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        There's a new girl in town and she's come to kick some ass.

      

      

      

      
        
        Meet Eva Destruction, the only thing quicker than her mouth is her talent for getting into trouble. It's true she's always had an eye for a bad boy, but when she falls for billionaire super-villain Harry Lancing, it seems that even Eva may have bitten off more than she can chew. As the odds begin to stack up in Lancing's favour, the fate of the world lies in Eva's hands. Luckily for the world, Eva Destruction isn't the type of girl to let a super-villain ex-boyfriend with a massive ego, unlimited resources, and his own secret island, get the better of her. A trilogy in four parts, The Eva Destruction Collection combines three full exhilarating Eva Destruction novels and one Eva Destruction novella in an explosive collection. Well over 1000 pages of pedal-to-the-metal action and whip-smart dialogue, this box set will keep you reading well into the night. Here’s what others have said about Eva’s adventures:

      

      

      

      
        
        “Fast moving action packed romp. I loved it. It's fun, it's funny, it's clever. I want a movie of this now. Brilliant.”

        “This was such an exciting and fun read. I loved every page and did not want it to end. I want more Eva Destruction NOW! Please?”

        “This was a whole lot of fun! With a kickass heroine and good blend of action, intrigue and romance, it kept me engaged from start to finish. It even kept me reading late into the night, which says something. It also made me laugh! Thoroughly enjoyed.”
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      Eva was out of bullets, out of luck and out of time.

      Crouching low in the tropical vegetation, she inhaled slowly to steady her nerves. The metal tang of blood mixed with the rich scents of crushed foliage, almost heady in its intensity. Blood had smeared across her forehead and cheeks, like gory war paint. You can do it, she told herself. There was a good fifty metres of open ground between her and the beach. The odds weren't with her making it without being seen, but she had no choice. If she faltered, people would die and the world would be plunged into chaos.

      She stood on unsteady legs and did her best to block out the exhaustion. Ignoring the pain from her countless lacerations, Eva broke into a run. Ducking low, she sprinted from the jungle and headed towards a small pier with its nearby powerboat. With every stride, her hope grew. Could she do it? Was there still a chance? Her breath sawed in and out as her legs and arms pumped. Bullets splintered the wood at her feet and she skidded to a halt.

      The sound of footsteps thudded behind her, and Eva turned. Three black-clad guards stepped carefully onto the tiny pier, the wooden slats screaming in protest at the added weight. They approached her slowly; a couple of their compatriots had made the fatal mistake of underestimating her. Their corpses littered the island. But these guards needn't have bothered with their caution. She'd spent both magazines from her Sig Sauers.

      Bikinis were nice and all, but completely rubbish for storing extra ammunition.

      The tropical sun scorched her exposed skin, which was slicked with sweat. She'd been so close. So close.

      Now she'd never get to him.

      The guns fell from her hands and clattered noisily on the wooden slats. She didn't remove the tiny umbrella tucked under her bikini strap like a samurai sword. Slowly, Eva placed her hands on her head. Her mind rapidly processed the scene. Three to one. Not the best statistics, but she wasn't out of options. Her eyes lingered on the barely healed scar on the middle guard's cheek.

      The guards circled, careful to ensure there were several metres between them and her.

      She smiled. "So, what brings you fellows here?"

      The guards jolted. One even took a step back.

      Eva widened her grin. "How's everyone doing? Much on, boys? Who's up for Boggle?" Her bravado was forced, but she refused to show weakness. There was too much at stake.

      The guard on her left favoured his right leg, a dark wet patch glistening on his black trousers. His mouth was pinched, with pain or annoyance, she couldn't say. It was probably a bit of both. Privately, she patted herself on the back – she'd managed to hit something after all. Eva had been shooting so wildly she assumed she'd had the accuracy of a concussed Stormtrooper. Running through the jungle with blood in her eyes hadn't helped her aim.

      The middle guard – who happened to be the shortest and oldest – stepped forward, outside striking distance. Van Buren. Since they'd first met, he'd had a perpetual sneer, as if she was comprised of nothing but spoiled milk. They'd had run-ins before. The month-old red scar on his cheek was a vivid reminder of their last little dalliance. "Drop the umbrella."

      "Nope," Eva said.

      "Why are you even carrying that out here?"

      "Sun protection?"

      "Yeah, I'm not buying it. What's with the umbrella?"

      "It's magic," she said.

      "Really?"

      "No. What are you, five?" He had to know she was stalling for time.

      "Then why carry it through the jungle?"

      "Greta and I have been through a lot together."

      "You called your frilly little pink umbrella Greta?"

      Eva nodded. "Skeletor's Mighty War Hammer seemed overblown."

      He aimed his gun at her head. "Drop it."

      With few options available, Eva did as asked and reluctantly unsheathed Greta and dropped it on the pier. It was as if she'd betrayed a friend.

      Satisfied with the small win, Van Buren said, "Right. Now, come back with–"

      "Nope, VB," she said firmly. "I'm waiting for something."

      Eva checked the expensive and bulky men's diving watch on her wrist. The timepiece was too big for her, but it wasn't a fashion statement. The watch had a purpose. As did she.

      Eva was surprised how little time she had left.

      "You have somewhere else to be?" Van Buren asked. His cockiness grew every moment Eva stood motionless.

      "Don't we all?" Eva asked. "Oh. You asked because I checked my watch. Right. This little baby tells me when all sorts of interesting things are going to happen." She wriggled her wrist in the air.

      His eyebrows drew together. "What kind of things?"

      Eva held up a finger to silence him, but nothing besides an uncomfortable ten seconds of silence followed. "Sorry." Eva shrugged. "It was ripe for a dramatic pause, now it's kind of weird. Wait, okay…and, no… Okay, wait." She nodded at the watch. Confidently she repeated, "It tells me when all sorts of interesting things are going to happen."

      Van Buren stared blankly at her. Eva nodded encouragingly. At first he shook his head in confusion, then realised he was expected to repeat himself.

      "What kind of–?"

      A thunderous explosion rocked the island, reverberating through Eva's chest. She fought the urge to clap her hands over her ears, but she saw two of the guards duck and use their fingers like earplugs. The explosion was followed in quick succession by two more. Tropical birds shrieked and fluttered into the air. Behind the men, huge black plumes of smoke belched into the clear blue sky.

      When the last explosion died away, all three stared at the devastation Eva had wrought. But she had no time to admire her handiwork.

      Launching herself at the nearest guard, she used a rugby tackle that would make an All Black proud. She caught the guard mid-back and off balance, and he staggered backward, arms flailing. His thrashing caught his neighbour and both men bounced off one another and careened unsteadily towards the edge of the pier. A well-placed Mae Geri front kick sent them both bowling over the side. They splashed unceremoniously into the clear, warm water.

      And her Krav Maga teacher had said she lacked discipline…

      Eva turned and bent her knees into a fighting stance, facing off against Van Buren. Even though he was two metres away and holding a gun, he looked petrified.

      "Don't you move!" He waved the pistol at her.

      "Sure." Eva placed her hands on her head.

      "I said don't move!"

      "You want me to put my hands down so you can tell me to put them on my head?"

      "Yes. No. Shit!"

      "One thing at a time, chill VB," Eva said.

      "Stop calling me that." Van Buren waved the gun in her direction and peered over the side of the pier to determine what had happened to his lackeys. That was all Eva needed.

      Stepping towards him, she pivoted to one side. Van Buren's attention snapped back to her and he lunged. Eva grabbed his arm at the wrist and elbow, and pushed her thumb into the elbow joint, causing him to shriek in pain. She peeled his gun away and before he had time to blink, Eva had the weapon pointed at his head.

      "Holy crap. That actually worked." She didn't know who was more shocked.

      Van Buren's lips moved, but no sound escaped. He clenched his eyes closed, waiting for that final, fatal shot.

      The tropical sounds of the jungle returned, timid at first, then stronger; the incessant background cacophony of birds and insects assaulted Eva's ears. Sweat trickled where sweat had no right trickling. Her trigger finger tensed and relaxed. Tensed and relaxed.

      She exhaled. "Time for a swim, VB."

      Van Buren pried one eye open. "What?"

      "Jump. I won't ask again." Eva pulled back the gun's hammer.

      He may have been many things, none of them good, but Van Buren knew when to do what he was told. Without hesitation, he leapt into the water. As soon as she heard the splash, Eva picked up Greta and ran for the end of the pier.

      Fumbling hands undid the rope trying the boat and she pulled the starter cord. There was no time to check fuel levels. She wouldn't need much. All she needed was enough to get to the other island.

      If it wasn't already too late.

      She gunned the throttle and the boat sliced through the still crystal waters, towards the island on her right. She was probably meant to call it starboard or aft or whatever it was but, in her short time on the island, she hadn't bothered to learn sea-faring terms. She'd had more important things on her mind.

      Faint popping sounds came from behind. Loud thumps hit the hull. Her head jerked around. One of the guards had managed to scramble onto the pier and was firing an assault rifle. He refocussed his aim and leaned into his stance. Eva willed the craft to go faster, despite the throttle already being on full.

      More distant pops. The bullets pierced the boat from the front, snaking their way up the hull towards her. Eva saw the other island loom larger and prayed she'd make it. Only a couple more minutes…

      It was too much to ask.

      A bullet ripped through her shoulder and at first all she felt was the thud. Then the single most excruciating pain ricocheted through her body. The throttle jolted from her grasp and the engine shuddered to a halt. Eva fell forward into the aluminium hull, and she pressed her palm to the wound. She could feel blood pooling and running down over her bikini top, and she knew the bullet had gone clean through. Scurrying towards the engine, it was suicide to remain where she was. More shots rang out as she reached for the throttle, while keeping one hand pressed to the bullet hole.

      The piercing sound of more ammunition tearing through aluminium flesh reverberated through the boat. Rising to her knees, she peered over the lip of the hull and tried to get her bearings while her spare hand frantically grasped for the throttle.

      A bullet grazed her temple.

      "Fuck!"

      Eva fell back, and she hit the side of the boat hard. Legs failing her, she tipped over the edge, plunging into the water. Gulping for air, her limbs refused to function, even though everything in her screamed swim! Stinging sea water flooded her lungs, and the boat drifted away as her vision started to grow dark.

      Everything was lost.
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      Eva woke with a desperate gasp, her whole body shuddering awake.

      Her arms jerked but didn't get far. The restraints saw to that. Why am I sitting up? Am I handcuffed?

      A soothing voice said, "Woah, settle. You're okay, you're okay."

      She blinked repeatedly. Everything seemed slightly blurry, the world seemed out of focus and devoid of colour.

      There was a metallic clang and the same voice said, "Tell the Commander she's awake."

      Commander? Of what?

      Eva shook her head. Her mouth was dry and tasted of vomit. Her ears rang and her skin was bunched in places, especially her shoulder. Bandages? Stitches? Someone had worked on her while she'd been unconscious. Everything that could ache, did.

      Eva struggled against her restraints. Her vision still hadn't returned, although it was a lighter blur. She needed to know where she was, who held her captive. Why she was shackled.

      "Please stay still, Miss. You're safe."

      Eva meant to laugh, but the only sound to escape was a hoarse wheeze. She attempted to talk but couldn't form anything coherent.

      Footsteps approached. "Here, this will replace the lost electrolytes." The accent sounded American.

      He poured a sweet liquid into her mouth. Eva gulped it down, coughing at first. It was the single best thing she'd tasted in her life. It even got rid of the lingering flavour of vomit.

      Eva rolled her tongue in her mouth. Everything still hurt, and she still couldn't see, but at least she felt only half-dead. Hoping her voice would work this time, she said, her voice croaky, "The eighties called, they want their handcuffs back."

      "I'm…excuse me?"

      Eva blinked. Her vision was returning; she could finally make out small details. In quick succession she checked every corner of the room for an escape route, a weapon, anything that she could use. She came up short on all counts. No windows, a hefty-looking bulkhead door and not much else. All she had to work with was a plain metal table and a balding sweaty sailor with a strong chin and weak eyes. The overall effect was a kindly face, if a little browbeaten.

      "The handcuffs. I thought it was all about plastic restraints these days. You know, whatever you guys call those cable tie things."

      "You guys?" he asked. She thought there was a hint of amusement in his voice.

      Eva nodded in his direction. "The uniform. Either this is a US Navy vessel or you take An Officer and a Gentlemen cosplay really seriously."

      The sailor sat and tapped his pen on the metal table. She wondered how long he'd been there while she was unconscious. The pad in front of him was blank. She assumed there was about to be an interrogation. The lack of flowers and candlelight, plus the metal restraints, excluded the possibility of a date. She assumed he wouldn't be asking about her favourite movie or if she had any brothers or sisters. Which was a shame because she really had awesome taste in films.

      While silence filled the room, her captor did his best to keep his eyes above her neck. He failed. She assumed the middle-aged man wasn't accustomed to grilling someone like her. The bikini probably threw him. And the tattoos. And the fact that all the blood hadn't washed off her body.

      The sailor ran his hands through his thinning hair. The name tag above his right pocket read Lieutenant Commander Cole. There weren't as many ribbons above his left pocket as there should be for a man of his age.

      The drink had revitalised her, refocussing what she needed to do and where she had to be. Neither of those things were here.

      "The island. You have to send a party to the island. There's someone in danger. If you could send out a boat or something to search for–"

      He shook his head slowly. "We won't be doing that."

      "Why not?"

      "For one thing, we're not authorised to. Secondly, we need to know your story first. The only thing we know for certain is we found you floating at sea."

      "Then why tie me up?"

      There it was, a slight hesitation. "Standard procedure."

      A lie. It was plain to Eva that something else was at play. Handcuffing someone you rescued, especially with countless lacerations and a gunshot wound, was far from standard procedure. No, the sailor knew more than he was letting on. That made two of them.

      Eva scanned the room and was overcome with dread. If they weren't going to do the saving, she'd have to do it herself.

      "Did you find my boat? There was a pink umbrella in it."

      "Pink…? I don't understand."

      Eva shook her head and calmed herself. "No, you wouldn't. Sorry." There was no point pushing the issue. Chalk it up to another disaster for the day.

      Cole regained his composure. "Now, Miss, could you please state your name?"

      "Eva."

      He made a note and smiled expectantly.

      She sighed. "Destruction."

      He wrote that too, stopped and looked up. "That's seriously not your name, is it?"

      She shrugged.

      He pressed on. "Age?"

      "I've been carbon dated at twenty-eight."

      "From?"

      "Melbourne, Australia, but I've lived in London for eight of those."

      "I see. Eva – may I call you that? I don't think I can call you… Could you please tell me how you came to be here?"

      She thought about dropping the line, 'You'll have to ask my folks, they never told me' but remained mute instead. She was still sizing up her captor.

      The Lieutenant Commander seemed lost. He appeared positively sick. Green didn't match the white crisp uniform. The poor guy. Surely he hadn't signed up for this. He was probably used to small time stuff; a Petty Officer caught with booze in his bunk, a recruit staying too long at port, a crap game that got out of hand. Not this. Definitely not this.

      There was no movement from waves, so the ship must have been huge, maybe even an aircraft carrier. There was no engine vibration so they were probably anchored offshore or were nuclear-powered. If the ship wasn't moving, she allowed herself a semblance of hope. She doubted it would stay anchored for long, though. The ship would be leaving soon and no matter what, she couldn't be on it. She had unfinished business on that island. Her captor wasn't going to leave the room any time soon, let alone undo the handcuffs. He would be no use to her on the other side of the bulkhead.

      There was no way of knowing what Cole knew. The truth had become so twisted Eva couldn't afford to trust anyone. By contrast, she had to gain his trust. In order to do that, she needed to talk. A lot. There was no way a sly comment and a flirty glance would result in him giving her the slightest of chances. She had to work hard, keep the dialogue going, win him over and only then could she hope to sway him. But say what? She didn't have time to spin an elaborate yarn. Then a crazy thought hit her. To keep him talking, she could tell him something she hadn't heard from herself in a while. The truth.

      If she did manage to make it back to the island, there was every chance she'd never make it out alive. If this plump but pleasant-looking middle-aged officer wanted to chronicle how she came to be there, at least someone would know her story. There was a chance her friends might one day find out how and why she died. Perhaps they'd understand the sacrifices she'd made, the changes she'd forged. There was a chance they'd one day know their friend, the mouthy barista from Australia, had saved the world.

      She cleared her throat. "Being born with the name Eva Destruction, I was either going to be a supervillain's girlfriend or a stripper." She had his attention. "Lucky for me, I've been both."

      He stared blankly as if unsure how to reply, no words formed. She continued before he could regroup. "Neither would have made my staunch feminist of a mother particularly happy. The latter came about due to a chronic shortage of cash, an overbearing landlord and more bills than a duck convention. The former, well, that's a whole other story. If she were still alive my mother would have berated me about my poor choices, particularly in men. I should have made my own mark, become the change the world needed, you know? To never be reliant on a man and forge my own destiny in the name of womankind, all that crap."

      "Ah, right…but what about the explosions, and er…?"

      Eva wasn't going to be distracted now. But it was interesting that he'd mentioned those. They hadn't been in his two-step summary earlier.

      "Which is all fine and good, and sentiments I wholeheartedly endorse, but when a man buys you a castle, you end up forgetting all about the sisterhood. Wait, that didn't quite have the right emphasis."

      She leaned forward. The uniformed man across the table fought valiantly to keep his eyes above her shoulders.

      "He. Bought. Me. A. Fucking. Castle. I don't care what moral fortitude you have or suffragette principles you lean towards, when a man buys you a fully decked out French castle smack in the middle of the Rhone Valley, you sit up and take notice."

      "I see, yes, but…"

      "It has a moat and everything."

      "Sure, but, ah, there's the small matter of how you came to be on the island and ah…"

      "How did a former stripper and the daughter of a vegan feminist hold the fate of the free world, literally, in her hands?"

      He nodded.

      Keep him occupied. She'd started picking one of the handcuffs with the bobby pin she'd had pinned to her bikini bottoms. She'd learned long ago to have one on her person at all times. She reassessed her surroundings. No windows. Bulkhead door, locked. She assumed armed guards on the other side. The room was bare, except for the metal table chairs, a sweaty portly man, his folder and a pen.

      The pen.

      The pen was sharp enough to pierce his aorta. He wouldn't be expecting her to escape the handcuffs. She'd be too fast for him to stop, even in her weakened condition. His pain would be absolute, blood everywhere. Then the door. There would be at least two burly Marines stationed outside. Problematic, but not out of the question. They'd hear the screams and come running in. She'd have to overpower them without raising the alarm. Quick. Silent. Lethal. Then all she had to do was fight her way through a shipload of US Navy personnel using any and all weapons at her disposal, find her way out of an unfamiliar vessel. She'd have to commandeer a boat, navigate her way back to the island, which had been racked by explosions and much of it under water.

      She'd faced worse odds before.

      There was only one problem with her elaborate plan. A minor one, sure. She didn't have a clue how to do any of those things. Not a one.

      She thought it best to keep her interviewer distracted while she came up with a more practical plan.

      "How did I come to be here?" Eva asked. "It's a long story."
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      Two Jets screamed fast and low over East London. The flyovers, male posturing bullshit at its finest, seemed to be more common since the heightened terror threats. Eva didn't know where they were headed in such a hurry. The English government wasn't facing the mutinous cries like the rest of Europe.

      Not that anyone seemed to care. Not a single head rose to watch them careen overhead. Why would they? Folks had other things on their minds on a Saturday night. So did Eva. She was on her way to be set up by her mates, again. Despite the battlefield of dating casualties that made the current Russian civil war look like a garden party, they held out hope for her. Even if she didn't.

      This guy was apparently 'nice'. An adjective that generally struck fear into the hearts of single woman everywhere but, as far as Eva was concerned, nice would be a pleasant change. Long overdue, in fact. She absentmindedly tugged at her sleeve as if to hide her tattoos and wondered why she'd felt the need to conceal them. If she hit it off with this guy, he'd see her intricate rose-themed sleeve tats decorating her body in all kinds of strategic places. They were a part of her, a manifestation of her treasured rebellious spirit, so why would she feel the need to hide them?

      Because you're not attracting the bad boys anymore. You're done with that now.

      Approaching the neon-lit corner bar, she exhaled the last of the cold night air and pulled the heavy wooden door open. She was hit by multiple sensations at once, but the warmth was the most shocking, given the chilly December night. The noise of laughter, mixed with the sound system pumping out some new band she probably should know, but didn't, assaulted her ears.

      The TV in the corner blared the news headlines, which basically entailed the football results. In the corner, Nancy stood and held her hand high in the air. It barely came above most folk's heads. Eva waved back and removed her heavy black coat.

      All day, she'd continually told herself it wasn't too late to pull out. Suddenly it was. Perhaps reading her mind, Nancy had weaved through the punters and stood between her and the door. Sneaky bitch. Another reason she loved her. They hugged and Nancy took in her outfit and gave an appreciative nod. It turned into a scowl when she saw the item under Eva's arm.

      "Uh, my love, what's that?" she asked with her faint Irish lilt. The full Irish lilt tended to only come out when she was drunk or yelling at her husband.

      "It's a book, they still have them you know."

      "You brought a book to a blind date?"

      Eva tucked a strand of raven hair behind her ear and shrugged.

      "No books tonight, sweetie, you have a man to meet." Nancy took the heavy tome and slipped it in the pocket of her hanging coat.

      Eva screwed her lips into a semi-snarl. "Is this one potentially Geronimo-worthy or am I just wasting my time?"

      Nancy and Eva had many discussions, usually at ill-advised hours of the morning after too many drinks, about Eva's Geronimo theory. Not one to believe in predetermination or a god, she still clung to the hope that when she found 'the one', it would be a boots and all, blindly jump out of a plane without a parachute kind of deal. So far life had not been kind to her Geronimo theory.

      "How the hell would I know? I just put 'em up for you to knock down."

      "What do I pay you for then?"

      "You don't pay me anything. My reward is to live vicariously through your sexploits and tell derogatory stories about you when you're out of earshot."

      Eva fought the grin creeping into the corner of her mouth. "Can this one at least be a good kisser? It's a seriously underrated skill."

      "I didn't pre-kiss him to find out, sorry. I'll do better next time."

      "Next time? Thanks for the vote of confidence."

      "I have met you."

      Eva tilted her head, regal. "Touché."

      Nancy grasped her arm and half guided, half dragged her to their table.

      Paul, Nancy's loyal bloodhound of a husband, greeted her with the requisite bear hug that lifted her feet off the ground. Eva was introduced to Stephen, 'with a ph, not a v'.

      Eva offered a feeble, "Hi," sat and unzipped her leather jacket.

      At least he was reasonably good-looking this time. Conventional straight back and sides haircut, a soft face and an affable demeanour. Brown hair, green eyes, nothing offensive, nothing jaw-dropping. He seemed designed by a committee to represent average. Nice and average.

      The last one Nancy tried to set her up with had only left his mum's basement to pick up the latest video game, or an industrial-sized bucket of cold sore cream. Eva had had to fake period cramps to get out of a second drink. Stephen with a ph looked positively normal by comparison. Sensible trousers, a shirt and jumper. Not exactly neo-punk, but he had his own hair and a nice face. There was that word again.

      A loud collective 'whoo!' filled the room, causing Eva to look around the bar. It was followed by a round of enthusiastic applause and cheering. Paul tugged one of the celebrators hollering at the TV and asked what was going on.

      "Liverpool won. Holy crap!" Paul said. English and their football.

      It was nice to see Paul out. He usually spent long hours at the Treasury. When she asked exactly what he did the answers were long and tedious with no actual substance. Nancy was an administrator at HSBC. Her two best friend's vocations certainly didn't match their personalities. Paul rarely spoke of his job, in fact he was downright elusive about it. She sometimes wondered if it was because it was so boring it would make mere mortals slip into a coma if he were to explain.

      "I guess a win is a good enough reason as any to have some booze." Nancy slapped her hands together. "Paul, can you help me with the drinks, love?"

      Paul sighed, then muttered, "Since when did you have issues carrying four pints?"

      Nancy pulled her lovably oblivious husband to his feet and shoved him towards the bar.

      "Way to be fucking obvious, Nance." Eva mentally slapped herself. She had to watch her mouth around new fuckers. Nancy gave her a scowl and followed her husband towards the bar.

      "So," Eva said sitting opposite Stephen with what she hoped wasn't a manic grin.

      "So." He smiled a pleasant smile. "What do you do, Eva?"

      That was his first question? Out of all the myriad of possibilities the English language offered, three thousand years of Western civilisation and four hundred years of freely available literature, and that's the best he could come up with?

      One pint and she was out of there.

      Eva forced a pleasant tone. May as well play along. "I'm a barista."

      "Oh, fascinating, I've always been intrigued by the law. I thought about it in college, but I was put off by all that reading. I wouldn't have picked you for a lawyer, but I guess they aren't all the button-down type." He gave an odd half-shrug.

      "No, I think you misheard me. I'm a barista, not a barrister. You know, coffee."

      Half a pint. Tops.

      "Oh right, must have been the accent. You're Australian?" He nodded in her direction, like her accent was a physical thing to be gestured at.

      "Ah-huh. And you're from Yorkshire, a few years gone I'm guessing."

      His dark eyebrows shot up. "How the did you know that? I haven't been there since I was five."

      "The consonants. You hide it well by rounding them out, but they're still there just under the surface." Eva's fingers danced against the tabletop, but on the inside, she cringed and told herself to shut up. Why had she decided to pull out her party trick for accents? She was meant to be getting to know the guy, not showing off.

      Stephen seemed to not mind. "Nancy didn't mention the Australian thing."

      Eva forced herself to not roll her eyes. "Is that a problem?"

      If he does a kangaroo impression I'm out of here.

      "Not at all. Given the state of the world, Australians are getting to be the new ruling class, I guess, given recent events, I mean." He leaned forward then, giving her a megawatt smile. "Plus, I've always loved the accent."

      Alright, a pint.

      "You're kidding me, right?" Eva couldn't stop the teasing note entering her voice. "No one loves the Aussie accent. We barely tolerate it. All those flat vowels. It makes the South African accent sound positively French by comparison."

      Nancy strode over and placed two pints before them. "They're just pouring ours, could be a bit." Saved by the beer, Eva thought.

      Nancy nodded at Eva. "I like your scarf." She winked and returned to the bar where she put her arm around her lug of a husband.

      "She's right you know."

      Blinking, Eva asked, "I'm sorry?"

      "Your scarf," Stephen said. "It really suits you, brings out the green in your eyes. I think you look fantastic."

      "I was unaware there was a new definition of fantastic that means one's been pulled through a hedge backwards."

      Before he could issue an answer, the TV blaring in the background became more obvious. Eva heard the news anchor state there was an escalation in the Horatio Lancing crisis. The crowd lowered its volume to a dull murmur.

      Eva's jaw clenched and her eyes went wide. She broke into a sweat. Stephen with a ph probably thought she was having some kind of fit.

      From the end of the bar, Nancy's head whipped around. Standing as high as a five-foot four woman could, she squinted at the end of the bar and yelled, "Neville!" motioning to the TV.

      The barman, who was busy giving change to a customer, gazed at Nancy, then the screen. "Shit, sorry Nance! Right." He reached for the rear of the bar and fumbled with the remote. The TV screen blipped off.

      Heads turned in his direction, unimpressed. "What the hell, man?"

      "Standing bar rule fifty-seven, no Lancing after nine on a Saturday night, mate."

      "It's eight forty-five."

      "My bar. My rules." Neville shrugged. He placed the remote behind dusty bottles of vodka. "It's not like it won't be repeated ad nauseam tomorrow. We could all use a break from that guy."

      The crowd slowly turned away from the screen and the bar took on the familiar ambiance of a Saturday night pub.

      Nancy and Paul returned to the table, concern in their eyes. "You all right, love?" Nancy asked stroking Eva's hand.

      Eva nodded, taking a deep breath. "Yeah, fine. It's just, you know–"

      "I know."

      "Am I missing something?" Stephen asked, frowning.

      "Got you a Newcastle Brown," Paul said, pointing at the beer on the table. "Hope that's alright. Kilkenny always gives me gas."

      "Uh, yeah. Fine, thanks."

      Nancy put on her best congenial façade. "Did Eva tell you about her master’s degree?"

      Stephen's frown didn't ease up. "No, she didn't."

      "You know that's not quite true," Paul interrupted. "Evie has two. Political Science, and–"

      Since the day Eva and Paul had met, Paul had called her Evie. He'd initially misremembered her name and had since stuck with it. It was a quirk only long-time friends could understand. But it wasn't a nickname she normally liked.

      Eva fought to dismiss the lingering malaise from seeing the news report. It was like her mind had temporarily seized and she had to fight to regain control. Finally, she said, "History."

      Stephen nodded his approval.

      "And she speaks three languages. Four if you count Australian."

      Nancy was incorrigible. Why didn't she put Eva in a pen and ask men to come up and inspect her teeth? Nancy failed to mention that she spoke as many languages as Eva. In fact, it was how they'd first met: Eva had been shopping in some snooty high-end store in Regent Street, when a shop assistant had started bitching about her under her breath in French. Eva had insulted her back with compound interest. In French. Nancy had been standing in line and laughed her arse off. They'd bonded and gone for coffee. They'd discussed how many languages they spoke and picked out all the best swear words. A lifelong friendship was born.

      Nancy put down her pint and wiped away her little Newcastle Ale moustache. "In spite of all that, she's wasting her time making coffees for corporate wankers and hipsters. I don't get the appeal."

      Eva gave a friendly shake of her head. "Hey, if I want to know how to properly spell something or lose an empire, then I'll talk to the English. Coffee, not so much."

      Nance rolled her eyes. "What would an Australian know about coffee?"

      "Bitch, please. I come from Melbourne, we rode Starbucks out of town on a rail." Raising an eyebrow at Nancy, Eva asked, "You've tasted my coffee, and?"

      Nancy shifted uncomfortably, took a sip of her beer and mumbled something incomprehensible.

      "You'll have to excuse me, I didn't quite catch that."

      "It's like tasting angel semen, okay! Happy, Miss Awesome Barista?"

      "I am now. Nobody's referred to my coffee like that before."

      Paul nodded, patted his wife's leg, "And I hope they never do again."

      "Two Masters, eh?" Stephen sounded impressed. "That's fairly amazing."

      "What's probably more amazing is that they didn't throw me out for being a fraud before they handed me those considerably expensive slips of paper."

      Stephen jutted his chin out. "You tend to put yourself down a lot, don't you? You really have no reason to."

      Eva tucked her stray hair behind her ear. Maybe she could stay a bit longer. Two pints, but that was it.

      Nancy gave them both a half-grin. "So, you two seem to be getting along, then?"

      "Rather well, I think," Stephen said. "Definitely no faults I can find."

      Eva let out an unintentional, "Ha!" Recovering, she cocked her head in Stephen's direction. "You're improving, Nance. He's nice."

      "Ah." Stephen sighed, dejected. "Nice." Somehow, he managed to have 'nice' rhyme with 'loser'. "Girls don't go for the nice guys do they? They prefer a bad boy."

      Nancy snorted. "Let me tell you something, Stephen. Girls going for bad boys is bullshit. I've seen it a million times." Eva caught Nance eyeing her. "If a woman wants someone to treat her like a servant and alternate between being smothered and ignored, she can get a damned cat."

      Eva patted Stephen's knee. "Darlin', let me tell you something. Bad boys have their appeal, a lot of, well, let's just say, girls dream about the bad guy, but we always end up with the nice ones." She sipped her beer. "Bad boys are overrated."

      As Eva glanced across the bar to the blank TV screen, she hoped he believed the lie. All her adult life, she'd dated men who were bad for her. Men who treated her dreadfully and undervalued her worth. She knew that, she'd always known that, and yet she failed to break the cycle. There had only been one man who'd treated her with respect and as an equal. It was a shame he'd also threatened every government on Earth and drawn UN condemnation.

      Eva ran her finger around the rim of her pint. Why were all the best kissers hell-bent on tearing down the world?
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      Notwithstanding outward appearances, Stephen with ph had some skill. He flipped her onto her back, hardly missing a stroke. All right, quite a bit of skill. In the small confines of her bedroom, he didn't seem to mind her tattoos. Though he did seem a little shocked when she suggested keeping her heels on, displaying a possible gap in his kink factor, but he was certainly giving it his all.

      Eva wrapped her slender legs around his torso and dragged her nails down his admirably muscular back. When she bit his nipple he faltered and lost his rhythm. Okay, she would hold back a little, let him show her how far he was willing to go. Her heels met each other and knocked together pleasurably. They were hideously high and revoltingly expensive, just the way she liked them.

      He slowed and teased by withdrawing, then entering ever so slightly more than the previous stroke. She admired his self-control, but it wasn't the time.

      She grasped both sides of his face and said with all the forcefulness she could muster, "Faster. Now."

      "Certainly."

      Eva closed her eyes and sank her head into her pillow. The bedroom swelled pleasantly around her. Deep within her a familiar, yet long-absent primal feeling stirred within. Christ it feels good. It was a pity it would end too soon.

      There was no way she would be lucky enough to reach her goal. That was far too much to ask. Even with Stephen's valiant efforts she was going to be left disappointed and unsatisfied.

      His breathing quickened, his thrusting less managed and more urgent. Quiet moans emanated from his lips. She held on tighter, knowing it would make no difference.

      Heat spread to all parts of her body, her synapses popped. She could have sworn she'd heard smashing glass.

      Frantic, Stephen was visibly holding back. Bless him. A wave of pleasure washed over her and black shapes filled the fringes of her vision. He began to make that noise and it would all be over in a matter of seconds. Almost pleading, Eva tried desperately to hold on to the last vestiges of pleasure knowing it pointless.

      When he made the face, it was too late for both of them. It was ludicrous to think she could achieve climax with this guy. What was she thinking? His thrusting frantic, she was waiting for an orgasm that would never come.

      Before she knew what was happening the dark shadows in the corner of the room reached for Stephen and he was wrenched from her grasp. His face displayed nothing but pure shock as it disappeared into the darkness of her room.

      Eva threw her arms in the air, casting every ounce of frustration. "Every fucking time, guys!" she shouted at the four featureless black Kevlar masks. There was exhaustion in her words, she'd had this conversation too many times. "Just once, once, I'd like you to burst in after I come. Is that too much to ask?"

      Seemingly not knowing what else to do, Stephen laughed nervously. The shortest guard grunted, stepped forward and backhanded Stephen. He went flying backwards and crashed into Eva's bookshelf. In an instant she leapt to her feet and launched herself off the end of the bed. The short guard received a foot to the chest and reeled backwards. She ripped off his mask and raked a nail across his face. A bloody red trench appeared on Van Buren's cheek.

      Momentarily stunned, they didn't immediately retaliate to her attack. There probably wasn't a section in the manual advising how to deal with a violent naked and horny Australian woman. Probably. That, and she was sure they had orders never to harm her. How sweet.

      Seething, her fists clenched, nails digging into her palms. "Boys! Naked, semi-screwed, frustrated woman here! I will tear off every one of your testicles and wear them as a necklace if you touch him again. You've done your job, well done—"

      Stephen covered his manhood and addressed Eva, confusion covering his face like sweat, "Sorry again. Uh, what's going on?"

      "–so if you don't mind, can you please fuck right off. You've achieved your orders, you've intimidated and terrified him. Well done. Now piss off. I'm angry and frustrated, and won't be able to sleep until I take care of something, so unless you boys want to watch, you'd better get the hell out."

      Eva turned to the man who until several seconds earlier had been enjoying himself. She assumed he most likely hadn't expected to be interrupted by four heavily-armed private security guards breaking into the bedroom.

      "Sorry Stephen. You seem like a genuinely nice guy. But I'm sorry, it never would have worked. You were looking for what was wrong with me before? You want to know what my fault is? I'll tell you. I'm a girl that has one fatal flaw. I have this," she tapped her temple, "chip in my head where I fall for bad boys. Always have. And these guys," she waved her hand at the Kevlar-clad guards, "are a reminder of my dalliance with the baddest of all bad boys."

      "You don't mean–?"

      "Yep. Can I pick 'em, or can I pick 'em?"

      "Are they going to kill me?"

      "No." Turning to Van Buren she asked, "You're not, are you?"

      Wiping the blood from his cheek, he gave the slightest shake of his head. His cold expression told her he wished it were otherwise. He was a sadistic little Mussolini, but he was as loyal as they came. If his master said stay, he'd do just that until he was a surrounded by a pool of drool. Stephen wasn't in danger, as long as Eva kept her distance he would be fine.

      "No, they'll just rough you up a bit, maybe give you a threat about never seeing me again and dump you someplace unpleasant. Sorry, it's been nice."

      As they dragged Stephen with a ph away, she heard the second guard murmur, "Ooh, she said nice. The poor bastard."
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      Eva stared at the phallic insult to the London skyline. At least that's what he'd told her when he'd purchased it for his headquarters. His justification was that he'd funded free schools for females throughout the Middle East, so it balanced out a bit. The fact that the fifty-storey Lancing Tower supplied an unimpeded 360 degree view of the city, a three-storey penthouse apartment and his own helipad had nothing to do with it either.

      It really was rather phallic though. The last few floors curved towards the tip to add that extra layer of penisisity

      Seated on a park bench opposite the building, Eva sat freezing her arse off. She'd been so livid once the guards had hauled Stephen away that she'd tossed on clothes and stormed straight over. Actually, that wasn't entirely true. She carefully picked out a flattering outfit that would appear as though she'd thrown it on and then stormed straight over. Same same.

      Eva went through the nine circles of abuse she'd throw at him. Her seething anger multiplied with each intake of the glacial night air. The only problem with acting these scenarios out was it involved leaving the bench, entering the building and actually talking to him. Not as easy as it sounded.

      Sure, there were the multiple floors of security personnel, countless anti-intruder devices, including lasers, concussion blasts, knock-out gas and random trapdoors, but they weren't the main problem. It was seeing him again.

      The man had taken her heart, loaded it in a skeet trap, raised his gun and yelled 'Pull!' He was also the man who had shown what a skeet trap was. The smug son of a bitch was up there, swanning about and probably laughing his head off about how he'd managed to ruin yet another date for her. Didn't he know she was perfectly capable of messing up her own relationships, thank-you-very-much?

      She raised herself from the cold bench and ground her teeth. Eva shook. Partly because of the freezing London air, but mostly the unmitigated rage. Her mind was made up. She pivoted on the spot and walked away from the massive cock of a building and further into the park.

      Her footsteps echoed in the cold night as she strode down the cobblestone path beneath the bare winter trees. She found the toilet block. The Gents door creaked open and she selected the third cubicle. Eva closed the door behind her. It had been a while, so it took some time to find the right brick. It slid into the recess of the wall. She counted to five, stood back and waited. A series of whisper-quiet clicks and whirrs emanated from behind the wall until it swung open, toilet and all, to reveal stairs descending into darkness.

      It took a few seconds for the lights to flicker on and she had a moment of doubt. It only took the memory of the private security guards dragging away another man she'd brought back to her apartment to steel her resolve. Twat. She pressed the button to close the door behind her and marched down the secret passage.

      After the hundred-metre walk, she halted, dread enveloping her. Was she really going to do this? How would he react? Would he even be in? Would he see her? And if he did, would he turn her words around so his argument seemed like the most logical thing in the world, like he always did? Would he yell? Embrace her? Ignore her? What did she really want? Damn Eva, how much did he mess you up?

      Before she had a chance to think about it, her black polished fingernails typed in the code and pressed the only button available – up. The code hadn't been changed, did that mean anything? She tried to steady herself. Good luck with that. She stepped into the elevator and it ascended noiselessly.

      Only two other people had access to his secret elevator; Eva and his Security Chief, Van Buren. The latter had told her the small collection of individual contractors who made it were apparently no longer alive. Or so he said. She was never sure if his posturing was an attempt to propagate Lancing's legend, an attempt to shake her, or was actually true. She suspected a combination of the first two.

      Lancing's political aggression of late was aimed at the corrupt and intensely greedy. It had won him greater favour even in the face of his less than subtle, or legal, methods. Putting a bullet in the head of an apprentice electrician wasn't really his style.

      The elevator pinged far too loudly for her liking. The doors slid open with a gentle hiss. She blinked several times so her eyes could adjust. The harsh fluorescents of the elevator contrasted with the low-lit mahogany interior of his inner sanctum.

      It never failed to impress. The stunning view, the massive open plan room taking up the entire floor, coupled with the décor that was at once stylish, but masculine. The grey colour scheme accentuated the wooden features, including the wet bar, the two-storey library, the huge raging fire in the centre of the room. In the countless times she'd been there, she'd never once wondered where the smoke went. Yeah, because that's what you should be focussed on right now.

      If the fire was lit, he must be home. But she couldn't see him. Her chest constricted when she realised he might have company. Of the female variety. If he was entertaining some skank that would be all Eva needed to send her crashing through the nearest window.

      A small cough emanated from the sunken floor lounge next to the fire. He was in, though she couldn't see him. It was possible to hide pretty well down there. They'd spent hours in it, wrapped in each other's arms, ignoring the world. Given who he was, that was quite something.

      Without standing, he said, "So, Eva, I'm thinking of calling the new European currency ducats, what do you think? I'm leaning towards it partly because I need a name that's not currently used for legal tender, but mostly because it makes me laugh."

      He raised his head above the polished Tasmanian Oak floorboards and shot her a devastatingly cheeky grin. Bloody hell he was good-looking.

      With clenched jaw, she strode over but found herself unable to utter a single syllable. He lounged amongst the numerous cushions, dressed casually in jeans, a tight white t-shirt and bare feet. Myriad of computer pads at his feet displayed figures, stock tickertapes and footage from parliaments around the world shouting his name. Ignoring her anger, he waved pleasantly.

      Smug git.

      "Hi. I've missed you."

      She held up a single accusatory index finger and pinched her lips together. Countless emotions bombarded her at once. The urge to throw something heavy at his flawless face, the need to scream abuse until her lungs bled, or maybe grab one of the logs from the fire and raze the whole bloody building to the ground.

      But deep down, that wasn't what upset her most. The fact that despite everything she'd been through, including tonight, she still loved the bastard.

      Finally able to gather enough willpower to speak, she croaked, "Where the hell do you get off sending guards into my apartment?"

      "My men thought you were in danger." Harry gave a congenial shrug. "They said you were crying for help."

      That was a new one. She issued an incredulous look. "I was crying, but the 'oh god' kind."

      "And you the hardcore atheist."

      This was not going how she'd envisaged. All she'd wanted was to send a little abuse his way, for him to make a full and unqualified apology, and to promise never to interfere in her life again. Was that too much to ask?

      While Eva desperately tried to find the words to convey all that, he said, "Can I get you a drink? I always have a bottle of Jägermeister handy, in case you pop by."

      Eva remained rigid and clenched her jaw. Bad memories came to mind of a drunken night in Algiers. Visions of her head in a gutter and Harry holding her hair back. She'd vowed never to touch Jägermeister again. How could he make jokes?

      "Bring it on. I'll just chuck on your pretty floor."

      Harry shrugged. "Lacking some of your usual tact, wouldn't you say?"

      "Tact is reserved for people who haven't seen you naked."

      That made him smile. Casually, he said, "Did you hear I have something cooking for tomorrow?"

      It was a stupid question. Of course she had. The entire world had. If anyone else had pulled what Harry had in the last few days they'd have been hauled in front of the nearest firing squad. Harry wasn't like anyone else. Not that long ago he'd been a bona fide hero. A lot of the world, London in particular, still loved him and that had given him leverage. Unfortunately for Harry he'd pretty much squandered all of the goodwill he had left.

      "Yeah, I've heard. You've pissed off the entire world, Harry. No small feat."

      "Oh you're sweet, you still follow my career." He'd always loved teasing her. "The mild leaks I've released so far have ruffled a few feathers, yes. But I assure you that's merely a forewarning. Spirited foreplay, if you will. What's coming is going to be good. It'll make Russia look like a schoolyard skirmish. As well it should, I spent a whole lot more time on it than I did on that."

      "Wait, what? You? You made Russia happen? The civil war. That was you?"

      "It was a little experiment."

      "Russia, little?" He had influence, but to bring down a former superpower? Did he have that much power? "How the hell did you do that?"

      "A sprinkle of truth here, a well-timed article there, a social media signal boost over here, a gentle nudge there and ta-dah."

      "Death on a stupendous scale."

      "Yes, that. But the Russian people have their country back. I'll do better next time."

      "Next time? What exactly are you planning, Harry?"

      "I'm planning what I always have, Eva. I'm planning on making the world a better place."

      "Your definition of better."

      "Which, as I recall, was also yours."

      "This isn't a game, Harry. You're playing Risk with the world."

      "I was never any good at Risk."

      "I know, I kept beating your arse."

      "I was always more partial to nude Twister." He cast her a cheeky grin. "And I'll be forever thankful to you for introducing me to it."

      The mention of sex jolted her back to the reason she was there, with a side flashback to some very pleasant naked memories. And she had to stop thinking of that word. Naked. Naked. Naked. She had to focus on what she came for, not civil wars and world government problems.

      Way to dial up the narcissism Eva.

      She shook her head. "Look, listen–"

      "You want me to do both?"

      "I want you to shut up for a start. You have no right to send in your trained monkeys. I don't want your goons anywhere near me."

      "They're there for your protection, if someone–"

      She thrust her finger in the air again, and this time it worked. He stopped talking.

      "Let's leave out the total creep factor that you've had me followed or bugged, or whatever it is you've been doing, but instead let's focus on the fact that you interrupted the first decent screw I've had in months. You have no idea what it's like to be that frustrated and to–"

      "Yes I do."

      "Wait, what? You haven't…in a year? Since we broke up?"

      He gave a slight pitch of his head in acknowledgement and Eva was bombarded with a whole new set of emotions; less angry ones, but worse. Bordering on affectionate. Casting her gaze towards the London skyline, she tried to process what any of it meant.

      No. This is what he does. What he always does.

      Not this time.

      She needed to gather her thoughts. She needed to shape them into a cohesive and adult response.

      Eva sniffed. "I'm going to take a wiz."

      She marched towards Harry's luxurious bathroom and didn't even wait to see his reaction. The door slammed behind her. She flicked the light switch and the enormous black tiled bathroom that was larger than her first apartment was bathed in soft light.

      She stared at her face in the huge high-tech mirror. Stock prices and news feeds scrolled along its base. Even with the designer lighting she looked like hell. Eva was unsure if the wish for a less dishevelled face staring back at her was because it was the best form of revenge or because she wanted him to want her. If it was the latter, what would she do with that?

      Her first instinct was to reapply her lipstick. She could have punched herself in the face. She stared into her bloodshot eyes. "He's really done a number on you hasn't he? You're a complete mess."

      "I think you're positively adorable."

      Her head snapped to the door, but it remained steadfastly closed. Did Harry have the bathroom under surveillance? His own bathroom? That was beyond creepy.

      But it wasn't Harry's voice, so who?

      The bathroom was huge, but not large enough to conceal another human swanning around in it. Glancing up, her hand shot to her mouth to stifle the scream.

      Suspended by wires hanging from the open skylight in the ceiling was a man in a harness, dressed in all black. Chiselled jaw, blond cropped hair and a smile so incandescent it made the sun look like a blown light globe.

      Raising one eyebrow he said, "I can assure you this is exactly what it looks like."
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      Eva wasn't a screamer.

      That was a lie.

      Eva wasn't a screamer in a non-recreational sense.

      Staring up at the intruder suspended from the ceiling she re-evaluated her screaming philosophy. As he unhooked himself from the harness, Eva wondered why she didn't run into the other room and raise the alarm. His casual manner made her want to trust him. There were no fast moves. His actions, measured, unhurried. Confident.

      That, and she'd met him once before.

      It was eighteen months before, when she'd first started dating Harry. He'd tried to warn her off. It didn't take. He obviously knew nothing about her, otherwise he'd have known telling Eva to stay away was the perfect way to make her run directly for whatever she was being warned about.

      Using his impressive muscular ability, the intruder lowered himself and landed panther-like before her. He was tall, wide-shouldered. The smile never stopped beaming. His attractiveness was persuasive, yes, but there was more to it. His eyes. Oh she remembered those eyes. At once charming and mischievous. It was a shame the whole package came wrapped in a big blanket of chauvinistic piggery.

      Was he the bad guy? Was Harry? She didn't know any more. What Harry was trying to achieve on a world scale was breath-taking and audacious. If he could manage to pull it off the world would be much better for it, she honestly believed that. It was his methods she had issues with. So did every other Western government. Did blackmail and government manipulation justify the end?

      If the man standing before her was there to stop him, where did she stand? Who wore the white hat and who wore the black? Especially in light of the Russian thing. Whose side was Eva on?

      "Thank you for not alerting him," he said in a whisper. "I spent a good hour and a half scaling this bastard in the middle of winter and didn't fancy being tossed off straight after all that effort without so much as a gold star and a stiff whiskey."

      When Eva first met him he'd said he worked for MI6. She'd taken him at his word as she doubted he carried a business card.

      "Give me one reason why I shouldn't scream my head off?" she asked in a harsh whisper.

      "Oh, my dear, I think that's exactly the wrong phrasing. One thing at a time."

      Eva hated herself for letting a smirk escape. Then she saw his shoulder holster.

      He followed the direction of her glance. "I'm not an assassin if that's what you're worried about."

      "I'm not."

      She was.

      Eva had been in the bathroom too long. Harry would be getting suspicious.

      He tilted his head, sizing her up, taking his time, lingering on her sleeve tats. "You've changed your hair. I like it. I was led to believe you and Mr Lancing were no longer an item."

      "We're not. Just looking up an old ex."

      "How ex?"

      "The ex-iest there is."

      "Good." He seemed pleased by that. "And you're still not easily rattled, I see."

      "You'd be surprised how many men I meet suspended from the roof."

      The corners of his eyes crinkled. That amused him. "Somehow I believe everything about you would be surprising."

      Those eyes. Jesus. She could swim around in those baby blues for hours.

      "Well, what are you here for?" she asked determined not to be swayed by his casual charm.

      She saw him weigh up his answer. A darkness fell over his face. The smile remained, but was tainted by a hardness. His tone remained unconcerned. "You may have heard Mr Lancing has threatened to divulge certain information publicly tomorrow? Well I'm here to retrieve it as a matter of national security." He glanced at his thick black wristwatch. "Before the airstrike."

      Eva spluttered, "Airstrike?"

      "Yes, and…" he glanced at his watch again, "every moment I spend in your company, while thoroughly delightful, means I'm failing in my mission. So, if you'll excuse me."

      He made to walk past her, but Eva's palm hit his chest. Hard as rock.

      "Hang on there, Spiderman. You said airstrike. Here? You mean the English are going to fire on a civilian building in the middle of London?"

      "Not us, no," he replied peeling off her hand. "Now, if you could momentarily distract him, I can make my way to his study on the second floor. We haven't much time."

      "You expect me to trust you? Just like that? Nope, it doesn't work that way, Sunshine. You have to wine and dine me, put in the hard yards. I'm not going to metaphorically open my legs for you because you flash me a naughty smirk and spin me a tale about national security. This is our second date, at best you could expect a hand job if you're lucky."

      A wicked grin crept across his face.

      "Again, metaphorically," she said quickly. "You have to earn my trust." Eva shook her head. "Is that the way it normally works for you and women? Give them a story, slide them a sneaky smirk and they're yours? Mission accomplished, cocktails at midnight and back to your place for a one-night stand they'll never forget?"

      He glanced at his watch and longingly spied the door. "To be honest, well, yes."

      Swamp donkeys, he was telling the truth. Were women disposable to him? Something to be conquered then discarded?

      Eva clenched her fists. Priorities. This wasn't about her. She had to decide if she trusted this man and, if she did, would she allow him to accomplish his mission? Did she still believe in Harry's goals anymore? His methods? Him?

      "This is going to sound boorish," he said interrupting her thoughts, "and as much as I'm enjoying our little tete-a-tete I really must insist that you–"

      "Shit or get off the pot?"

      "Yes, ah, that." He glanced at his wrist.

      "I'm going to need some proof."

      "I'm terribly sorry, my top secret dossier and wax-sealed orders from the PM are in my other trousers."

      "Hmm, mighty snarky for someone desperate for my help."

      "I will concede there may have been the slightest hint of snark, but you must appreciate there's no time. You have to trust me or not. There's no time to get the PM out of bed, plus she's a heavy sleeper and gets most cranky when one calls her in the middle of the night. I can only implore you to have faith that I am on the mission I stated and it is of the utmost importance that I be allowed to complete it. We're out of time."

      "What are you going to do?"

      He held up a small USB stick. "The boffins have a program, but it needs a physical access point. In this case, Mr Lancing's office computer. It will identify the hackers he's been using, suck all the secrets he has and delete it at the source while retaining a copy on this."

      Eva mulled it over. "How about this for a compromise? I let you in and distract Harry long enough to get what you need. Then you hand it to me, all of it, at which point I get you out via a private elevator, alleviating the need for all that pesky building-scaling business. Then you prove to me you are who you say you are. If I'm satisfied, you may have your precious information. But no harm is to come to Harry."

      He nodded.

      "Repeat it
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