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  A Section Eight thriller


  §


  Prologue


  “Tell me, Matt. How well do you really know her?”


  I held Stewart Napier’s look. He was my oldest, dearest friend, and right then I hated him for asking that question.


  “I love her.”


  “That hardly matters. And that’s not what I asked, Matt. How well do you know her?”


  Her. Cassie. The center of my world for the past six months. The woman I would have trusted with my life.


  Finally I was the one to break the look, to glance down, and then away.


  How well can you know anyone? Even those you’re closest to?


  Cassie had gone. Vanished. But it wasn’t only the fact of her absence that was so distressing, but what she’d left behind...


  §


  I hadn’t seen her since the previous night.


  Is it odd that it took me so long to notice her absence? Perhaps, but only in retrospect.


  Napier had put us in our usual suite in the east wing of Auldbrigg Haw, the Napier family shooting estate on the west coast of Scotland. Cassie had gone to bed about midnight, but she’d insisted I stay downstairs and finish my drink. With Napier’s skill at the magical refill, my scotch glass was never empty, and it was after two when I finally extracted myself from the drinking session with Napier and a couple of pals and found my way through the rambling corridors to our rooms.


  Ever the gentleman, rather than disturb Cassie I’d settled down in the suite’s second bedroom, so it was only the following morning when I discovered she was gone.


  Head thumping, I’d gone through into the suite’s living room, expecting her to be there, curled up on a sofa with a book, or working at her knitting or crochet – that always made me smile, such a homely craft as a hobby for a woman so worldly and sophisticated.


  But no, maybe she was lying in. Sleeping, or perhaps waiting for me to find her.


  My smile broadened, and I was more than a little surprised that my pounding headache had transformed so rapidly into something else.


  I’d never known anyone like Cassie.


  Never desired or needed someone so intensely.


  Over the years, there had been times when I’d truly believed I was in love, but it was only with Cassie that I understood how all-consuming real love could be.


  I pushed at the bedroom door, making enough noise to let her know I was coming in, but not enough to disturb her if she was still asleep.


  I expected her to be lying there, feigning unawareness, a twist of bedding only partly covering her naked body. Normally a shy and private person, when it was just the two of us she loved to display herself like that, just for my eyes. She always seemed strangely touched that I found her so headily attractive.


  The bed was empty. I knew immediately that it hadn’t been slept in, for Cassie was never one to make the bed up in the morning. She always laughed at me when I did so. “We’ll only mess it up again later,” she would say, even though I would argue that was part of the fun, wasn’t it?


  I looked around the room. I already understood the bare facts of the situation – that Cassie had not slept here and so something unexpected had occurred – but my brain was still processing. Her bag lay where she’d left it on the chaise longue, her make-up things on the Queen Anne dresser, a pair of Converse pumps partly tucked under the end of the bed. I knew without checking that if her things were here, like this, then her clothes, too, would still be hanging in the wardrobe and folded neatly in the drawers.


  So where was she?


  Where had she been all night?


  I breathed deep, fooling myself I could detect her scent on the air, even though I knew that if she had been absent since the previous evening that could only be my imagination.


  I went through to the bathroom, but she was not there.


  On the marble shelf by the wide basin I saw a tube of Colgate and the toothbrush we shared when we traveled – such an intimate thing to do, and one that had shocked me a little the first time Cassie had told me she hadn’t packed a toothbrush because she intended to use mine.


  I had never been so close to another person as I had come to be with Cassie.


  I took her hairbrush and ran it through my tousled, mid-brown mane, taking strange comfort in the action.


  She must have made the bed – despite her usual reluctance – and gone for an early morning walk around the estate. I tried to convince myself she would be back soon, and indeed that was what I told Napier when I went down for breakfast a short time later.


  By mid-morning, I was seriously concerned. When I returned to the suite I tried calling her, but that only deepened my anxiety: her cellphone buzzed from somewhere inside her bag where it lay on the chaise longue. Why would she leave her phone behind? What if she’d lost her footing on one of those treacherous mountain paths, or lost her way in the forest?


  About to head down to persuade Napier to rouse a search party from the estate’s staff, I paused.


  Perhaps she’d received a message and had to rush off, some obscure emergency that might explain this strange absence?


  I reached into the big travel bag, and eased it open so I could check for her phone. It was tucked into an interior pocket, but the screen told me nothing and I couldn’t check further as there had never been any reason for me to know the PIN required to unlock it.


  I tossed the phone aside and glanced at the bag again.


  Inside was a grey leather handbag, one I’d seen Cassie use on occasions when she wanted something larger than her usual small clutch.


  What made me open that bag? I don’t know. But I would always wonder later whether things might have been a lot simpler if I had not done so.


  I pulled the smaller bag out, surprised at its weight in my hands. Cassie prided herself on being low maintenance. She would happily come away with me for a weekend at a moment’s notice, with just a couple of changes of underwear and a minimal make-up set, relying on me to pack the essentials like that shared toothbrush.


  So why such a heavy handbag?


  I pulled at the zipper, and that was when my life changed forever.


  §


  Napier and I stood on the southern terrace, braving a break in the grey, drizzly weather so typical of this region. Dreich, they called this kind of weather in these parts, a word peculiarly suited to the damp chill of the western Highlands air that morning.


  Dreich was how I felt, just then.


  “What do they call it in the movies?” I asked my old friend. “A ‘Go’ bag. My girlfriend has a Go bag.”


  “Aren’t you being a wee bit melodramatic, Mattie? Maybe you watch the wrong kind of film.”


  “Then how do you explain it?” I insisted. “The cash. The phones. The passport.” I swallowed. “The gun.”


  It was as if I’d stepped into another reality when I pulled that zipper back and saw the contents of my loved one’s bag. Perhaps I had. Perhaps none of this was real any more. Maybe I’d wake up in a hospital bed, having suffered some kind of trauma and all this was a dream. A nightmare.


  The first thing I saw when I had opened that bag was the money. A fat bundle of notes, held together by a paper collar around the middle. I couldn’t bring myself to count it, but it looked enough to buy a small house. Then as my eyes adjusted I spotted three cellphones – cheap models. Disposable. They’d call them burners in those melodramatic movies Napier disparaged.


  The handgun was surprisingly compact and clearly designed to be concealed easily. The words ‘Sig Sauer P238’ were written on the snub barrel.


  My head was reeling. I didn’t understand. What was all this?


  That was when I spotted the passport tucked into an interior pocket of the bag. I extracted it between thumb and fingertip, as if it might bite.


  It did worse than that, though. When I opened it I saw Cassie’s familiar features, cast in the flat expression familiar from any passport photograph. The name in the passport, though, was Katherine Rose Parr, and the date of birth some time in February whereas we had only recently celebrated Cassie’s birthday in June. The place of birth was given as Oxford, rather than Leamington Spa. The handwriting of the signature was familiar, even if it signed a different name.


  I flipped to the back to check the emergency contact information, but that was unfamiliar, too: two names I didn’t know, with London addresses.


  Why would she have a complete fake identity like this?


  And then a chilling thought struck me, one I voiced now to Stewart Napier as we stood together on the terrace.


  “What if that’s her real identity, and Cassie is the false identity?”


  Napier just smiled at me, like a teacher who has seen his slowest student finally catching up. “Like I say, Mattie, how well did you ever know her?”


  I looked away from my old friend again, down toward the distant sea loch. Somewhere a curlew cried, such a haunting sound. I hated the way Napier already referred to Cassie in the past tense.


  You can never prepare yourself for something like this. Your world stripped away, the rug tugged from beneath your feet. Can you imagine what it would be like to discover that the person closest to you is not that person at all? That was what I was faced with.


  “Maybe she’s just had enough of you, eh? Gone off with someone her own age.”


  Napier was trying to make light of the situation, but reminding me of the sheer unlikeliness of my relationship with Cassie hardly helped.


  “You don’t need a fake identity and a handgun for
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  21. Matthew


  I’d never seen anyone shot before yesterday.


  That time it had been Napier. I’d thought him dead – how could he live, with so much blood spilled? – but he had survived.


  And now... Macpherson. Lying on the ground at my feet.


  There could be no doubt this time. Macpherson was dead.


  His face wore an expression of utter shock, and one side of his skull was dark red where the bullet had struck.


  I looked at Napier and, bizarrely, he wore a matching expression of utter shock.


  He looked at me, as if he thought that somehow I was responsible.


  And then Cassie stepped out from the trees, her gun still leveled, aiming at Napier.


  Oh, Cassie! She looked as if someone had beaten her severely, and in that moment I hated Napier more than I’d ever have thought possible.


  He’d said I didn’t need to concern myself about her, his meaning clear: that she had been taken care of.


  She’d clearly survived, but at what cost?


  Her face was bruised, a long gash across her forehead dark red with dried blood.


  She carried her left hand awkwardly against her chest, and even from where I stood I could see that the wrist was swollen.


  Her face was ghostly white in the growing gloom of the late afternoon, dark shadows under her eyes.


  She looked as if she might drop at any moment.


  Perhaps Napier sensed this too, for this was when he made his move.


  With surprising speed, he took two steps toward me. I thought he was going to grab me, but instead he stooped and swept up something off the ground with his good hand.


  Macpherson’s gun.


  Now, the two stood, guns aimed at each other.


  I knew Cassie was a professional killer – hell, I’d just seen her in action – and would have no compunction in acting again. But also, I knew that she might hesitate, even for a fraction, because the death of someone with as high a profile as Napier would be a very public affair.


  She’d been ordered to kill him, of course, but she would need to be absolutely sure it was the right thing to do.


  Napier had no such compunctions.


  No conscience. No morals. No principles, other than to protect his own skin at all costs.


  He would not hesitate.


  And so neither did I.


  I raised an arm across my chest, bent it at the elbow, and swung, with all the strength I possessed.


  The point of my elbow struck him hard in the chest, just below the shoulder.


  Just where Wilson’s bullet had hit him the day before.


  He cried like a squealing pig, his gun hand flew up, and the pistol went flying away across the grass.


  He managed to stay upright, one hand clutching at the injured shoulder as a new flow of red stained the bandages and the shirt that covered them.


  There was a moment when everything seemed suspended. Napier stood, twisting to clutch his shoulder, peering up at me with a look of shock mixed with absolute rage.


  I held that look, wanted him to read in my own look that I wanted him to understand that finally the time had come for me to stand up to the bullies on my own terms.


  And then I swung my arm back again before stabbing forward, my fist bunched tight, and I struck him hard – so very hard – in the face.


  He collapsed to the ground.


  I turned to Cassie, and she looked more surprised than I’d have thought possible. And then I realized just how much my hand hurt, and then she was in my arms and crying with pain and relief and I don’t know what else, because the emotions we both felt then were not of the kind you would normally feel, let alone be able to describe in words.


  §


  “What now?”


  She looked at me. “I thought you were the one with the answers?” she said.


  She clearly still couldn’t believe what I had done, and neither, in truth, could I.


  Already, they’d come running from the main house, as Cassie and I had hastily retreated into the trees.


  We hadn’t stopped yet.


  Now, the shock of events was starting to hit. Not just the horror of what we had been through, but the reality that we were still on Napier’s territory, and he had an armed security team here.


  We moved as fast as Cassie could go. She was limping, and in a lot of pain. I didn’t know what she’d been through to get here, and now was not the time to ask.


  “We need to get away,” I said, stating the obvious.


  “And I need to call my team,” Cassie said. “Napier’s little fantasy is over. It has to be.”


  “But how...?”


  She paused then, and smiled.


  “I have an idea,” she told me, before turning and leading the way through the trees once more.


  §


  We made it to the main road by where Auldbrigg Haw’s main driveway emerged through the forest, and that was where I saw where Cassie’s thinking was leading.


  A small group of cars had pulled up by the road here. What looked like hire cars, and a TV van.


  Immediately, we were the center of attention. Men and women gathering around us, cameras clicking.


  I recognized a face then, the guy who’d given me his business card.


  I smiled, nodded at him, and said, “You told me once to call you if I ever wanted to talk.”


  He nodded. “And has that time come?” he asked.


  “Oh yes. I’m ready to talk. I’m ready to tell you everything about my old pal, Stewart Napier, and the way he tried to hoodwink an entire nation, if you’re ready to listen?”


  That was when I realized Cassie had disentangled herself from my arm and slipped away from the cameras.


  She’d secured a cellphone from someone and, as I paused, she looked across at me and nodded.


  “Go on, Matthew,” she said. “Tell them. Tell them everything, while I make a few calls. And when you’re done I’ll be here waiting for you because I promise you one thing: I’m never going to vanish on you again.”


  
    
      	
        [image: image]

      

      	

      	
        [image: image]

      
    

  


  
    
      [image: image]

    


    Afters


    
      [image: image]
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  More from PJ Adams


  Stolen


  A Section Eight novel


  



  Sometimes, when you can have whatever you want, all that remains is what you can never have...


  



  A missing girl caught up in a vicious family feud, two lovers thrown together after ten years apart, and an estranged brother who finally has everything he wants except revenge...


  Jimmy Lazenby could have had it all. A bad boy born into a bad family, he could have inherited a share in a crime empire. Instead he took a different path, determined to redeem himself - to become one of the good guys whatever that might take. But how big is the difference between bad boy with a heart of gold and good guy with a heart of darkness?


  All Mel Conners wants is to find her missing friend. But when the trail leads back to her home town she must confront the demons of her past - and all the mistakes she's long since put behind her. Mistakes like Jimmy Lazenby...


  Stolen: a novel of second chances, kidnap, and dark family secrets. A gripping and steamy romantic thriller from the author of Trust and Rebound.


  



  Extract


  She came down. Blue jeans, black t-shirt, gray suede jacket. Swollen nose, grazed chin, and something new in her eyes.


  Her landlord took one look at her and left the room. This was shit he didn't want to be involved with – not so much the gun, the bruises, the blood on the shirt, but the look on her face.


  "I can't do this," she told Jimmy. She spread her hands as if to indicate the scale of this thing she couldn't do. "This. Us. Whatever it is. I can't fall. Not again. I won't let myself."


  Jimmy looked at her, only now understanding the levels of denial under which he'd submerged himself.


  "Fall?" he said. "Me neither. I have nowhere left to fall. I fell ten years ago and I never climbed out."


  He shrugged, looked away, looked back at her, at the understanding in her eyes, the knowledge that, deny it all she liked, this thing between them had a momentum she couldn't divert. It always had.


  How could he fall, when he'd never stopped loving her in the first place?


  "Breakfast?" he said.


  She nodded. Breakfast.


  (continues...)


  More information and purchasing links for Stolen are available from the author's website.


  


  



  Rebound


  A Section Eight novel


  



  The past... it will always catch up with you in the end.


  



  A retired secret agent with a dark and troubled past, a scientist who only wants to save the world, and a charismatic politician who might just want to stop her...


  Alex Mitchell is a man tormented by a dark and mysterious past. Until a couple of years ago he worked for Section Eight, a select group occupying the murky hinterland between the security services and the limits of international law. But now, as his quiet new life at a provincial university starts to unravel and his past catches up, he gets called on for one last job. For one thing will always remain true: you can never truly leave the Section.


  Sunita Chakravarti never meant to spend the night with him. That kind of casual thing never held any appeal for her, and even if it did, this is most certainly not the time: her own life is turbulent, and he's just split up with his girlfriend. The last thing Sunita wants is to be his rebound.


  And then there's Bernard Bowler, a charismatic politician drawn to Sunita and her work. A man who always gets what he wants. He offers her liberation, but what does he demand in return? And what will he do if she refuses him?


  Rebound: a novel of betrayal, kidnap, and possible redemption. A steamy romance, a topical contemporary thriller, and the story of three people thrown together even as they're torn apart.


  



  Extract


  She glanced out over the street. The sleet had turned to rain and was coming down harder now. When she looked back at Alex his eyes were fixed on her.


  “Tell me,” he said. He put a hand to her jaw then, and she let him, and in that instant she knew something had shifted, something twisting and turning in what they were, what they were doing. “Tell me,” he said again, “am I wrong now?”


  His mouth on hers...


  It was such a shock she almost jerked her head away. Then, it became even more of a shock that she had not pulled away and, instead, was pushing back against him, her lips meeting his, soft against firm, the smoothness of her skin against his harsh stubble.


  Whisky and beer and that indefinable taste of another person’s mouth, the pressing wetness of his tongue against hers.


  She felt intensely aware of his body against her, too, his arms drawing her harder into his embrace. Of the people all around them appearing to recede, either a lull in the conversations or her senses merely shutting them all out.


  The thumping of her heart in her chest and the ache in her lungs as she realized she had forgotten to breathe.


  The sudden confusion as she pulled away from him, stepped back, felt a renewed blast of cold wind and rain hammering against her face.


  She spun away, out onto the wide pavement, no shelter now, no man pressing against her, no mouth mashing with hers.


  She stopped, looked back, and he was standing on the edge of the crowd of smokers, watching her, his soaked suit clinging to him.


  She couldn’t work out if he was being sensitive by giving her space, or holding back, just as shocked and confused as she was.


  She shouldn’t have done it. Allowed it to happen.


  They’d both had too much to drink. He was over-emotional, vulnerable. She was the one who should have seen all that and stayed in control. She was the responsible adult here.


  She should never have allowed herself to get into this situation.


  The kiss. It was reckless. Insane. The element of surprise, of it just happening. The inevitability. The implications.


  She couldn’t process it right now. The madness of that kiss, the why and the what next of it.


  She turned away from him, finally dipping her head against the relentlessness of the chill winter rain. Her face was numb. Her brain, too.


  She started to walk, and didn’t know if he was following or not, didn’t know if she wanted him to be, or what she would do if he was.


  And that last... that scared her more than anything.


  (continues...)


  More information and purchasing links for Rebound are available from the author's website.


  


  



  Trust


  Never trust a man who says, "Trust me."


  Jess


  As soon as I saw him, I knew I was in too deep. He's a gentleman criminal. A cold-blooded villain. Half the city's terrified of him and the other's on his payroll. Now his sights are set on me... but I can't let him have me, no matter how much I'm drawn to him. I can't let myself fall.


  I came to London to put things right, not lose my heart to a dangerous crimelord. He says he won't hurt me... but how can I trust a man like him?


  



  Dean


  I'm in the thick of the biggest gang war London's ever seen: Russian mobsters on one side of me, crooked police on the other. Then she appears and changes everything. She makes me feel things I've never felt before and can't allow myself to feel now. But already she's closer to me than anyone has ever been... and I'm starting to suspect she has a secret that could destroy us both.


  From the moment I saw her I knew I needed her, naked and moaning under me, but I can't afford to give in to that need. Can't afford to care.


  Too many lives depend on it, including hers.


  



  Trust: A steamy, edge-of-the-seat romantic suspense thriller from the author of Winner Takes All and Black Widow.


  This is a standalone steamy romantic suspense novel with no cliffhanger and an HEA.


  



  More information and purchasing links for Trust are available from the author's website.
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  Black Widow


  Two years ago Eleanor Dryton lost her husband, her job and her friends.


  She lost everything about her old life that ever mattered to her.


  All she had left were her will and a burning desire for revenge.


  Now, El has served her time for being an unknowing partner in her murdered husband's crimes. Her prison sentence has toughened her up and she's learned that she can be bad.


  But when her search for revenge leads her to a man who takes bad to a completely different level just how far is she willing to go? If prison has hardened her, what effect will the man who killed her husband have? And does she even have any control over what happens next?


  A dark and disturbing romantic thriller from the bestselling author of Winner Takes All and The Object Of His Desire.


  Author's Note


  This is a dark romance novel. It contains themes of violence and mature situations that could make readers uncomfortable.


  Goodreads reviews:


  
    "This story is dark and twisted. I liked it."


    "My fave part is the ending. Not because the book was over, but because of the huge twist. I won't give it away, but BRAVA Ms. Adams."


    "I had a hard time putting this one down..."


    "Wow... Just wow! It was 'dark & twisty', kept me hooked and had plot twists that keep you guessing! Kudos to PJ Adams, I loved this book & would definitely recommend!"

  


  More information and purchasing links for Black Widow are available from the author's website.
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  Winner Takes All


  When a guy in a tux walks into a bar in the middle of nowhere, dripping wet from the storm, and pulls out a sodden roll of hundred dollar bills, you just know he's going to be trouble.


  Denny McGowan has lost his girl, his best friend and millions of dollars. All he has are the clothes on his back, the money in his pocket, an easy, wise-cracking charm that could melt the hardest of hearts... and two gangsters on his tail and out for revenge.


  Cassandra Dane is down on her luck, and on the run from a father fresh out of jail. She's probably the last girl you'd expect to hook up with someone as hot and exciting as Denny - and she knows it. But things are not always what they seem and sometimes you're just on the tail-end of a string of bad luck and worse decisions.


  When a one-night stand looks like becoming something more than that, Cassie must decide whether she can trust a complete stranger like Denny and work out what he's really after. As matters of the heart become matters of life and death, Cassie has some tough choices to make.


  And foremost among these: just how many chances do you give a guy like Denny McGowan?


  Winner Takes All: the explosive bad boy romance from bestselling erotic romance author PJ Adams.


  



  More information and purchasing links for Winner Takes All are available from the author's website.
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