didn’t argue. The Alliance had been Tasha’s idea. She claimed that she’d run into random CIA agents on her operations one too many times so that she had no choice but to find a joint solution to international problems. “No doubts here.”

“I’m sure as hell not arguing.” Mike whistled. “Man, what is up with your family?”

Josiah wasn’t sure what Mike was referring to, the fake politeness, the icy reserve, or the obvious disdain for their son. A feeling Josiah had dealt with for years since his father didn’t even attempt to hide it. “I’m sure families in . . . Nebraska? Was that where you’re from?”

Mike shrugged. “I’m from one of those square states. The name doesn’t matter.”

A country boy with a military background and an ability to sneak up and shoot anything at any time without flinching. That’s how Josiah saw Mike, that and as his right-hand man. American or no, Josiah trusted Mike to handle every situation and had never been disappointed. “Well, I’m sure there are difficult families in your square state as well.”

“It’s the rich people, passive-aggressive thing I’m talking about.” Mike stared at Ellery, the only other American standing there at the moment, before looking back to Josiah. “No wonder you threw in with us and left this country.”

“Excuse me?” Tasha’s eyebrow lifted as she responded, drawing out the word in her unmistakably British accent.

“I’m just saying there are a lot of people acting all nice and fine to your face over here, speaking in that refined hoity-toity way while they secretly hope you fall out a window.” Mike held up a hand to her in what looked like mock surrender. “No offense.”

A smile edged the corner of Tasha’s mouth. “You’re not wrong.”

While Josiah enjoyed the U.S./UK rivalry on the team, now was not the time. “The computer searches?”

“It’s elementary stuff in that the person didn’t do much to hide her identity. She employed the usual safeguards, but not anything that would get by someone who was looking for a breach.” Ellery handed Josiah the file. “I was able to trace her right back to her Paris apartment.”

Josiah flipped through the pages with Mike right at his shoulder, following along. The name jumped out at Josiah first. Didn’t tweak any memories for him. “Sutton Dahl. What do we know about her?”

“American in her late twenties. She’s supposed to be there on vacation.” Ellery ticked off the biographical information as if she had it all memorized, which, knowing her, she likely did.

Josiah knew her well enough to know there was more to hear. “But?”

“She’s a private investigator from Maryland,” Ellery explained. “This is her first time overseas. She’s alone and not spending much on her credit cards. No dinners out. No extravagant expenses. No sightseeing that I can tell.”

Tasha exhaled. “We wonder if she’s on an assignment of some sort. One that points back to us.”

“Pretty.” Mike lifted one of the pages and glanced at the woman’s photo. Then he frowned at Josiah’s glare. “What? She is.”

Mike wasn’t exaggerating. The more Josiah looked, the more tempting it was to flip back to the photo on that first page. This Sutton had a bit of an all-American look to her. Big blue eyes and long wavy hair, not quite red and not quite blond. Probably a bit of both.

“She’s connected to Benton somehow?” Young, smart, and pretty. Could be the perfect type for someone like Benton, though who knew, because Benton led a reclusive lifestyle. Never seen, generally unknown. Which meant Josiah had no idea what the guy’s preferences were or who, if anyone, he’d want around him.

Tasha shook her head. “There’s nothing in her file or movements over the years to suggest that. She appears hardworking and dedicated. Normal. There aren’t any holes or red flags. The reports from law firms and companies who used her services are all glowing.”

Of course Ellery and Tasha tracked that down. Probably pretended to be someone looking for a reference. “What type of investigative work does she do?”

The smile on Ellery’s face said something good was coming. “Mostly divorce.”

Mike said what Josiah was thinking. “What the fuck?”

“But she has our names, which suggests a tie to Benton or someone like Benton or someone working with him.” Josiah couldn’t come up with another explanation for this Sutton woman possessing top-secret information she shouldn’t have. Maybe she stumbled over it as part of a case she was working on, but that seemed like a reach. The Alliance’s information would not be on some cheating spouse’s computer.

“She could be a true believer, the female version of Benton who gave up her old life and is in Paris on a job.” Ellery shook her head. “I don’t know yet.”

Mike whistled. “That’s a scary thought. Benton with more stamina and smarts? Damn.”

“The question is where and how Ms. Dahl got the information she’s searching.” Tasha eased her way back toward the opening of the maze and glanced around before returning her attention to the group. “And what she hopes to find.”

“I’ll go find out.” Silence followed Josiah’s volunteering. The way they kept glancing at one another had him grinding his back teeth together. “Stop with the staring. I’m fine.”

“Yeah, you sound it,” Mike said in a voice loaded with sarcasm.

Josiah ignored the tone and turned back to his boss. “I’m guessing we’re in lockdown protocol.”

Tasha did not hesitate. “I put that in place five minutes after your uncle died.”

“He was murdered. No need to pretty it up. He wasn’t hit by a bus.” No, he was blown apart. An image that would never leave Josiah’s brain. The only way he could get through the day and keep moving was to block the memory and concentrate on revenge.

Tasha’s mouth fell into a thin line. “I am aware of the circumstances.”

Lockdown meant team members in safe houses and minimal staff back at the Warehouse. The team would be spread out nearby and searching for leads while waiting for the call to move in. Some might be guarding the members’ loved ones along with whatever reinforcements Tasha had brought in, using whatever excuses she used. The woman could work miracles.

Josiah guessed that Tasha’s live-in boyfriend, Ward Bennett, one of the day-to-day managers of the Alliance and a former CIA agent, hovered close. Mike worked on Delta team but Josiah knew the rest of his men were on the ground, providing support. He’d get the specifics later. Right now, Josiah wanted to move before Sutton Dahl got spooked or wise to her computer search mistake or whatever and bolted.

“I’m the most logical one to go. Benton took his shot at me and was successful, so he’ll move on to someone else.” And Josiah vowed to be waiting. No one else in the Alliance was going to have to attend a funeral. Not on Josiah’s watch.

“You plan to break into this woman’s house and question her?” Ellery asked.

“I will do whatever it takes to get answers.” Josiah didn’t go into detail because he didn’t have to. They got it.

Ellery winced. “It’s possible this woman’s computer search and your uncle’s death are unrelated.”

No way did Josiah buy that. “I think we all know that’s not true.”

“Fine.” Tasha let out a long, loud breath. “Go, take Mike, and no bloodshed.”

She’d never said that last part before and Josiah didn’t like it now. “No way I can promise that.”

“That was an order, Josiah.”

He wasn’t joking. He wasn’t trying to test the breadth of her command either. He stated a simple reality. “This operation is well off the books. This is personal. We are at war with this evil motherfucker Benton. That means I will do whatever it takes to shake the intel out of Sutton Dahl. Whatever she has, however I have to do it, I’ll get it.”

Tasha moved in closer as her voice dipped lower. “You can’t kill her. Not unless we know more.”

He sure as hell knew he could. If Sutton Dahl said the wrong thing or withheld information, if she knew about his uncle’s death or was some sort of demented Benton cheerleader, he’d pull the trigger. No questions asked.

The list of reasons to hurt this person, woman or not, was not hard for him to mentally construct. “We’ll see.”

Ellery’s eyes narrowed. “And if she’s innocent?”

That was exactly Josiah’s point. “If she’s mixed up with Benton she is not innocent.”
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