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      Is this the end of Benson Security?

      Maybe…

      During their first-ever company conference, Benson Security’s London office is raided by the Metropolitan Police. The new commander of special crimes is an old acquaintance of Lake Benson's. One who holds a grudge. And it appears that all he wants is to destroy Lake’s business and put everyone who works for it in prison. With charges of terrorism on the table, that goal might just be achievable.

      But the team has been up against tough odds before. They’ll make it through this too… right?

      The problem is that this time, the team of highly trained soldiers and spies is sitting in a police custody suite, and there isn’t a whole lot they can do from their cells. Which means the future of Benson Security is in the hands of the people they love. The untrained hands of the people they love. Under the guidance of a former soldier who’s still suffering the aftereffects of being shot in the head, a new team forms. A team that includes a movie star, her ex-MMA fighter husband, a receptionist who sucks at her job, a preschool teacher, and three pregnant women.

      Join Benson Security’s latest team as they take on the police and try to save everything they’ve worked so hard to build—there will be snacks.

      

      P.S. If you haven’t read any of the Benson Security books, this might be a tough read - although I have included a Who’s Who guide for you, in case you get confused. This book is intended for fans of the series. It’s a chance to catch up with old friends from all the previous books while you watch the team you love interact in the ways you love. I hope you enjoy it!
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      “Why are you here?” the angry pixie demanded.

      Ryan Granger considered his best friend, Elle Roberts-Knight, and decided she’d be more intimidating if she didn’t look like the pastel-colored poster girl for Disney’s candy store.

      “Do you mean philosophically? Because it’s too early in the morning for that discussion.” His brain didn’t work properly until he’d had his second breakfast, which he’d only just started—after beating everyone else to the buffet.

      “No. I mean at this conference.”

      “I told you; this is research.”

      Ryan sat perched on a table at the back of the cavernous training room that made up a huge chunk of the basement beneath Benson Security’s London office, his gaze on his former work colleagues as they filed into the room. He nodded hello to a couple of guys from the Scottish office.

      Elle folded her arms over a bright pink T-shirt emblazoned with an image of her hero, Princess Leia, and the words: Leia would kick the patriarchy’s ass. She’d brushed her blue hair and looked slightly more awake than when he’d found her staring into his fridge earlier that morning, searching for the milk that was right in front of her face. There were a lot of good things about living in adjoining houses with his best friend and her husband—their attic gaming room, for instance—but having his fridge raided wasn’t on the list. A man’s fridge was sacrosanct.

      She snorted. “A boring three-day conference is research? I don’t think so. You’re up to something.” She eyed the plate beside him, loaded with an assortment of Danish pastries and one banana. “Or you’re here for the food. What’s going on? Did Sarah cut off your sugar again?”

      Ryan smiled at the thought of his pregnant wife, all snug at home in bed. “Nope. She won’t repeat that mistake in a hurry. The lack of sugar made me even hungrier, and I ate everything I could find—even that jar of olives at the back of the cupboard. The ones that look like eyeballs.”

      “Ew, Rachel gave those to you years ago.” Elle looked a little green at the thought.

      “I’m pretty sure that if it’s in a jar, that means it’s preserved forever.” He scratched his chin and shrugged. “They tasted weird, but I figured that was because they were stuffed. Why would you even stuff an olive? A turkey, I get. But olives are so tiny and hardly worth the effort.”

      “Yeah, that’s one of life’s mysteries for sure.” She rolled her eyes and gestured to his plate. “I have to ask, what’s with the banana?”

      “I promised Sarah I’d eat healthier.” He picked up another Danish and set about demolishing it.

      “I can see that’s going well,” she said. “But seriously, why are you really here? You don’t need to be. It’s not like you work for Benson Security anymore. You could have stayed at home and waited for the Cliff Notes instead of sitting through all the boring talks.”

      There was no point in ignoring or trying to distract her. This was Elle’s superpower—wearing people down until she got the answer she wanted.

      “Fine.” Ryan sighed. “I’ve finished the first draft of my book, and I’m letting it percolate for a bit before I edit. Meanwhile, I thought I’d hunt for an idea for book two.”

      Her face lit up with a smile so wide it had to be painful. “Ryan! Why didn’t you say so? That’s amazing!” She took a deep breath, and before he could slap a hand over her mouth, she shouted, “Ryan’s written a book!”

      He loved Elle like a sister, but she had no discretion. There was a loud cheer. And some amusement.

      One of the Scottish guys piped up, “And we thought the only writing he did was to update his Tinder profile.”

      Ryan shook his head. “I’m married now, asshole. But I’ll write your Tinder profile if you want. You could use the help of a dating professional.”

      That prompted some good-natured laughter.

      “Thanks very much, Elle,” Ryan said drolly as the noise died down.

      “You’re welcome.” She nudged him with her shoulder. “Come on, Ryan. How many other people here have written a book? This is a big deal.”

      “Not if the publishers think it’s crap and make me pay back their advance. They wanted a non-fiction crime story about Sarah and me being kidnapped and dumped in the Paris Catacombs, but instead, they’re getting crime fiction based on real events. Not sure they’ll like that.”

      “I don’t remember you being this pessimistic before you were shot in the head.” She batted her eyelashes in an attempt to appear non-threatening. Like that would work. “You know, I could always read your draft and tell you if it’s any good. I like crime fiction. I read it all the time, which means I’m practically an expert.”

      “No.” Ryan pointed a pastry at her. “Don’t even try to find it either. There are no printed copies, and you can’t hack my computer to get it. I’m writing on a laptop that isn’t connected to the internet, and I’m not letting it out of my sight.” He patted the messenger bag beside him. “I’m not dumb. I know your tricks. Keep your sticky fingers off my book.”

      Elle held up her hands in surrender. “Has anybody told you that you’re touchier since you came out of your coma?”

      “Nope. But some people say I remind them of Bono.” He pushed his glasses up his nose. They weren’t reading glasses. There was nothing wrong with his eyesight. The yellow-tinted lenses were designed to ward off migraines, and Ryan was convinced he’d had fewer sudden-onset headaches since buying them.

      “Not for your singing, surely,” Elle said.

      “Last time we did karaoke, you told me my singing was great.”

      “I was drunk.” A commotion at the bottom of the basement stairs caught her attention, and she grinned. “The triplets have arrived. You know”—she cocked her head to one side—“they look a little like you.”

      Now, that was just offensive. “They look nothing like me. I don’t have ginger hair.”

      “The build, attitude, jawline…” Her eyes sparkled with mischief as she turned to him. “They’ve even got your swagger. You guys could be related.”

      Ryan studied the three young men who worked for Benson Security’s new American office. They were in their early twenties, all around six feet tall with rust-colored hair and broad shoulders, and they had thick Glaswegian accents.

      “We’re nothing alike,” he said. “They’re gingernuts from Scotland, whereas I have brown hair and was born and bred right here.”

      As he watched, the brothers argued over the breakfast buffet set up against the wall near the stairs.

      “Where’s all the pastries?” one of them demanded, his voice rising above the noise in the room.

      Ryan scoffed. “Amateurs. Should have come in early if they wanted the good stuff.”

      “Oh yeah,” Elle mused, her eyes still on the brothers. “I see definite similarities.”

      One of the triplets spotted Elle and whooped loudly. Unlike his more fashionable brothers, this one was dressed in something a Brazilian parrot might puke up after eating its way through a ton of Mardi Gras debris. He barreled across the room like a toddler who’d just learned to walk, bouncing off people and tables until he stopped in front of Elle.

      He bowed low. “Queen of the Hackers, I offer my allegiance.”

      “So,” Ryan drawled. “I’m guessing this is the hacker triplet.”

      “Evan!” Elle gave the younger man a warm hug. “This is Ryan Granger.”

      “Dude.” Evan’s eyes went wide. “You survived the Valentine Killer.”

      “And a bullet to the head, but I’m not one to boast.”

      The other two brothers sauntered up to join them. Unlike Evan, they didn’t trip over everyone in the room to get there.

      “Harris MacDonald.” The one who looked like he’d just stepped from the pages of GQ held out his hand. “And this is my brother Logan.” Dressed from top to toe in black, Logan looked like a carrot-topped cat burglar.

      Ryan wiped powdered sugar off his palm onto his jeans before shaking hands.

      Logan cocked an eyebrow. “Everybody keeps saying that we remind them of you.” He seemed unimpressed by the comparison. Then he spotted the pastries and frowned. “Didn’t your mother teach you to share?”

      “She taught me that if you aren’t fast, you’re last.” Ryan helped himself to another Danish and took a massive bite.

      Evan’s stomach rumbled loudly, and he practically drooled as he watched Ryan chew.

      Elle laughed. “This is hilarious. The American team has their very own Ryans. Look”—she elbowed him—“there’s three of you!”

      “Figures that it would take three of them to replace one of me. I am that awesome.”

      Three identical frowning faces glared at him.

      As he flashed them a smug smile, a sharp whistle sounded from the front of the room. Heads turned to see Callum McKay, boss of the London team and one of Benson Security’s owning partners, scowling at everyone. He, too, had ginger hair, but it wasn’t as bright as the triplets’. Vaguely, Ryan wondered if orange hair became less luminous as you aged. He foresaw a deep dive into Callum’s childhood photos in his future to see how orange the younger version of him had been.

      “Settle down,” Callum bellowed in his rough Scottish accent. “It’s time to get started. The sooner we begin, the sooner this will be over for all of us.”

      “Nothing like a warm welcome to get you in the mood for a day of learning,” Harris muttered as the triplets left to find seats.

      “They have so much to learn,” Ryan said, watching them go.

      “Babies.” Elle flashed a motherly smile. “You should mentor them.”

      “Not going to happen. But I might put them in a book.” If his budding career as a writer ever took off.

      While people settled in their seats and the noise level lowered, the owners of Benson Security stood at the front of the room—Lake Benson, former SAS officer and company founder and by Callum McKay, also former SAS. There was also a very pregnant Rachel Ford-Talbot, aka Satan’s sister standing beside them.

      Ryan leaned in to whisper to Elle, “Why’s Rachel up there? She sold her interest in Benson Security.”

      “Lake asked her to reinvest months ago, when he opened the US office.”

      “That woman needs to make up her mind. She’s in, she’s out, she’s in again. I’ve lost track of how many times she’s resigned or sold up her interest in the company.”

      “Three.” Elle leaned against the table beside him. “But she never really left. Much like some other people I could mention.”

      “Hey, I still do the odd job for Benson Security. Rachel’s the CEO of her family’s company and was born with half a dozen silver spoons in her mouth. She’s got no reason to hang around here.”

      “And yet, here she is.”

      “I blame her husband. If he’d just taken on a full-time role at Rachel’s company, she’d have lost interest in the rest of us. But no, he has to split his time between here and there. This is all his fault.” He glared at the back of Michael “Harvard” Carter’s shaven head.

      Harvard must have sensed Ryan’s evil eye because he turned in his seat and grinned straight at him, his smile a beacon of amusement against his ebony skin.

      Elle gasped. “How does he do that?”

      “Spy crap.” Ryan stared at Harvard while pointing at Rachel. He mouthed, “You’re to blame.”

      Damn man looked amused. “You’re welcome,” he mouthed back before turning away.

      “Can’t be spy skills,” Elle said. “David was CIA as well, and he doesn’t sense when someone’s staring at him.”

      Ryan pitied her wide-eyed ignorance of her husband’s covert skills.

      “Really?” He stared pointedly at the back of David’s head, where he sat two seats over from Harvard. The man turned and raised an eyebrow in question.

      Elle was visibly gobsmacked.

      “I rest my case.” Ryan reached for another pastry, only to find they were gone, and all that was left was the banana. He shrugged and peeled it. Food was food.

      “I’m going to make him teach me how to do that,” Elle vowed.

      “Shut up in the back,” Callum shouted. “Ryan, you aren’t even employed by us anymore. Behave or leave.”

      “You can’t kick me out,” Ryan called back. “I’m family.”

      “This isn’t a family,” the big Scot growled. “It’s a business.”

      “There’s no need to pretend, Callum,” Ryan said. “You’re among friends. Everybody knows I’m your favorite.”

      There were shouts of agreement and quite a lot of laughter before Lake cleared his throat, and the room went instantly silent.

      “I wish I could bottle whatever makes Lake Benson Lake Benson,” Elle whispered. “I’d make a fortune in the fragrance industry. Eau de Lake—commanding, understated, sexy, and manly.” She shivered.

      “Gross,” Ryan muttered.

      “It’s good to see you all here,” Lake said in his crisp English accent. “Together, the people in this room and those working jobs for us right now have made Benson Security a respected name internationally. I handpicked each and every one of you, and I’m proud to have you on board.”

      “You didn’t pick me,” Megan Raast said loudly. “I had to beg to become a security specialist.”

      “Yes,” Ryan added. “And thanks for foisting her on the London office while she trained.”

      Lake looked like he wanted to smile but couldn’t quite remember how.

      “Shh,” Elle hissed. “You’re going to get kicked out.”

      “No, I’m not.” These people had sat vigil at his bedside for months on end; they wouldn’t turf him out for being a little raucous.

      “Megan,” Lake said. “When I first met you, you were a teenager who dyed sheep pink, tormented your cousin with pet rats, and drove your police officer brother mad. The town of Invertary never knew what trouble you’d cause next. I didn’t pick you because I assumed you’d end up in jail.”

      There was more laughter as Megan tossed her long blonde hair and looked perversely proud.

      “But,” Lake continued, getting silence on his first word—the man had a gift, “you were a star of my Invertary self-defense class, you have a natural instinct for the business, and you have proven to be a valued asset to our team.”

      “So, you’d pick me now.” Megan held up a hand. “It’s okay. No need to say it out loud. We all know that’s what you’re thinking.” She turned and beamed at her husband and partner. “I’m a valued asset.”

      “Yes, you are,” Dimitri Raast said indulgently.

      “Lake’s doing that lip-quirk thing again,” Elle whispered to Ryan. “Where he’s too cool to smile but still wants to show amusement. Why does that make my lady parts tingle?”

      “That’s just wrong. Now I feel nauseous. I don’t need to hear about your lady parts. You’re practically my sister. And Lake… Lake’s like a really cool uncle. It’s all family, and it’s deeply disturbing.”

      She gestured to the room. “At least half the people in here are related. They’re either married to each other, are siblings, or are connected through siblings. You must get disturbed a lot.”

      “You’ve no idea.”

      “Before we begin our first session,” Lake said, “let me introduce our new American team. Guys, please stand up.”

      There was a shuffle of feet, but before Lake could say anything more, the basement door slammed open, and Isobel McKay ran in. With her curly brown hair wild around her face, she aimed straight for her husband, Callum.

      “I tried to stop them,” she gasped, clearly agitated. “But they have official paperwork.”

      Everybody in the room turned toward the stairs leading up to the first-floor office and the reception desk Isobel manned—badly.

      As they watched, a team of police officers streamed from the stairwell.
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      The basement was deadly silent, the air thick with tension and expectation. Fight-or-flight had been triggered. And Ryan knew the choice would fall heavily on the side of fight if the atmosphere ignited.

      The officers spread out around the room, blocking exits and ensuring they corralled everyone present. There was a murmur at the stairwell, and the sea of police uniforms parted to allow a man to emerge. He was average height, thin and pinched, with that air of entitlement you only ever find in rich, white guys. The insignia on his uniform, along with his attitude, signaled he was in charge. He scanned the room before settling on Lake Benson with smug satisfaction.

      “Garry.” Lake gave him a chin lift. “Been a long time.”

      The man’s eyes narrowed. “It’s Commander Garrison Fitzwater of the Metropolitan Police’s Special and Organized Crimes Division.”

      “Tessa’s replacement?” Callum’s brow furrowed.

      Beside Ryan, Elle tensed, and he put a hand on her shoulder to comfort her. During their investigation into Elle’s estranged family, the James Gang, they’d discovered the former special crimes commander was taking bribes to look the other way. It’d caused a scandal and bad press for the police—most of it generated by Rachel, who’d made it her mission to destroy Tessa’s life. Now, it appeared the cops had been holding a grudge.

      “What’s going on?” Lake sounded reasonable.

      A cold facsimile of a smile curved the commander’s lips. “You and your staff are being taken in for questioning, pending charges.” He pointed upward to the offices above. “Your files and computers are being seized as we speak. Your empire has come to an end. Benson Security is finished.”

      Elle shifted slightly, and Ryan glanced down to see she’d pulled her phone out of her pocket. She texted, one-handed, out of sight of the cops. A second later, his phone pinged as similar noises sounded around the room. Moving slowly to avoid attracting attention, he read her message: Put your phones into liquid. NOW!

      A ripple of movement ran through the Benson Security team as, one by one, they quietly dunked their phones into the nearest drink. Their actions didn’t go unnoticed.

      “Get their phones,” Commander Fitzwater snapped. “Quick!”

      The cop nearest Ryan lunged at him but wasn’t fast enough. Ryan dumped his phone into the full glass of water beside his empty pastry plate. Elle’s joined it a second later. He watched as Isobel calmly took Callum’s phone from him and tossed both of theirs to Megan, who dunked them into the jug of water on her table. Lake, meanwhile, slipped his phone out of his pocket, dropped it to the floor, and crushed it with the heel of his boot.

      That left Rachel.

      “She’ll never give up her iPhone,” Ryan whispered to Elle. “It’s surgically attached to her hand.”

      A police officer stepped up to Rachel and held out her hand for the phone.

      “No,” Rachel said. “This phone is the property of TayFor Pharmaceuticals. It is not the property of Benson Security. In addition to being a business partner at Benson Security, I’m CEO of TayFor. There is proprietary information on this phone, and I will not hand it over. And”—she turned her cold stare on the commander—“I’m sure your warrant doesn’t cover property owned by TayFor, does it, Mr. Fitzwater?”

      The commander’s cheeks flushed as his eyes darkened. “Commander Fitzwater.”

      “Whatever.” Rachel waved a dismissive hand, still holding her phone. “Touch my phone, and I shall unleash my company’s lawyers. They’ve been bored lately and will jump at the opportunity to sue you—and the Metropolitan Police—for everything you own.” She smiled, making it clear that the commander wasn’t the only predator in the room. “As CEO, I’m happy for those lawsuits to be their sole focus for years to come. I wonder if the tabloids will be interested in the story or if it will remain purely in the business press. I guess we’ll have to find out.”

      “There are days when I love that woman,” Elle said with awe.

      “You don’t intimidate me, Ms. Ford-Talbot. Your family isn’t the only one with connections in high places.”

      Rachel was unimpressed. “Ah, you’re those Fitzwaters.” She shrugged. “It won’t make any difference to my lawyers.”

      There seemed to be a silent standoff as Rachel and Fitzwater glared at each other.

      “Do you think they’re communicating with some high-class telepathy that only works if you’re related to the royal family?” Elle murmured.

      Beside them, a cop snorted before quickly donning a blank expression.

      “Um, sir?” A male police officer spoke up. “They’ve all dunked their phones in water, or tea, or some other drink. What do you want us to do?”

      Reluctantly, the commander tore his gaze from Rachel’s. “Gather all of them. They’ll dry out.”

      “Eventually,” Elle whispered gleefully.

      “And Ms. Ford-Talbot’s phone?” the man asked somewhat anxiously.

      “She can keep it.” The commander practically spat out the words. “For now.”

      Rachel didn’t gloat. Instead, she turned her attention to her phone and started tapping on the screen.

      “I really hope she’s messaging for help instead of checking the status of her latest Harrods order,” Ryan muttered.

      “What charges are you investigating exactly?” Lake Benson asked.

      In a room filled with tension, he appeared perfectly relaxed. Guess that’s why he was the boss.

      Commander Fitzwater could barely contain his joy. “Firearms offenses, cybercrimes, public endangerment, assault, and terrorism—to name a few highlights.”

      Lake’s lips thinned, but his eyes never left the commander. “Rachel, if you’re contacting our lawyers, please tell them what charges are being investigated.” He cocked an eyebrow at the police commander. “What evidence do you have of terrorism?”

      The commander scanned the room until his gaze landed on Elle. “Hacking sanctioned and ordered by Benson Security. It appears Ms. Roberts has been manipulating government databases. That qualifies as terrorism. As does public endangerment, harboring wanted criminals, and moving classified information internationally.”

      Elle sucked in a breath, her hands trembling, but she lifted her chin in defiance.

      A chair scraped on the floor as her husband stood. He faced the commander with icy disdain. “Her name is Ms. Roberts-Knight, and it would be a good idea for you to show some care before you start throwing accusations around.”

      The commander wasn’t impressed. “Are you threatening me? Mr. …?”

      “Knight. David Knight,” Elle’s ex-spy husband said. “And no. I’m asking you to ensure that your actions are reasonable and well-thought-out. Because once you start on this course, there’s no going back. You might want to take a second to think things over before you commit. I don’t appreciate people bullying my wife.”

      From the look on Fitzwater’s face, he had no intention of taking David’s wise advice. “Round up all Benson Security employees and take them to the custody suites. I want Benson and the other owners taken to Chelsea, along with any higher-ranking staff. Everyone else can be taken to the overflow center.”

      “We don’t have ranks,” Callum snapped. “No matter how hard I’ve tried to institute them.”

      “My officers have a list of the people I’d most like to question. We’ll start with those.” Fitzwater dismissed Callum and turned back to Lake. “You’ve played fast and loose with the law for too long. You act like it doesn’t apply to you or your company. Well, today is your day of reckoning. Today, you answer for your crimes.” He glanced at one of his officers. “Get them out of here.”

      “Wait a minute,” Callum bellowed. “My wife isn’t a security specialist. She’s the receptionist, and we have children who are too young to be left alone. Surely you don’t mean to round up the admin staff too?”

      Isobel nodded furiously. “All I do is answer the phones and point people in the direction of Callum’s office. I don’t get to play with any weapons, and I don’t know how to hack.”

      Fitzwater considered her for a moment. “You may stay. I’m solely concerned with the security specialists.”

      Evan shot to his feet, panic wafting from him. “You don’t want us either.” He gestured to his brothers. “We cut a deal with MI5 that gives us a get-out-of-jail-free card.”

      “Well, we’re not MI5,” Fitzwater snapped. “We’re the Met.” He nodded to his officers. “If they’re security specialists, take them. And don’t forget to search everyone for weapons.”

      Elle curved a hand around Ryan’s knee. “You stay,” she hissed.

      He nodded once.

      “Do not touch me.” Violet Lee’s voice rose above the rumble of noise in the room. “Or my gun.”

      In the center of the basement, the diminutive former cop faced off against two officers. Ryan mentally placed a bet on Violet. He’d seen her fight. It was nasty.

      “Bloody hell, Violet,” Callum exploded. “Why did you bring a gun to the conference? Never mind. I don’t want to know. Just give the nice officer your weapon and try not to make this any worse.”

      Reluctantly, and with a whole lot of menace, Violet handed over her gun. “If it gets so much as a scratch, I will find you.”

      “Get off!” Megan snapped, drawing attention away from Violet. “I can get the weapons myself.”

      Callum slapped a palm to his forehead. “It’s always those two.” He looked at the boss of the American office. “I’m glad one of them is your problem now. If you want to take on Megan too, let me know.”

      Rochelle Davis didn’t appear amused. Apparently, unlike the rest of them, the American team didn’t make jokes under stress.

      Megan, meanwhile, perched a foot on the seat of her chair and rolled up her leather pants to reveal a two-knife sheath strapped to her ankle. One of the cops reached for the sheath before she managed to get it off.

      Dimitri shot out a hand to stop him. “Please don’t fondle my wife. She doesn’t like strangers touching her. And she bites.”

      With obvious irritation, Megan slapped the knife sheath into the cop’s hand before reaching into the small of her back and pulling out a tiny gun. “I would very much like to shoot someone right now,” she said pleasantly.

      “Amen, sister,” Violet said.

      Over at the door, the officers started to herd the Benson Security team into the stairwell.

      “I know you.” Fitzwater grabbed hold of Abasi Otieno’s arm as he passed. “You used to run with the James Gang. You’re exactly the kind of low-life scum I expected to find working for Benson Security. This company is nothing more than organized crime disguised as a legitimate business.”

      Abasi slowly looked down at where the commander held his arm. That was all he did, yet the tension in the room ratcheted up several notches.

      “This isn’t good.” Ryan nudged Elle. “He’s going to blow. Do something.”

      “Abasi,” Elle called to him, “my brother will haunt you if you let the cops get to you.”

      The reminder of his best friend was enough to make Abasi tear his gaze from the commander’s hold. He shrugged out of the man’s grip and looked over his shoulder at Elle, completely dismissing the police commander. “Wouldn’t want that. Don’t worry about me, little sis. I’ve handled worse.”

      His boss, Rochelle, elbowed her way through the crowd. Tall, regal, and deadly, she clearly wasn’t intimidated by anyone.

      “I’m a former FBI agent and currently in charge of the American office. Abasi is a member of my team. We’ve only been in the UK for a few days; we have nothing to do with your investigation. I would appreciate it if you’d allow us to leave this building and return to the States.”

      Fitzwater sneered at her. “This is an investigation into all of Benson Security.”

      Rochelle didn’t move an inch. “Last I checked, America wasn’t under your jurisdiction. Even if you suspect we’ve broken the law, you are obligated to hand us over to the American authorities.”

      “Yes.” Fitzwater oozed oil. “But we do have the right to question you before doing so.” He signaled to an officer. “Take all active security specialists into custody, regardless of which office they work out of.”

      A muscle pulsed in Rochelle’s jaw. “Just so you know, my phone call will be to the American Embassy.”

      “You have the right to call whomever you choose.” Fitzwater turned his back on her.

      “Come on.” Rodrigo De la Cruz, another member of the American team, joined his boss. “We’ll sort it out later.”

      With a terse nod, Rochelle started to climb the stairs out of the basement.

      “Well,” Ryan said with some relief. “At least Abasi didn’t blow.” There was no telling what the former mobster would’ve done if he had.

      When the police officers moved toward Ryan and Elle, he held up his hands. “I don’t work for Benson Security. I’m a writer doing research for my next book. If you want, I can give you my publisher’s number to prove it.”

      “It’s true,” Elle said. “They gave him a really big advance to write a crime novel about the people trapped in the Paris Catacombs by that serial killer last summer.”

      Recognition lit up the cop’s eyes as he studied Ryan. “You were one of them, weren’t you? I saw you on the news. If I remember right, you haven’t worked for Benson Security for years. Injured out or something.”

      “Got shot in the head.” Ryan lifted his hair at the temple to show the scar.

      The cop winced. “You’re lucky to be alive.”

      “Tell me about it. So, do you have to take me too?”

      The cop glanced around. “No. I reckon we have more than enough people to fill our cells.” He smiled. “Good luck with the book.” He gave Elle a look of sympathy. “I’m afraid you do have to come with us.”

      “Yeah, I figured. Seeing as the big boss singled me out and all.”

      Ryan squeezed her hand. “What do you want me to do?”

      “Get us out,” she said. “Don’t worry about the office computers; everything’s stored on a remote server now, and that thing’s titanium. They can dig all they like, but they won’t find anything useful. Just do whatever you have to do to end this mess.”

      “I promise.” He gave her hand one last squeeze before the officer led her away.

      “Where’s Julia Barone?” Fitzwater shouted. “I understand she’s the office manager. I want to speak to her.”

      Joe sauntered across the room, an amicable smile on his face. “My wife is on bed rest. She’s nine months pregnant. You go anywhere near her, and I’ll rip your head off.” He spoke in such a genial tone that it took a second to realize he’d threatened the commander. Before Fitzwater could answer, Joe raised his voice: “Rachel, did you message Julia?”

      “It’s already taken care of, her sister won’t let anyone in,” came the calm reply.

      Joe visibly relaxed.

      Fitzwater narrowed his eyes at Joe. “Let’s add obstruction charges to the mix, shall we?”

      “Add whatever the hell you like, Fitz,” Joe drawled in his New Jersey accent. “None of them are gonna matter when this all comes out in the wash.”

      Noah Merchant, one of Joe’s oldest friends and a member of the American team, pushed his way between Joe and the commander. He grabbed Joe’s arm and hauled him toward the stairs. When they reached them, he turned and caught Ryan’s eye. There was a question in his expression.

      Ryan gave him a chin lift in reply. Universal guy language for I’ve got this. Don’t worry.

      As Joe’s other childhood friend, Grunt, the mountain of a man who’d married Megan’s sister, passed Fitzwater, he growled low in his throat. The commander paled and took a step back. Satisfied, Grunt followed his friends out of the basement.

      “That man is not a friendly giant,” Ryan muttered to himself.

      As he watched them drag his friends and family from the room, he made a mental list of who he had to call to fix things. Unfortunately, most of the people on that list were currently being loaded into police vans outside.

      It took only a few minutes to clear the basement. Then, all that remained was a lot of empty tables, some spilled mugs of tea, and a stunned-looking Isobel. Her big green eyes met his.

      “What are we going to do?” she asked.

      A police officer stuck her head around the door. “I’m sorry,” she said. “You can’t stay here. This building is off-limits while we go through it.”

      Ryan nodded to her before turning back to Isobel. “I guess we find a babysitter for your kids, and I call my wife.”

      “And then what?”

      A sense of conviction swept through Ryan, and he smiled. “We go see Julia.”

      Isobel looked relieved. “Good idea. She’ll know what to do.”

      Ryan hoped so because he was fresh out of ideas.
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