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Every man has a limit. Jack is about to reach his.

Jack Horwood should be content. His job keeps him busy and renovating his home keeps him entertained. So why does he feel as if something important is missing from his life and all he’s doing is wasting his time?

Discontent sharpens his attention, and between losing one mentor and watching the other fight prejudice and racism, Jack doesn’t like what he sees. Walking away is not an option, but neither can he carry on as he has.

It’s Rio, whose conduct gives Jack an idea, and his ladder-climbing partner, Tom Gatting, who makes him realise what is important to him.

After that, it’s just a question of making a choice. Because when he hits his limit, there’s only two ways Jack can go.

Zero Tolerance is the final part of the Zero Rising series, which follows Jack’s early life from scared, homeless boy to fierce, independent vigilante hacker. Zero Tolerance is not a romance, but it brings Jack’s story to the start of Job Hunt, the first book in the suspense-with-romance Power of Zero series, and Jack’s reunion with the man he’s carried a torch for since he was seventeen.
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Jack stretched his arms over his head and twisted his torso until his spine gave a resounding crack and the stabbing pain at the base of his skull eased a tiny bit. “Oh, thank the gods. I needed that.”

He needed more than traction or a massage. After four days hunched over a keyboard, he needed food that didn’t come in a wrapper, and liquid that wasn’t caffeine. He’d done well until the previous day, stopping at intervals to eat, nap, and even take a shower. But the last twenty-four hours had been non-stop.

Directing teams in three countries while contributing his own share to the work had kept him chained to his desk. He’d relied on colleagues to keep him in coffee and chocolate bars, and they’d risen to the task as the overflowing wastepaper basket attested.

Jack knew he could lead. The three men he looked up to—Rio, Gareth Flynn, and Jon Briggs—had all told him so. He just didn’t enjoy it. But this case had grown too big for him to work alone, with leads stretching from England to Germany and into the Middle East. It had needed a team sharing data, protecting evidence, and co-ordinating activities on the ground, and Jack had stepped up to bring it all together.

For days, he’d had German-tinted English in one ear, Arabic in the other, and English right in front of him until judges in three countries had signed the warrants. Everyone was in place, and they’d moved in unison. They’d made the world a bit safer, but his headache and sweat-soaked clothes spoke of the stress of the last hours.

Now he’d handed off the last threads, Jack wanted to crawl into a hole. If it bought him a night’s rest, he’d even swallow the migraine pills he so despised.

“Food. Water. Shower. Sleep,” he listed his priorities. Then he finally pushed away from his desk and stood, closing his eyes against the sudden dizziness. In an hour, he’d be aching from head to toe, but compared to the brewing migraine, those aches were minor. Still, he’d better get home.

He was locking his filing cabinet when the door opened with a vehemence that rattled Jack’s aching brain.

“You did it! Eighty-four arrests and no escapes. Damn it, Horwood—you did it!”

Jack clutched his desk. Held tight. Breathed through the nausea following Gatting’s loud, cheerful declaration, and closed his eyes instead of watching Gatting spin around to face him. Glaring was beyond him.

As usual, Gatting had dressed to impress. His bespoke charcoal suit gave him gravitas. The bright pink tie and pocket square bellowed for attention. And his smug expression made Jack wonder if he’d got laid over lunch.

“Behold the hero of the hour.”

Jack never felt less like the man of the hour than when confronted by Gatting in all his finery. And then Gatting wrinkled his nose. Whether at the mess or the stench of honest work, Jack didn’t know, and Gatting gave him no chance to ask.

“For fuck’s sake, Horwood. Everyone knows you’re the shit. Can’t you at least attempt to approximate the dress code? This endless rag rebellion is tedious.”

Jack had worn a suit to work four days ago. It hung in his locker, ready for the dry cleaners, along with four shirts and the spare suit he’d changed into… yesterday morning? The clothes he currently wore had come from the bottom of his go bag. “If you hadn’t pissed off home to primp and left me to do your work on top of mine, I might have had a chance.”

The words stopped Gatting in his tracks. He flushed until his cheeks matched the colour of his pocket square and stepped back, hands up. “All right, all right. I had a… We were nearly done, and I thought you had it all under control. I’m sorry if I misjudged the situation.”

Jack should have known. “What was it this time? Lunch with the prime minister?”

“It was a networking event at the Guildhall. With the French ambassador and the Minister for Trade and Industry.”

Jack wanted to roll his eyes. The threat of throwing up on the carpet held him back. He pocketed his keys and picked up his phone to call a cab. He had the Gixxer parked in the basement, but he was in no fit state to ride.

“Since you weren’t here to take over,” he said as he slipped his arms into his jacket, “I’ve handed the docket to Jon. He said to come see him when you showed your face.”

Gatting winced, but Jack didn’t feel like improving on the half-hearted dig. Gatting spent long hours at work. He just didn’t work on projects Jack considered important and thought details were for other people.

He shooed Gatting out of his office and locked the door, taking it as a win that Gatting knew better than to ask when he’d be back.
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Comfortable in a rumpled T-shirt and an ancient pair of jeans, Jack straddled the doorstep of his Wimbledon home. He lifted reclaimed Victorian floor tiles one by one from a pallet and stacked them in his hallway. It was delicate work, because the tiles were not just old, they were also rare. Jack had waited months for the salvage yard to find him this last lot. He wouldn’t risk their hard work when he was this close to finishing his renovations.

He reached past the pallet and snagged the open bottle of beer, then traded it for his phone when David Bowie sung about heroes.

“Yes, sir?”

“Don’t jump, lad.” Jon Briggs’s voice held an edge of amusement. “Just calling to tell you to take the rest of the week off. That was one hell of a job.”

Jack hadn’t planned on taking more than a day, but he stayed silent.

Briggs didn’t make him wait. “We’re not skimping on the cleanup, just because we bagged the principal players. That’s what you’re worried about, isn’t it?”

“Gatting’s already texted me details of a new assignment he’s put in for.”

“He’s overeager.”

“He’s a man of ever-shifting goal posts.”

Gatting craved success and the recognition that came with completed cases. He didn’t give a shit about tying up loose ends or documenting what they’d found. Or waiting until Jack said he was done, for that matter.

“He is that. But it won’t affect this case. All the teams have agreed to keep working. We’re tracing every single backlink, Jack. The transport company will go out of business with the rest of them, and so will the backers, here and abroad, never mind what connections they claim. We have enough evidence to burn it to the ground.”

Jack breathed out, and his shoulders dropped a couple of notches. “I appreciate it, sir,” he said. “I knew you’d get it.”

He’d trusted the docket to Briggs for just that reason. Gatting had collected their brownie points and was already rooting around for a new assignment. Something prestigious, with enough kudos to bring him to people’s attention and keep him there. He wasn’t interested in tidying up.

How he’d ended up working with a point-scoring ladder-climber was a mystery to Jack. Did he need someone good at talking to people and spotting opportunities to balance his skill set? Or had their glorious leaders paired him with Gatting, who understood politics and played by the rules, to make Jack fit in?

Jack had never asked. He might not care about kudos and promotions, but he could count on Gatting to put the best possible spin on anything Jack got up to when he sat in front of the computer or stepped onto the street. Theirs wasn’t a partnership, but they worked well enough together to each get what they needed from the arrangement. And on days when Gatting’s relentless drive for brownie points stuck in Jack’s craw, he wasn’t above going over Gatting’s head.

“Jack?”

“Yes, sir?”

“I was wondering whether you’d fallen asleep on me.”

“Not likely. I have an appointment with a pallet of vintage Victorian floor tiles.”

Briggs chuckled. “They found you more, then?”

“Enough to finish the hallway.” Seeing the pallet of tiles beside his front door the previous day had done much to cheer Jack’s mood and drop the headache to below migraine level. A massive Indian takeaway and a night’s sleep had done the rest.

“Sounds as if a few days off are just what you need. Enjoy yourself.”

Jack would much rather keep hunting.

“I mean it, Jack. Take the rest of the week. You can’t make a difference if you’re dead on your feet.”

Jack frowned at his phone long after the call had ended. He’d accepted Jon’s job offer because he’d wanted to make a difference, but that wasn’t the entire story. He’d also wanted to belong somewhere again, to feel at home as he had while serving with Gareth and the team.

Despite all the hours he worked and the effort he made, those ties still hadn’t materialised.


RUMOURS
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Jack heard the news three times before he’d even made it to his desk. He didn’t believe it. Jon Briggs couldn’t be leaving. He was… a fixture. Encyclopaedic knowledge, a cool head in a crisis, an always open door, a helping hand. Jack realised his internal monologue sounded like an obituary and made himself stop.

Jon Briggs couldn’t be leaving.

And Jack would find the joker who’d started the rumour and strangle them.

His office door burst open without even a cursory knock. “Finally! Work starts at eight, Horwood.” Gatting made a production of checking his watch. “It’s two minutes past.” He settled into the visitor’s chair and straightened the creases in his trousers. “I have news.”

“I’ve heard it.” Gatting was the last person Jack wanted to discuss Jon Briggs with. He’d be crowing with glee that one of the few people who valued skills and knowledge over upbringing was leaving the service.

“You have? I thought it was still top secret.”

Jack wanted to roll his eyes, but decided it was too early to get riled by Gatting’s crap. “It’s all over the building.”

“Right. What do you think? Are you up for it?”

“Up for—”

“Joining the task force. Flying to Japan. I thought you’d heard all about it.”

“Japan. Right.” Jack spun his chair around and faced Tom Gatting. “A trip to Japan didn’t feature in the rumours I heard this morning. Care to expand?”

“What other rumours are there?” Gatting narrowed his eyes, flipping through his mental index. “Oh. Your heart bleeds about Briggs’s retirement, of course.”

Don’t rise to the bait. Don’t rise to the bait. Jack repeated that until the urge to strangle Gatting had shrunk to a level where he could just about keep his hands off Gatting’s throat. Since he hadn’t mastered setting things on fire yet, glaring was safe.

“I’m still waiting to hear anything interesting,” he grated when Gatting did nothing but smirk.

“I’ve scored us another job. A big one.”

“So you keep saying.”

“It’s an international task force.” The glee in Tom’s voice was hard to miss. International cases brought a shitload of kudos and recognition. “Dealing with a kidnapping racket in the entertainment industry.”

Jack kept his face impassive. If Gatting had had a tail, he’d be wagging it and yet… his delivery guaranteed that Jack tuned out.

“Come on, Jack. Your skillset is perfect for this one. Multi-national kidnap for ransom. The threads spinning out from that could be huge. And taking down perps kidnapping fans from VIP events at pop and rock concerts? That’s jam.”

Jam? What the fuck? Now Jack did roll his eyes. “Will you come to the fucking point?”

“Fans are being kidnapped from events. I just told you.”

“You told me shit. Where, when, and how many? How long has it been going on? How often does it happen? What events are they kidnapped from? How are the ransom demands made? If ransom was paid, when, where, and how was it facilitated? What traces have the kidnappers left? Who’s involved in organising the events? What details did the hostages give about their time in captivity? How does any of that impact national security?” Jack’s tone grew curt. “Give me the fucking details instead of feeding me bait, Gatting. I won’t tell you again.”

Gatting clenched his hands in his lap. “I don’t have those details,” he admitted, face and ears pink. “Until we agree to take the job, they won’t read us in.”

“Right. Then let me go and find out for myself.”

“By the time you’ve pulled your finger out of your arse, they’ve gone and given the job to another team.”

Jack pasted on his most annoying smirk and headed for the door. “Then the job wasn’t meant for us, was it now?”
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Jack dropped into the chair beside Rio’s desk, not in the least surprised when Rio flipped the switch that secured the room against eavesdroppers. Having a private conversation in a high-rise filled with spies took some effort. Rio’s desk was devoid of even a keyboard, though dripping sounds drifted from the coffeemaker on top of the filing cabinet and the mouthwatering aroma of brewing coffee slowly filled the room. “I didn’t realise you were back.”

“Jus’ got in,” Rio replied. “An’ you’ve been busy, or so Ah hear.”

“Still busy. Mopping up will take weeks. Which I won’t get.”

“Because of that task force?”

“I knew you’d have heard. Gatting has the hots for it.”

“And you?”

Jack hesitated. “I’m struggling to muster the appropriate interest.”

“Because it’s a prestigious assignment, or because you’ve let Gatting pick too often?”

“I’ve been wondering about that.” Finding Rio’s door open when he passed had been a stroke of luck. Not having to hash over everything was another. “Gods, I’m glad you’re back!”

“You want my advice?”

Jack waited.

“That task force is a high-profile job. It will look good on your record.”

“As if that matters. Being part of the task force nets Gatting a bunch of brownie points. That’s why he wants it.”

Rio eased out the tie holding the dreadlocks together at his nape, sighing with relief as his hair fell loose. Jack took in the tired slump of Rio’s shoulders, the web of deep lines around his eyes and mouth. He crossed the room to the coffeemaker, filled two mugs and set one in front of Rio. “You’re dead on your feet. You shouldn’t be here.”

“Jetlag.” Rio took a sip of coffee. “Ah’ve only come in to make my report.”

“And then I trotted in to bother you.”

“You’re no bother. No’ ever.” He wrapped his hands around the mug and
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