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        Monday 10 a.m.

        Benson Security

        Westminster, London

      

      

      

      Elle Roberts was bored. And that was never a good thing. Usually, she loved team meetings, as it was like one big dysfunctional family forced to socialize together every week. They’d bicker about someone eating more than their fair share of the snacks. Or tease each other about something stupid they’d done. Or poke their noses into each other’s business, offering unwanted advice. But today, the meeting was all about the run-of-the-mill operations they had going on. And none of it interested her.

      If she had to do one more background check on a prospective employee for a generic financial company, she would jump into the Thames. For weeks, all they’d dealt with was Instagram influencers who felt they needed personal protection from their hordes of fans because they were like, so popular and totally misunderstood (a direct quote from the last lipstick guru who wanted a bodyguard), businesses that thought they were so important someone might steal their ideas (spoiler: they weren’t, and no one wanted anything they had), and people who needed security systems installed by the best.

      Dull. Dull. Dull. Dull. Dull…

      Where were the flying bullets? The international travel? The life-or-death situations? And, best of all, the call for her to hack her way into places very few people could enter? There was no getting past it—the glory days of Benson Security seemed to be over. Maybe it was time to move on…

      “We boring you, Elle?” her boss, Callum McKay, barked, making her jump in her seat. Although, his tone wasn’t a sign he was annoyed with her, it was just a sign that he was a grumpy-arsed Scotsman.

      “Not you,” she said honestly. “The jobs. They’re mind-numbing. I’m fed up with background-checking boring people and combing through crappy private networks for bugs. Can’t we infiltrate an oppressive regime somewhere and bring down a dictator? Or even negotiate for a hostage or two? Surely someone, somewhere, has been kidnapped and needs our help.”

      Callum stared at her like she’d grown two heads. Meanwhile, Ryan Granger, the ex-soldier and native Londoner she considered a younger brother—despite him being marginally older—pointed at her. “What she said,” he told their boss before reaching for the last Danish pastry on the meeting room table.

      “I’m with Elle.” Megan Raast nodded. “I haven’t shot at anyone in months.”

      The Scottish bombshell had been Benson Security’s first trainee—which had only happened because she was too dangerous on her own not to train her. Megan seemed to think that a bad temper, an inability to feel fear, and questionable ethics were a good substitute for the military training the rest of the team had. Well, not all of the team. Elle’s expertise lay in computer hacking, coding, and her encyclopedic knowledge of the Star Wars universe. Oh, and Julia, their office manager, was hell on wheels with a whiteboard.

      Dimitri, Megan’s American husband, cocked an eyebrow at his wife. “You shot at me last week.”

      Megan waved a hand. “That doesn’t count. I wasn’t really aiming for you.”

      “You barely missed my leg,” the former army ranger pointed out.

      “Exactly.” Megan tossed her long blonde hair over her shoulder. “I didn’t hit you.”

      Dimitri’s grin summed up their marriage—crazy did it for him.

      Callum, who stood at the end of the table because sitting meant he couldn’t pace when something annoyed him, pinched the bridge of his nose. It was his go-to move when their lack of professionalism frustrated him. Even after countless operations together, he still wished his team would behave like the SAS soldiers he used to command.

      It was a foolish wish. While his old commandos had worked like a well-oiled machine, his Benson Security team worked like a cobbled-together MacGyver project. Although, to be fair, much like MacGyver’s improvisations, the team got the job done. And hardly ever blew things up while doing it.

      “I like the jobs we’ve been doing,” Julia Barone, their office manager, said.

      It was still strange to hear shy Julia talk during a meeting without being forced. It was even stranger to see her sitting at the table with everyone else instead of hiding behind one of the huge plants she’d positioned throughout the building. But then, she did have her husband at her side, and Joe wouldn’t let anything, or anyone, intimidate his wife. Ever. There were days when watching Joe and Julia together was just too cute for Elle to bear.

      “That’s because you’re up to your eyeballs in schedules and paperwork, baby.” The former Marine’s eyes lit up when he looked at his wife. “It’s your happy place.” His eyes cooled as he turned to the rest of them. “I, on the other hand, wouldn’t mind seeing some action for a change.”

      “For a change?” Callum exploded.

      Honestly, it was a miracle he’d lasted that long. And it was a welcome sound. It had been weeks since his temper had gotten the better of him during a meeting, which was another sure sign that things were far too quiet.

      “Come on.” Ryan looked around for more food. “Nothing interesting has happened since we helped Rachel out with her problem.”

      “Nicely understated. I like.” Elle grinned at him. “Although, I don’t like that sorting Rachel’s problem meant she left us. Meetings aren’t the same without her.”

      Rachel Ford-Talbot had once been a partner in Benson Security but was now CEO of her family’s pharmaceutical company. It didn’t stop her poking her nose into her former business, but it wasn’t the same as watching her ongoing power struggle with Callum.

      “It’s like Mum and Dad got divorced, and she doesn’t live with us anymore,” Ryan said.

      “I miss their fights,” Elle said wistfully.

      “I miss having to come up with creative threats for when she crossed the line with her bitchiness,” Megan said morosely.

      “It’s her complete lack of tact I miss the most,” Dimitri added. “Never met anyone who cared less about what they said.”

      “I miss having access to her family jet,” Joe said with a grin.

      Callum slammed his hands down on the table. “Will you listen to yourselves? You sound like a bunch of spoiled teenagers who only want to whine about their lot in life. ‘Boo-hoo, poor me. I wish somebody would shoot at me. Why can’t my life be in danger? I miss my old boss’s toys.’” He slapped the table again. “Cry me a bloody river. You’re professionals. Do your job and shut up about it.”

      There was a beat of silence before Elle said, “I forgot Isobel was still visiting her sister. Want me to call and get her and the kids to come back early?” She wasn’t joking. Elle saw herself as the carer of the team, and Callum’s mental health was directly tied up with his love for his wife. Only she could calm his wild inner beast.

      “This is not about my absent wife!” He pointed at them. “It’s about you lot.”

      Ryan pretended to cough. “Yeah, right.”

      “Get a grip,” Megan told Callum. “They’re only in Scotland for two weeks. If you’re suffering from withdrawal, go up and see them. We can cope without you.”

      Everyone nodded.

      “What could go wrong?” Elle said. “The Instagram Queen takes a bad photo? A background check shows that some guy’s bought too many bottles of wine? Somebody hits their thumb with a hammer while installing a security system?”

      “I swear,” Callum growled at her, “if you jinx us with your attitude, I will fire you.”

      “No, you won’t,” Elle said cheerily. “You love me too much. Anyway, you need me around for a female opinion. Megan doesn’t count, her viewpoint leans more toward anarchist than female, and Julia is still too scared of you to tell you what she really thinks. Without me, you’d be lost.” She beamed at him. “You also wouldn’t be able to access your email. Or work your computer. Face it, if I didn’t change your password for you every week, it’d still be password.”

      Ryan gaped at him. “Your password was password? Dude, you run a security company.”

      Callum’s face turned red, and it wasn’t clear whether he was embarrassed or about to explode. But they didn’t get to find out which way it would go because Elle’s ever-present laptop emitted a loud wailing sound.

      “Crap!” She grabbed the machine, flipped it open, and typed fast, her stomach a tornado within her. “Oh no, that isn’t good.” Code streamed across the screen before her, and none of it was good. “Damn, damn, damn.”

      “Elle,” Callum snapped. “What’s going on?”

      She couldn’t answer; her whole focus was on shutting down the threat in front of her. Someone had backtraced a hack she’d instigated in her attempt to uncover which organization employed her favorite sexy spy.

      “Elle!” Callum shouted.

      “Someone’s trying to hack us.” Elle spat out the words as her fingers flew over her keyboard. “They can’t get past our firewalls, so they’re searching for a soft target. Shit! They’re attacking the Wi-Fi. Julia, shut it down while I deal with this.”

      “How?” Julia rushed to the meeting room door.

      “Cut the power to the building!” It was the fastest way to turn everything off.

      Julia ran for her office and the control panel.

      But it was too late.

      Elle slammed her laptop shut and shot to her feet, her eyes flying to all the personal phones sitting on the table. Each one of them hooked into the office Wi-Fi. “The hacker was searching for our physical location. Check your phones. Make sure the GPS is disabled. If it isn’t…” She wrapped her hands around the bunches on either side of her head and yanked them hard, feeling the bite in her scalp. Oh boy, she’d totally screwed up this time.

      “I thought you gave everyone a program to protect their GPS,” Joe said as he reached for his phone. “To stop people from turning it on remotely.”

      “I did. But it doesn’t stop them from gaining access if you’ve turned it on yourself.”

      “We know enough to keep it disabled.” Megan checked her phone. “I’m clear.”

      “Me too,” Dimitri added.

      “Shit.” Ryan paled as he stared at his phone screen. “I’m sorry, Elle.”

      Callum let out a stream of curses. “Why the hell would you have it enabled anyway?”

      Ryan turned a deep shade of red. “Tinder.”

      There was a moment of stunned silence.

      “You compromised all of us to get laid?” Joe demanded.

      “I thought I’d switched it off after the last time I looked at it,” Ryan said.

      “It doesn’t matter.” Elle’s brain raced. “Accidents happen. It’s not your fault.” She swallowed hard. “It’s mine.”

      Callum let out an almighty growl. “What did you hack this time, and which government agency should we expect to come after us?”

      “It wasn’t the government.” She shuffled nervously, her pink Dr. Martens thudding on the thick carpet. “It was a dark web chatroom. I was following up on a lead I got in my search for info on—”

      “David? Right?” Callum started pacing like a mad man.

      “Damn it, Elle,” Dimitri said. “David warned you about this. He told you not to search for him. You told us you’d given up on trying to find out who he works with.”

      “And I had. Until I got bored and started looking again.” She threw her hands in the air. “He shouldn’t have asked me to stop anyway. It was like waving catnip in front of my face. I mean, a problem I need to hack to uncover? Involving a sexy, dangerous spy who kisses like a god? Of course I’m going to keep on searching for the man.” She hung her head. “I have issues. There should probably be an intervention and some intensive therapy in my future.”

      “Kisses like a god?” Megan asked, making her husband frown at her.

      “I did not need to hear that.” Ryan had turned a little green. “First, no guy wants to hear about another guy’s performance in anything. Second, you’re like a sister to me, which means you are never to tell me that your lips or any other part of your body have touched anyone.” He shuddered.

      “Focus!” Callum roared as he came to a halt at the end of the table. “Do you have any idea who was tracking you and why they’d want your location?”

      Elle shook her head, but a heaviness in the pit of her stomach made her want to curl into a ball. “I’ve seen that hacking technique before, though. A hacker or a group of hackers for hire that goes by the name of SurfNinja. I don’t know much about them other than they’re scary good and don’t care who pays them. I think they might be Russian.”

      “How much time do we have until somebody turns up here?” Callum’s eyes were laser hot.

      “I don’t know. They could be hacking us from anywhere. Hell, they could be next door or on the other side of the world. Worse, they could be working for anyone, and the person they’re feeding information to could be on their way already. If we’re lucky, we’ve got days before someone turns up. If we aren’t”—she wrapped her arms around herself—“ten, fifteen minutes, maybe? I have no idea.”

      Her boss ran a hand down his face. “Wipe this place down, dump all devices with Elle for disposal, and get to the safe house out by the airport. Until we know what we’re dealing with, our priority is to protect our clients’ information. Got it?”

      They were running before he’d finished barking orders.
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        Monday 10 a.m.

        Amsterdam-Zuidoost, Netherlands

      

      

      

      David Knight had been trained to withstand torture. When being interrogated, he knew how to turn the tables in order to obtain information from his interrogators. And he knew how to compartmentalize physical pain in order to endure. It wasn’t the first time he’d been tortured in the hope he’d betray a colleague, or worse, his country. It was, however, the first time in a very long time that he’d been asked to betray someone he cared about. Because, until a cute little hacker with a penchant for pop culture, fifties dresses, and blue hair walked into his life, David hadn’t let himself feel anything for anyone in years.

      Not that he was letting himself feel for Elle now. It was just that, no matter how hard he fought it, the feelings wouldn’t die. And they had to. Because the last time he’d felt for someone, he’d managed to get them killed.

      A body blow from a guy with mallets for fists knocked the air from his lungs and brought his attention right back to his most pressing problem—torture, interrogation, and protecting Elle Roberts’ true identity.

      Damn it, everything led back to his hacker.

      No.

      Not his.

      Not since his boss at MI6 had been killed and his off-the-books job watching Elle had suddenly ended. And yet…he hadn’t been able to walk away from her. He’d told himself he was just ensuring he did his job well, even though he wasn’t getting paid for it. When that hadn’t worked, he started telling himself that an honorable man would make sure she was safe before walking away. In the end, he’d had to be honest and admit to himself that he watched over her because he cared about her.

      That’s when he’d started keeping his distance.

      Which was exactly why he now hung from the ceiling in an abandoned Dutch bar—because Elle didn’t like the distance he’d put between them and had stepped up her search for him.

      “You are only hurting yourself with your refusal to tell me what I want to know, my friend.” Henk Bakker, drug dealer, information broker, and all-around asshole sat at the bar, sipping cheap Scotch. His silver-colored suit was pristine, and his shoes shone—because the Dutchman never did his own dirty work. He waved a hand toward the dumb grunt beating David. “Azzo could do this all day. He’s being careful, making sure he doesn’t damage anything vital. That can change if you don’t answer my question. Where is the hacker who is searching for you?”

      “Don’t know who you’re talking about,” David said again.

      A fist struck his jaw, knocking his head to the side and making the room blur for a second. He spat blood on the floor as he raised himself onto his toes, attempting to ease the pressure on his shoulders from having his arms stretched tight above him while he hung from a hook in the ceiling. A bruised face wouldn’t slow him down, but a ripped tendon would. And he knew from experience that his shoulders would tear if he hung there long enough.

      As he breathed through the latest bout of pain, he calmly cataloged his injuries. It was a relief to find nothing that would hamper his walking away.

      Because he would walk away.

      There was always an out. He just hadn’t found it yet.

      “David, David, David, you must stop doing this to yourself.” Henk sauntered toward him, glass in one hand, the other in the pocket of his pants. His open jacket exposed a gun sitting snug in its shoulder holster—strapped in nice and tight. Idiot. In the time it took Henk to free his gun, David would have broken his neck.

      “Last I checked, it wasn’t me doing this,” David said, purely to keep Henk talking. To draw him nearer still.

      Azzo smirked his amusement while, no doubt, planning where he’d place his next strike. Even though the enforcer was more flab than muscle, his prison tattoos bore testament to years of experience in his chosen profession. One he clearly enjoyed.

      “David,” Henk said, “we have been friends for many years and I don’t want to hurt you. But you must understand, there are several interested parties who’d like to know what I can learn from you. Make this easy on both of us and give me what I ask. Tell me where the girl is.”

      “Friends,” David mumbled, speaking softly to entice his prey closer. “You keep using that word. I do not think it means what you think it means.” If Elle had been there, she would have laughed her ass off at him for quoting The Princess Bride. Thankfully, the reference went over his interrogators’ heads and didn’t prompt them to hit him harder.

      Henk sauntered forward. One more step was all David needed. He wrapped his hands around the chains suspending him from the ceiling, gripping tight. His ankles were in the same shackles as his hands, a long chain between them linked around a hook in the floor. A hook screwed into wood. A hook David had been loosening with each jerk of his legs. He was dealing with amateurs.

      “Give the girl up,” Henk persuaded. “We know you know who she is and where she’s hiding. Otherwise, why would she be searching for you and leaving such personal messages everywhere?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” David stalled as his mind raced for a plan to get him out of there.

      Henk pulled his phone from his pocket and tapped the screen. “This was left on one of the message boards you use for contracting work: Blue girl still seeking partner in crime. Fluffy pink handcuffs included.” He gave David a look that said he pitied him. “She used your contact code.”

      “It must have been a mistake. That message was meant for someone else because it means nothing to me.” Other than David planned to use those handcuffs on Elle when he next saw her, and it wouldn’t be for pleasure. No, that woman deserved a spanking. Big time.

      “Perhaps, but my contacts tell me that the style of hack used to get into this board is the same one several interested parties have been tracking for a very long time. It’s the same one that keeps popping up in relation to you. There are no coincidences in our line of work; you know that.”

      “Then this is a first,” David said.

      A fist came from the side and struck his kidney with practiced precision. David breathed through the pain. He’d be pissing blood for a week from that blow alone.

      Henk’s look of concern was as phony as a three-dollar bill. “What is she to you that you want to protect her? She isn’t protecting you. She’s leaving a trail all over the web pointing right at you.”

      “I’m telling you.” David spoke quietly. “I don’t know her.”

      Azzo shifted, no doubt intending to beat David for yet another denial, but Henk held up his glass, signaling for his henchman to wait. “I’m afraid that isn’t good enough. You see, there’s a lot of money on the line for information regarding this hacker. A lot of money. I would very much like to be the person who collects it.”

      David hung his head as though losing strength. Damn stubborn woman. He’d told her time and again to stop searching for information on him. But no, she treated the whole thing as a game, a puzzle she needed to crack. As though her life would fall apart if she didn’t know which government agency pulled his strings. Sure, he’d played along for a bit, mainly because there was a novelty in someone wanting to play with him. Although, it hadn’t taken him long to warn her to back off—which she’d ignored. It was enough to drive a man insane.

      “Don’t tell me you’d sell out a friend to cash in, Henk,” he said, making sure to slur his words and appear weaker than he felt.

      Henk waved a dismissive hand. “This is the business, is it not?”

      Yeah, which is why David should have been more careful when he turned up for his meeting with a snitch. There was a possibility he was slipping, becoming soft in his job, which could get him killed.

      Or worse, get Elle killed.

      Letting his head loll to one side, David acted as though keeping his eyes open and staying focused was difficult. “If she’s that important, I’d have heard of her, and I haven’t.”

      “I once told you that your stubborn streak would get you into trouble one day,” Henk said with a shake of his head. “Today might very well be that day.” He motioned to Azzo, who struck David in the ribs again.

      Yeah, he felt that.

      “This won’t do you any good,” he gasped, hoping like hell his ribs weren’t cracked. “I can’t tell you what I don’t know.”

      “Stop lying and help me to help you. It’s clear you want a way back into your organization. I have the contacts to make it happen. You could come in from the cold. No more freelancing. Your slate would be wiped clean, and your government would welcome you with open arms. Isn’t that what you want?”

      David kept his head down, groaned something nonsensical, and went over his plan of escape until he could carry it out without thinking. He’d only have one chance to make this work. He did not want to waste it.

      “What did you say?” Henk pressed. “Azzo, you hit him too hard. I told you I needed him to talk.”

      Azzo didn’t reply.

      “My friend, tell us where the girl is, and this will all stop.” Henk sounded as though it pained him to see David beaten.

      Yeah, right. Not as much as it pained David.

      He mumbled something, making sure he included a woman’s name, one he’d plucked from thin air.

      “That’s it,” Henk said eagerly. “Speak up, and I promise you I will help you to get back into the job you love. Vindication will be yours at last. All you have to do is reach out and take what I’m offering.” With clear impatience, Henk took that final crucial step toward his prey.

      And his prey struck back.

      With an almighty kick upward, the hook flew out of the floor as David’s feet connected with Henk’s Scotch glass. It shot straight up in the air. Clutching the chains above him, he used his upper body strength to swing his legs in a showy soccer kick. His aim was perfect, hitting the glass and sending the shattered shards straight into Azzo’s face and throat.

      The big man wailed as his meaty fingers clasped his throat, blood running through them. Henk didn’t react. Instead, he gaped at Azzo. Untrained idiot. David lifted his knees to his chest and looped the chain between his ankles around Henk’s neck.

      Henk clawed at the chain, clearly forgetting he had a gun that could neutralize the threat to him within seconds. Using the struggling man’s shoulders, David launched himself upward and unhooked his wrists before somersaulting over Henk in one smooth motion. The sound of his old friend’s neck breaking was loud in the empty room as, together, they toppled to the floor.

      It took only a second to relieve Henk of his gun. One more to shoot Azzo between the eyes. Then, it was a matter of aiming at the door, ready to deal with anyone who heard the shots and ran inside.

      No one appeared.

      Obviously, Henk had assumed two men were enough to deal with him. Calmly, David dragged Henk’s body toward him and searched his pockets. He found the key to his restraints—along with a phone, a money clip, and the fob for Henk’s car.

      After freeing himself, he limped behind the bar and smashed what bottles of liquor remained before taking one to douse the dead men.

      “We were never friends,” he told Henk’s body. “I don’t have friends. But if I did, I wouldn’t choose a drug-dealing snitch as one of them.”

      Pressing his hand against his side to give his bruised ribs some stability, he made his way to the back door. As he pushed through it, he struck a match from a book he’d found on the bar, lit the remaining matches, and tossed the whole thing back at the bodies. The sound of the hungry flames followed him out into the fresh air.

      Smashed bottles, used condoms, and spent syringes littered the cracked concrete surface of the parking lot. Shadows from the surrounding tower blocks blocked out the sun as David crossed to the silver Porsche sitting in the middle of all that garbage.

      With disgust, he climbed into the vehicle, every bruise on his body protesting as he curled into the narrow space behind the wheel. “You couldn’t have had a nice spacious SUV,” he grumbled, “or at least something that didn’t scream you were compensating, could you?”

      It was a testament to Henk’s reputation that his Porsche was still in one piece and right where he’d left it. The Bijlmer, as the locals called it, hadn’t got its reputation as one of Amsterdam’s most dangerous areas by chance.

      A quick glance around told him that doors had been shut and curtains pulled, probably at the sight of Henk’s car. There would be no witnesses to his taking the Porsche—none that would speak to the cops, anyway.

      Clenching his jaw as pain began to register, he pulled out Henk’s phone and dialed the London office of Benson Security. There was no reply. Cursing himself for not memorizing Callum’s cell number, David called the only cell he had committed to memory—Elle’s. It went straight to voice mail.

      The hairs on the back of his neck stood on end as the bar’s fire alarm started to wail.

      Quickly, he typed out a text message to Elle—knowing she’d check that during a meeting, whereas she wouldn’t answer a call. Urgent. Several interested parties after you. Call me. David.

      No reply.

      In the distance, he heard sirens. It was time to get out of Dodge. But first, he gave the office line and Elle’s number one last try. Nothing. With no other choice but to hit the road, he put the car in gear and headed for the nearest train station. From there, he’d catch a train to Schiphol and then the next flight to London. He’d never been more grateful that the flight between the two cities was often less than an hour long.

      As he drove, he called the final number he knew from memory and almost sagged with relief on hearing the voice on the other end of the line.

      “Lake Benson.” The English accent was crisp.

      “It’s David; we’ve got a problem.”

      As he spoke, he put his foot down and made the most of stealing a high-performance car.
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        Benson Security

        London

      

      

      

      Every handheld device in the building, including Elle’s beloved laptop, was locked inside the industrial-sized drawer of the degausser machine that stood in the corner of Elle’s office.

      “Goodbye, old friend,” she said as she pressed the On button.

      The machine would expose the devices to a powerful targeted magnetic field, wiping out their hard drives and rendering them unusable. It was inhumane.

      “Your laptop deserves to die,” Megan said from beside her. “Whereas my new phone never did anything wrong. Now all those photos I took of Dimitri last weekend are gone.”

      Elle knew better than to ask what photos. Instead, she pointed at the message scrawled across her T-shirt, the one she wore to every team meeting as a reminder they should save their stuff to the cloud. It said, Back up or you’ll be sorry.

      “I’m already sorry,” Megan said in disgust. “Sorry someone didn’t take away your internet privileges before the rest of us suffered.”

      “I was weak.” Elle returned to her desktop setup and checked that the program her old boss, Harry, had written had done its job. Which it had. Their local network was now wiped clean in such a way that even the best data-specializing forensic scientists on the planet wouldn’t get anything from it.

      “For almost three years? That’s a long time to have no impulse control.” Megan was clearly unconvinced.

      “I’ve learned my lesson. From now on, I’ll only be a good little hacker.”

      With everything safely backed up to a secure server in a country that didn’t recognize UK court orders, all Elle needed was a new laptop to get them up and running again. She gazed longingly at the machine where her old laptop lay dying. It’d been state of the art, custom-built, and set up to perfection. It was quite possible she’d never get over its loss.

      “Serves you right.” Megan accurately read the puppy-dog eyes Elle was giving the machine of death. “You wouldn’t listen to reason. Or threats. Or even logic.”

      “Do you realize how long it took me to get that laptop exactly how I wanted it?”

      “A better question is, do you realize how little I care?”

      “Now you sound like Rachel.” With a scowl at Megan, Elle tugged her messenger bag on over her head. It felt far too light without the weight of her laptop pulling it down.

      “Rachel? My sarcasm has nothing on how she’s going to react when she finds out about your latest screwup.” Megan mimed explosions and choking—for some reason.

      “Whatever,” Elle grumbled as they headed downstairs.

      Julia stood by the main door, holding a tray laden with paper bags. She handed one to each of them.

      “Your burner phone, cash, and the keys to the car you’ll be using are inside the bag,” she told Elle. “It’s in garage A, down the street. Just drive in and swap out your car for the junker.” It had been Julia’s idea to keep an assortment of untraceable cars in different parking garages close to the office. They used them for surveillance but also as a fail-safe in case they were compromised and had to escape unnoticed. “I’ve preprogrammed the phone with the numbers of the other burners and disabled GPS.”

      “You couldn’t have disabled everybody’s phones before Ryan sat down at the meeting?” Megan grumbled as she took her bag.

      “It’s possible office policy will change to include that happening from now on,” Julia said.

      “Paperwork’s in the furnace,” Ryan called to them as he rushed into the foyer. “With time to spare. Gimme my phone, so I can get out of here.” He held out his hand, and Julia gave him the paper bag with his name on it. “I don’t suppose there are two safe houses? One for Callum and one for the people he’ll want to shout at?” He pointed at himself and Elle—just in case there was any confusion.

      A door slammed behind them, and a scowling Callum strode out of his office.

      “Too late,” Ryan muttered.

      “Why are you hanging around in the foyer?” Callum asked.

      “Waiting for Dimitri and Joe,” Megan said. “They’re doing one last sweep of the building, making sure the weapons are locked up tight.”

      “What about your house?” Julia asked, referring to the converted carriage house at the bottom of the garden, where Callum lived with his family.

      He glared at Elle. “Everything that might be sensitive is locked up or binned. Which I’m none too happy about.”

      “I’m sorry, Callum.” Elle hit him with her best contrite expression, which included anime-sized eyes. “I’ll make it up to everyone. I won’t ever search for David ever again, I promise.”

      Whatever Callum planned to say was lost when a gunshot rang out and a bullet struck the wall behind the reception desk with a loud smack.

      “Take cover.” Callum ducked out of sight of the door.

      Ryan shoved Elle away from the door, while Megan yanked Julia back against the wall.

      Elle couldn’t tear her eyes from the bullet hole above reception. What kind of idiot shot at a business in the center of London? In the middle of the day?

      “Is this real?” Elle asked no one in particular, so she wasn’t surprised when she didn’t get an answer.

      “Sitrep?” Joe demanded as he hurried down the stairs with Dimitri.

      “Somebody’s shooting at us.” Megan sounded quite pleased about it too.

      Joe made his way along the walls to his wife. “Hit the alarm, Jules.”

      Julia reached up to the panel behind her and triggered the silent alarm that went straight to the local police station. Meanwhile, Joe darted out to slam the doors shut.

      They’d barely closed when another bullet shattered one of their glass panels.

      “Why the hell aren’t those doors bulletproof?” Callum demanded.

      “Because you wouldn’t sign off on the quote, you cheap-assed Scot,” Joe said. “Julia told you the glass was a wise investment, but you said, ‘Who’s gonna shoot at us in a London street?’ Good call.”

      “Aye,” Callum said. “I may have made a mistake with that decision.”

      “Anybody see anything?” Dimitri fired a warning shot through the door. “I can tell there’s more than one of them, but that’s about it.”

      Another bullet blasted through the glass and embedded itself in the wall beside reception.

      “Who the hell are these people? And why are they still here? Don’t they realize the cops will be here any minute?” Ryan fired another warning shot to keep their attackers from coming inside.

      Elle wanted to shoot too. She really needed a gun. Why didn’t she have a gun? It wasn’t like this was the first time she’d been shot at. She was damn well going to start carrying her own gun. A pink one. Or maybe blue. So what if it was pure luck when she hit whatever she aimed at? If worst came to the worst, she could always throw the gun at her attacker. Or pistol-whip them. She was rambling. Again. At least this time, it was in her head and not out loud.

      “Get to the basement and hole up in the panic room,” Callum ordered. “I’ll cover you.”

      “What about you?” Elle didn’t want anyone left behind. Especially Callum. Isobel would not be pleased if her husband ended up with holes in him.

      “Don’t worry; I’m right behind you.” Never before had he looked more like a Highlander ready to wage battle. She found it kinda comforting.

      “We don’t want to hurt anyone,” a voice shouted from outside the building, making them pause. “We only want the girl.”

      By the Hoary Hosts of Hoggoth!

      She knew that voice.

      Almost as well as she knew her own.

      As though in slow motion, a bullet floated through the air and sank into the front of the reception desk with a muted thud.

      “If you don’t want to hurt anybody, why are you still shooting?” Ryan’s voice sounded like he was underwater. Distorted. Dull. Drawn out.

      “I said we don’t want to hurt anyone,” the voice called out again, the words strangely slow and stretched. “Not that we won’t.”

      “Just tell us what you want.” Callum’s bellow echoed around in her head.

      The reply took ten years. “We…want…Elle.”

      Just like that, a switch flipped. Time rushed at her. Speeding up in a way that made her wobble on her feet.

      “Elle?” Callum frowned at her. “They want you?”

      No, no, no, no, no…

      This wasn’t happening. She’d run away from this. She’d been careful to stay hidden—mostly. Crap, Elle just bet it was that mostly part that’d bitten her on the butt.

      “Elle,” the voice shouted, “get out here, or we’re coming in to get you.”

      The word roared through Elle’s head a second before it exploded out of her mouth: “No!”

      She was up before she’d even registered she was moving. Running toward the main doors instead of away from it—as any normal person would do.

      “Get down now,” Callum ordered as the rest of her team called her name in alarm.

      She heard their fear. Anger. Confusion. It only inflamed the reckless outrage driving her actions. Chest heaving, Elle screeched to a halt in front of the shattered doors. Furious, she glared out into the street beyond. Straight at their attackers.

      Straight into the eyes of her brother.
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      “Marcus, don’t you dare hurt anyone. I’m serious. Put those guns down right now,” Elle demanded of the brother she’d once adored. The brother who’d embraced everything she hated. The brother she thought she’d never see again. “I swear, if you harm one hair on the heads of the people in here, I will rain down hell on you and the family.”

      “Elle,” Joe hissed. “Get out of the way before you get shot.”

      She barked out a laugh. It was brittle and tinged with hysteria. “He won’t shoot me. They need me alive too badly for that.”

      Her brother heard her. “No, we won’t shoot you. But we will shoot anyone who gets between us and you. Come out here before someone gets hurt.”

      “Elle? What are you doing?” Ryan demanded. “This is insane. Who’s Marcus? How do you know these guys?”

      Elle tuned him out, her focus on her older brother. He’d aged in the years she’d been gone, looking older than he should. It appeared being heir to one of the worst crime families in Europe took its toll.

      Marcus spread his arms wide, a gun in his hand. “I don’t want to hurt your people. I just need you to come with me before the cops get here.”

      “Yeah, I bet you do,” she scoffed. “Do you know you even look like him now? Dressed in your tailored suit, with your slick haircut. Next it will be a platinum pinky ring and pretensions of playing the godfather. I am deeply disappointed in you, big brother.”

      “Big brother?” Julia squeaked.

      “Holy shit,” Ryan said. “I know who that is now. It’s Marcus James. As in, the James Family Syndicate, one of the biggest crime organizations in Europe. He can’t be her brother. Right?”

      “Elle,” Marcus called to her. “I’m losing my patience. Get out here now.”

      “Not on your life,” Elle bellowed. “Go on home to Darth. Tell him I’m keeping the plans to the Death Star, and there’s nothing he can do about it.”

      “Bloody hell,” Callum said. “Does anyone know what she’s talking about?”

      “It sounds like she’s got information her brother wants,” Megan said.

      Ryan cursed. “If that’s really her brother, then Tommy James is her father. Tommy makes Darth Vader look like Father of the Year.” He raised his voice and used the singsong tone someone would use to talk a crazy person off a ledge: “Elle, don’t wind up the psycho mobster, honey. Callum, you might want to do something here before things get seriously out of control.”

      “Good idea,” Callum rumbled.

      There was movement behind her, which Elle ignored as her focus was on her brother. “Go home, Marcus,” she called. “Tell Tommy I’d rather die than come back to the family.”

      “Fucking shoot her.” A head appeared from behind a car. Leo Trainer—one of her father’s pet psychos. “Take out her knee, then scoop her up. We’ll carry her out. The cops are coming.”

      “Nobody shoots my sister,” Marcus bellowed as his second-in-command and lifelong best friend, Abasi Otieno, aimed his gun at Leo instead of Elle.

      “I am not your sister,” Elle shouted at him. “Not anymore. I resigned from that position years ago. Take your wannabe army and get out of here before the cops arrive; otherwise, I swear you’ll regret it. I’ve left you alone these past years, but I can change that with a keystroke. Do you really want to mess with me? You know I can bring you a world of trouble. Do you hear me, Marcus? You have seriously irritated me this time!”

      Someone grabbed her around the waist, making her squeal, and the next thing she knew, Ryan was carrying her like a rugby ball as he ran for the stairs to the basement.

      “Let me down!” She kicked and fought, furious at Ryan for taking control out of her hands. Furious at Marcus for turning her life upside down. And furious that her team was in danger because of her—because she’d been born as Elle James.

      “Not going to happen.” Ryan sounded bizarrely unfazed as he took the stairs two at a time. “You need to be saved from yourself. Trust me on this.”

      “Let me go and give me a gun,” she half-pleaded, half-ordered. “A big gun. I’m going to shoot him in his stupid head. I don’t care that he’s my brother. Okay, I do. Which means I’ll probably shoot him in the shoulder instead. Either way, he totally deserves to be at least a little bit shot. I can’t believe he attacked us like that. I mean, I knew he was hunting for me, but I never thought he’d do something like this. He put my friends in danger. My people. I’ve changed my mind. I’m going to shoot him in both thighs, so he can’t run while I tell him what I think of him. Let me down, Ryan, or I’m shooting you too.”

      “You know”—Ryan pushed through the door to the basement stair—“I’d worry about your threat if I didn’t know you couldn’t hit the side of a bus from two feet away. You’re the worst shot I’ve ever seen—and I once saw a monkey pick up a pistol the team dropped in the rainforest and fire until it was empty. The monkey had better aim than you.”

      “That’s it,” she roared. “I’m freezing your bank accounts. I’m putting you on the No Fly List. Your credit rating is toast. Not only you; I’m doing this to the whole damn team. You’re all complicit in keeping me from shooting my no-good criminal of a brother!”

      “I feel like one of those parents you see in the supermarket with a screaming toddler under their arm,” Ryan said.

      “That’s it.” Elle glared up at him. “I’m shutting down all of your gaming accounts and having you blacklisted.”

      “With what? You had to fry your laptop because you have impulse-control issues.”

      “I’ll get another one, and when I do, I’m going to rewrite all of your online dating profiles as well as screw with your gaming sites. Every woman in England will know that you’re a hound dog who’ll eat them out of house and home.”

      Ryan slammed his palm onto the side of the bookcase that covered the door to the panic room. “Does David know about this mean streak of yours? I’m guessing not, or he wouldn’t be flirting with you quite as much.”

      As the door swung open and he carried her inside, a huge blast rocked the building.

      “It’s okay,” Joe said as he rushed in behind them. “Callum blew the doors to buy us some time.”

      “There were explosives in the doors?” Julia’s voice was high-pitched as Joe dragged her into the room with him.

      Joe nodded absently, his gun trained on the door as Megan and Dimitri joined them. “It’s procedure for something like this.”

      “Something like this?” Julia’s voice lifted an octave. “We planned for this?”

      “We plan for everything, baby.” Joe tore his eyes from the screens showing video feeds from the cameras upstairs. He smiled at his wife
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