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    Chapter One


    Friday, Washington, D.C.


    Noah White glanced at the shop front windows, examining his reflection and that of the street behind him.


    Four blocks, and not a single tail.


    He couldn’t decide if he was pleased or disappointed. He was a damn good undercover operative, but was he this good? After three years shouldn’t someone suspect something?


    When Noah had been offered this long-term contract with the CIA, he’d been close to burnout, wrung dry from back-to-back jobs in Europe that had spanned years each. Because of his in-depth knowledge helping shut down major Neo-Nazi groups, he’d been the perfect guy to infiltrate a white collar financial firm that was the front for a budding American branch of an already deadly supremacist group.


    These weren’t the garden variety, truck-driving, cutoff-shirt-wearing, gun-toting kind of Neo-Nazi, white-is-right types popularized in the media. The majority of the people Noah dealt with were educated, wealthy, and twisted as fuck. Their worldview was sickening on a level he hadn’t been prepared for. Noah couldn’t wait for the day the whole firm was shut down and he could move on to another gig. Even after being with them for years Noah had to watch his back. One foot out of place and they’d get twitchy.


    Good thing life wasn’t fun without risks.


    Noah took a right down an alley. Tucked under a makeshift shelter of wooden pallets was a beaten-up old sport bike. Casual Friday was a blessing. He pulled an ancient leather coat from the box on the back of the bike, shrugged into it, and crammed the helmet on his head. He spared one last moment to cover the structure with a piece of oversize cardboard, then he was gone, whipping his way through the busy D.C. streets.


    Tensions were high all over the city for a variety of reasons. Noah would rather not meet with his CIA handler, Hector Martinez, but he wanted to keep his job, so here he was. Being a CIA contract field asset had a lot of perks. The government needed guys like him. Guys who weren’t sworn to uphold the letter of the law. He was more about the spirit of it, which meant he bent a lot of rules that his superiors ignored. The flip side of the coin was that if Noah got caught he was on his own.


    Twenty minutes later, Noah coasted into the parking lot of a remote trailhead along the river. Several other cars sat empty, their owners likely out for a stroll or jog.


    He wasn’t dressed for either. He took one last look around before easing the bike up onto the sidewalk and killing the engine. He hooked the helmet on the handlebars and got off, his whole body seeming to vibrate from the shoddy shocks.


    A familiar broad-shouldered man leaned up against a brick wall overlooking the river twenty yards down the shaded path.


    Noah wished he knew what this meet was about. There was plenty of chatter at the day job, but nothing worth acting on. People were still buzzing about the recent election of Senator-now-President Fowler, but most had taken the wait-and-see option.


    He approached the large man in the long coat slowly, directing his gaze out over the water.


    “I thought you’d have been here already,” Hector drawled.


    “I can’t split whenever you want to shoot the bull.” Noah braced his forearms on the railing and stared out at the river. “There’s a lot of chatter, but no real plans. They’ve stopped moving money around, but the brainstorming sessions have started again. Talk is about who to back for the midterms, what lobbies to push.”


    “I didn’t bring you here to talk about that,” Hector said.


    Noah frowned. What the hell else would Hector want to talk to him about?


    “You still haven’t spoken to Rand or Sarah?”


    “What? No.” Noah scowled while his insides were churning. Shit. Did Hector know Noah was playing a double game?


    A year ago shit had hit the fan with fellow contract operative Rand Duncan. He and his girlfriend had not merely opened a can of worms, they’d blown it to pieces in a manner Noah was quite impressed with. If only those worms hadn’t been connected to a shadow organization embedded inside the CIA using government assets for profit and hanging Americans out to dry. It was the kind of heavy shit Noah didn’t want anything to do with.


    There was always the danger that Hector would find out the truth. He’d been left out of things since he willingly took a step back from the events of last year. It was for the best.


    So why was he asking about Rand now?


    “I told you,” Noah said. “Last time I talked to Rand was a year ago. I haven’t seen or heard from that asshole since. He won’t even send me a Christmas card, can you believe it?” At least these were the events Noah was committed to where his handler was concerned.


    Noah exhaled and let his eyes unfocus a tad, forcing himself to relax as much as he could. He trusted Hector about as much as he trusted anyone, which was to say not at all.


    In this line of work, if he trusted someone that was when they died. Up until now the one dying hadn’t been Noah. He’d prefer to keep it that way.


    “I’ve got a cleanup job for you.” Hector nodded to his right.


    Noah tracked the movement to a stone weighing down an envelope just off the trail. His stomach knotted.


    Cleanup jobs were not his cup of tea, but a necessary part of what he did. At least Hector hadn’t yet guessed Noah was still very much in contact with other, former contractors.


    “It’s not time sensitive, but it does need to be done right.” Hector straightened and pushed his sunglasses up his nose. “Make it look like an accident, suicide, I don’t care. Just make her go away.”


    “Sending me a girlfriend, are you? That’s sweet, you shouldn’t have.”


    “You’re a fucked-up son of a bitch, you know that?”


    “That’s why you like me.” Noah jerked his head toward the parking lot. “Get out of here so I can go.”


    “I’ll be in touch.”


    Noah pulled out his phone and dicked around while Hector’s footsteps faded and a car engine rumbled to life. Only when Noah was certain he was alone did he pick his way off the trail to where the envelope was.


    He opened the package and peered at the contents.


    A few photographs he didn’t examine and a USB that would no doubt have the rest of the target’s information on it.


    The government couldn’t kill their own people, but contractors could. All the perks of being a CIA company man, but none of the rules. It was a double-edged sword.


    He ambled down the path under the cover of the trees but didn’t spy another human being. He tugged the pictures out so he could get a look at the target.


    Noah’s mouth went dry and the world seemed to tilt a bit the instant his eyes landed on the woman’s face. He stepped off the path and leaned against a tree for support.


    Not her. Please, no.


    Whoever had taken the picture caught her in a moment of surprised laughter. He’d heard that magical sound a few times, but mostly she just glared at him. He couldn’t really blame her. He had dragged a dead body through her office. Bloodstains were a bitch to get out, except then the building had blown up so she had bigger things to worry about. She’d left an impression on him though, one that had stuck with him, coming back to tantalize his memory when he should have been paying attention to other things.


    Lillian Matthews was a good person with the heart of an angel. So much better than himself. People like her were the reason he did this job. They needed to be protected, and now someone had put a price on her head.


    “Shit, shit, shit.” He shoved the whole package into his inner jacket pocket.


    Sweat broke out along his spine and his throat closed up.


    No one loyal to the CIA had issued this order.


    Whoever wanted Lillian dead was dirty and more than likely part of the same secret intelligence agency imbedded within the CIA that they’d learned about close to two years ago. Lillian worked for her family’s D.C. firm as a fixer, which was how she’d gotten involved in the plot to uncover the organization they only knew of by the letters SICA, trying to uncover the evils being committed under the American flag.


    From what he understood, they’d glimpsed the nightmare behind the curtain during an op gone wrong to rescue another operative’s girlfriend. Rand and Sarah had gotten involved with some scary guys and Noah had been more than happy for the chance to do something. If he’d known when Rand and Sarah called on him for help that he’d eventually be here, in this park, holding a kill order on Lillian, would he have answered?


    His gut said yes. But now he was caught between the CIA and Lillian.


    If it weren’t for SICA and this whole mess Noah would never have known of or met Lillian Matthews. He’d been doing his job, keeping his head down when his buddy Andy dragged him into the middle of this mess and toe-to-toe with the woman who’d haunted Noah’s dreams.


    He kicked a rock, though it didn’t do anything to release the tight coil of tension inside of him.


    Lillian wasn’t guilty of anything. Oh, she might be a touch full of herself, but Noah could appreciate a healthy ego. Her worst crimes were wanting to do what was right and not looking out for her own best interests.


    He strode back to his bike, rolling his options around in his head.


    If he went through with the job, the world would get a little bit darker. He’d done a lot of bad things in his time on this earth, but he wasn’t sure he could do this. If he didn’t, he’d be signing his own death warrant. He’d be all but admitting his part in the plot to uncover SICA. Besides, contractors who began refusing direct orders didn’t have a job—or a life—after that. The hard truth was, if he didn’t kill her, someone else would. This group would cover their ass by eliminating everything and everyone in their path. Including him.


    He should kill her.


    How would he do it?


    Noah squeezed his eyes shut.


    No, he didn’t want to go there. So what the hell was he going to do?


    …


    Saturday, Lillian Matthews’ Home, Washington, D.C.


    Lillian Matthews watched the broad shoulders of the man in her living room through the two windows at the front of her house. How was it her life had come to this?


    Every night was the same now. She’d leave work with her coworker, Jesse, and wait for him to check her home over, searching for a killer lying in wait, any sign of intrusion, and when he was satisfied, Lillian could do what she did every night. Jog miles on her treadmill, guzzle water, and lie to herself.


    It would all be just fine.


    Ha.


    Jesse flipped off the lights and she blew out a breath.


    The house was clear. She could lock herself up for the night.


    Lillian gathered her things and met Jesse on the sidewalk. Even in the darkness she could feel his scowl.


    Coworker. As if. He was more like the overprotective big brother she’d never asked for.


    “I know. I should wait for you. I’m just tired.” She breezed past Jesse. “Thanks again.”


    “Call me in the morning,” he said.


    The days when Lillian could come and go as she pleased were gone.


    She was living a double life.


    By day, she carried on with her normal routine, working at the Matthews Corp, talking to clients, doing what the Matthews family did best. Fix things.


    By night, she was helping save the world. She’d had ideas about doing her part to protect people, make a difference. She should have asked the people at the CIA for more details back then, but she’d gotten caught up in the moment, holding her best friend as she mourned the death of her mother. It sure as hell wasn’t manning a secure network of covert agents spread across the globe working to ferret out the bad guys.


    She was in way, way over her head.


    Lillian locked her front door and made a circuit of the living room, closing the blinds and pulling the curtains, shutting out the rest of the world. Sometimes she wished she could tune out, stop being involved, hide, but that would solve nothing.


    Her stomach twisted and growled like a living thing.


    Had she eaten today?


    Cooking was out of the question. She was worn out, and still had so much to do, so something microwaveable it was.


    Lillian unbuttoned her jacket and laid it over the back of the closest dining chair. She needed to check over the plans for work before her sister, Camilla, called, and after that chat Lillian could really begin working. If she got to bed before two it would be a good night.


    She pulled the freezer door open and stared at the options.


    “That pesto pasta thing is pretty good.”


    The sound of a voice, a male voice at that, in her home when she should be alone sent a surge of panic coursing through her veins. Lillian gasped and whirled, clutching the first dinner she could grasp to her chest.


    A pair of blue eyes twinkled at her. The light glinted in his blond hair. He sat on the bar stool across from her, as though she’d walked past him and hadn’t seen him. She was certain he hadn’t been there a moment ago. Then again, Noah White did take great pleasure in being a pain in her ass. Kind of like the boys in grade school who used to pull her hair.


    “Jesus. What are you doing here?” Lillian slammed the freezer door shut, equally angry with him and frustrated with herself. How had Jesse missed a whole person?


    “Laundry. My washer is busted.” A dimple creased his cheek on one side of his mouth. His very kissable mouth. The same one he used to say things that made her want to slap him. Most days she wanted to do both.


    “That’s what a laundromat is for.” She ripped the package open, taking her irritation out on the cardboard.


    “But then I wouldn’t get to see your pretty face.”


    His smile put her at ease, even when she knew she shouldn’t allow him to lull her into a false sense of safety. It grated on her nerves, but she had to give him credit. He was damn good at his job if he could get her to trust him when she knew better. She dealt with liars on a daily basis. “You could just Google me if that’s what you wanted,” she grumbled and crossed her arms over her chest.


    “Nothing like seeing the real thing.” He winked at her and damn if she didn’t want to chuckle. He was good.


    “Why are you here?” she asked again.


    “I wanted to catch up. See what’s going on.” He spread his hands. “I’m totally out of the loop here.”


    Lillian stared at him.


    He pointed at the microwave. “You know you have to press the ‘start’ button, right?”


    She pivoted and jabbed the numbers. And pressed start.


    She braced her hand on the counter and stared at him. “I’ll ask you again—why are you here?”


    He shrugged and leaned on the bar. “There are a lot of jobs coming down the pipeline. Curious what everyone is doing.”


    She returned his smile. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


    Noah wasn’t on her roster. Yes, he’d helped save her best friend’s life, but he wasn’t part of their team. His call. She had offered. And that left her with questions.


    He slid off the stool. “What kind of music do you like?”


    “Noah.”


    He crossed into the living room. “I couldn’t help but notice this really cool sound system you’ve got here. I’d love to give it a go.”


    She followed him as far as the arch. “I do not want you here, do you understand?”


    More accurately, he would be a distraction. He’d tease her. She’d end up laughing even though she knew better.


    “I’ve developed a real appreciation for dubstep. You listen to the stuff?”


    She followed him across the living room. “Dub—what?”


    “Dubstep.” Noah grinned and mashed the buttons on the remote.


    A throbbing beat set against the trilling sounds of an electronic synthesizer blared from the speakers.


    Lillian clapped her hands over his ears. She growled her frustration at him, but the sound was drowned out by the godawful stuff he called music. How could he be so obnoxious, dangerous, and charming? It wasn’t fair.


    She tried to snatch the remote, but Noah grasped her wrist and stepped in close. The jovial smile was gone. He stared at her with all the feeling of a statue. Those sparkling eyes of his were bitterly cold, his fingers so tight they made her wrist ache and her little finger throb.


    She froze, suddenly feeling like the rabbit caught in a trap. Noah was dangerous. She could never forget that.


    “My handler wants me to kill you,” he said just loud enough for her to hear over the music.


    Kill. Her?


    As in ding-dong-dead?


    The music wasn’t her problem. Hell, she couldn’t even hear it past the rush of blood in her ears. Her stomach knotted up and she thought she might hurl on him.


    Would he let her go if she displayed her dazzling upchuck abilities?


    Part of her had been waiting for this, knowing there would come a day when she was the target. She’d simply expected it to be a surprise. One moment she was alive, the next not. She wasn’t prepared to stare death in the eyes.


    Except she wasn’t dead yet.


    Fight back.


    All of this flitted through her brain in a matter of seconds while Noah continued to watch and wait.


    She sucked in a breath and shoved her free hand at his face, doing her best to drive the palm of her hand into his throat or nose.


    Noah reacted just as fast, twisting so that her blow carried her stumbling past him. He wrapped his other arm around her waist and picked her up off the ground, her back to his chest, his face next to her ear.


    He kept her body close to his. “Lily. Stop.”


    She kicked back, but her blows didn’t seem to so much as distract him. Noah was sent to kill her. He would do it, too. She’d seen him practically giddy about ending a man’s life. Would he regret her death? Would he enjoy it? She had to get to the Taser in the vase by the sofa. Her phone. Something.


    “Goddamn it.” He let go of her and she stumbled a few steps away before he was there again, crowding her back against the wall, his face inches from hers. “I’m not going to kill you. Stop acting like a brat.”


    The room rushed back into focus. She was aware of the smell of food. The pictures rattling on the walls from the thump of the bass. And the way Noah smelled.


    The microwave dinged in the kitchen.


    He jerked his head. “The microwave.”


    She grasped a handful of his shirt, the emotional and logical whiplash a real thing. “Wait. What?”


    Noah dislodged himself from her grip and backed up. “Get your dinner.”


    She gaped at him. How could he talk about food when her life was on the line? “I’m not hungry anymore.”


    He shrugged. “Fine. I’ll take it out.”


    Lillian staggered to the sofa and fell back onto her ass as he headed into the kitchen.


    If she wanted to get away, now was her chance. She could be out the door and into her car before he came back. But Noah said he didn’t want to kill her. She needed to know why, as well as who, exactly, had sent him.


    She couldn’t leave without knowing everything Noah knew. Lillian gripped the sofa with both hands and forced herself to breathe, staring at the blinking audio levels on the sound system. She’d gotten it for movie nights, usually with her best friend Carol. She was gone now, wrapped up in this same spy drama that Lillian was. It was all so surreal, and she was in over her head.


    Noah ambled into the living room, her dinner in hand. “This is good. You sure you don’t want it?”


    “First you want to kill me and now you’re eating my food?”


    Noah winked, then handed the fork and dish over. “I do not want to kill you and I’m making sure it’s not poisoned.”


    Lillian took it on principle and set it on the coffee table out of easy reach from Noah.


    He leaned back, spreading his arms along the sofa cushions, taking up all the space he could. His fingers brushed her shoulder and she resisted the urge to lean toward him. He could still be a danger to her, and she’d be stupid to forget it.


    Noah’s gaze went cold again and he tugged on a bit of her hair. “You’ve got crosshairs on you, Lily. Why does someone up the ladder want you dead?”


    Lillian blew out a breath and faced forward, sorting her thoughts. Did she trust Noah? Could she? The others had put her in control of their operation. It was her call to bring him in or not, and she didn’t know what the right choice was.


    Eight months ago, her best friend, Carol, an analyst for the CIA, stumbled onto very dangerous information. A man like Noah, a private contractor for the CIA by the name of Andy, had saved Carol. Together they’d uncovered some pretty damning evidence. It was enough that someone had tried to silence them by portraying Carol and Andy as traitors and terrorists. Whoever it was succeeded, and in doing so, sent six people on the run. A former CIA operative and his humanitarian girlfriend, Rand and Sarah, had been in hiding since last year. Lillian had the least interaction with them. Then there was Mitch and Irene, two CIA agents fighting to do the right thing. And of course Carol and Andy. The idea that the CIA had been breached, that there were enemies within the department, was something no one wanted to happen. Now that it had, anyone who knew about the existence of SICA was a target.


    Noah’s voice hardened. “Lily, why does the CIA want you dead?”


    She smoothed her slacks over her knees.


    The truth was so absurd he’d never believe her.


    His tone gentled and he slid his hand down her arm to her wrist. “I might be your only friend right now.”


    He was trying different approaches, figuring out how to make her open up to him. If she wasn’t used to watching her sister do this same thing with clients it might work. She didn’t want Noah treating her like that. She didn’t want to be managed.


    “I need a minute.” She pushed to her feet and paced the living room in time to the music.


    It was kind of good for pacing. The heavy beat. It put a rhythm on her thoughts.


    In the beginning, when Rand and Sarah first stumbled on the existence of a double-agent with ties to an organization no one had ever heard of, Noah had been there. Been part of the solution. But in the last few months he’d distanced himself. Why? He knew enough to be a danger to the team Lillian ran. If he was under pressure, he could easily tell someone in the CIA connected to SICA what her team was up to or what they’d done. But he hadn’t. And instead of doing as he was told and killing her, he was looking for answers. That was a good sign, wasn’t it? Unless he was here to find out what she and the others were up to. It would be completely logical to send a person she was familiar with to question her.


    “Lily, not to rush brilliance, but we don’t have all night. Eventually your neighbors will complain about the music.”


    She stopped and stared at him. “How do I know I can trust you?”


    “You haven’t called your watchdog,” he said.


    “Watchdog?” She frowned. “Jesse?”


    She could call Jesse. He’d come. But what would Noah do then?


    “Yeah.” Noah grinned. “Deep down you know you like me, you just don’t want to admit it.”


    She crossed her arms over her chest. “Like you? I don’t even want to know you.” That was a lie. She was curious about him, but wouldn’t stroke his ego enough to ask.


    “Back to the part where you tell me why someone wants to kill you.” He pinned her with a serious stare. “What have Rand and Andy got you involved with?”


    “Nothing.”


    “Lily, I’m not stupid. No one would send me to kill a pretty, harmless girl like you without reason. I know Rand and Sarah haven’t been seen since we rescued her from the Chinese. I was there when we pulled Andy’s ass out of the fire and rescued Carol. I know they’ve got you roped into something that as of this moment could get you killed. What’s worth killing you over?”


    She bit the inside of her lip. She knew a little about the incident that had sent Rand and Sarah into hiding.


    There were times when she wanted someone to talk to about all this. She was barely thirty years old. She was in so over her head it was a wonder she hadn’t succumbed to this already.


    She turned, breaking the stare with Noah. “I need a real reason to believe you. To trust you.” Her gut only went so far.


    “I’ve never told anyone about my involvement at the marina with Rand and Sarah—”


    She whirled around to face him. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


    Noah was right behind her, not safely on the sofa.


    She sucked in a breath and took a step back.


    “They didn’t tell you about the marina?” He frowned.


    “No.”


    “That was where the showdown with the Chinese happened. Rand’s girlfriend got captured. We played G.I. Joe and rescued her. Andy got to scratch a kill off his bucket list. And I got to shoot things. We all went home happy.” The corners of his mouth curled up in something that was supposed to be a smile. “Point is, I know a lot and I’ve said nothing. This could be your opportunity.”


    “What opportunity is this?” She tried rotating the situation in her head, but couldn’t yet see the whole picture. Who? What? Where? Why? How?


    “Not dying?”


    She threw her hands up in the air. “You haven’t spoken to any of us. You’ve been out of contact for months. What changed? Why now? Why help?”


    His smile widened into a grin. “You take me to the most interesting places. Remember that romantic stroll in the sewer?”


    She nearly gagged at the memory of the smell. “Noah, I need you to be serious.”


    The smile dropped and the person staring back at her was every bit of the killer he’d been sculpted into. There were no smiles now, no sparks of mischief, just coldness. “I am serious. Give me a reason to disobey my orders. Any reason you can think of.”


    Lillian drew herself up. “Because I’m one of the good guys and you know it.”


    “Good guys die every day, sweetheart.” Noah edged closer. “I need something else.”


    She couldn’t tell him. It wasn’t smart. He could be lying. “Because I could get your order overturned,” she hedged.


    He was so near now his breath brushed her cheek. “You’d have to be plugged into someone pretty far up the food chain for that to be a viable option.”


    Did the President of the United States count?


    She swallowed.


    That went straight to the top of the list of things she couldn’t say to him.


    She tipped her chin up. He would not rattle her. “Give me a few hours, okay?”


    “One hour.”


    “Fine.”


    “I’ll wait right here.”


    “Noah—”


    He grasped her shoulders. Some of his badass agent mask seemed to fade. Under the grins and the bravado, he really was struggling with this.


    Was it possible Noah had a heart?


    The idea fascinated her.


    “If I don’t do this, they’ll send someone else. Someone who may be cruel. I don’t want to see you killed, but I don’t want to see worse happen to you either. We get this handled now.”


    She jerked her head in a nod. There were worse things than death. “Wait here.”


    Lillian padded down the hall to the large closet under the stairs. She pulled the door open and looked at Noah. He remained standing where she’d left him, but the way he watched her made it feel as though he were right behind her. This was outside the normal protocol, but threat to life was one of the admissible deviations to the order of things.


    This would change everything.


    She stepped into the closet and flipped on the light. The space was just big enough for one person to stand between the rack of winter clothes and holiday boxes. She pulled the door closed and locked it from the inside. Jesse had reinforced the walls. Metal plates were hidden under drywall, creating a little bullet and bombproof room. The idea was that in the instance of a true emergency she’d be safe until someone could extract her. But it served another purpose, too.


    While Lillian had contact with a limited number of CIA agents, there was only one person she answered to.


    President Fowler.


    And there wasn’t a soul alive who just called him up. No, getting a hold of the president required a secure line and room.


    She reached between the winter coats on the left side and grabbed the black case hidden behind them. Jesse had installed a shelf on the sloping side of the closet to act as a makeshift phone desk. She set the case there and unlocked it using her code and thumbprint. The locks disengaged and she opened it, blowing out a breath.


    This wasn’t what she wanted to do. Every time she had one of these chats she felt like crawling out of her skin.


    How had her life led her here?


    It all went back to deciding that going through the CIA Academy was a fantastic idea. She was a Matthews. She was destined to work for the family firm, but attending the academy gave her contacts and friends inside the government. Her sister had actually valued her opinion and resources. Oh, and along the way she’d managed to get their whole family company involved in a covert, off-the-books operation to hunt and eliminate SICA.


    And now that had come back to haunt her.


    She plugged the phone cord into the wall jack and the phone light flickered green.


    The inner workings of the case encrypted the call, making it a secure line. She only spoke to a handful of people this way to preserve their safety. Tonight she was going all the way to the top.


    Lillian dialed the number from memory.


    It rang once, not even enough for the tremor of nerves to pass before a male voice answered.


    “Yes?”


    “Lillian Matthews.”


    “Code?”


    “The sun also rises.”


    “Confirmed. Report?”


    “I need to speak to him.”


    “He’s busy.”


    “It’s important.”


    “Is there a danger to life?”


    “Yes.”


    “Who?”


    “Mine.”


    “One moment.”


    The line went silent.


    These chats were brief, but from the questions she could infer that there were acceptable losses, lines she knew nothing about. It was the frustrating reality of what she did.


    “What is it?” This voice was different. Smooth like milk chocolate and satin. It was the voice that had seduced a nation.


    “SICA has dispatched Noah White to kill me. He’s sitting in my living room waiting for an order to overturn the one he was given.”


    “Then whoever is pulling SICA’s strings doesn’t know he’s sympathetic to our side.” His voice relaxed. “Interesting.”


    “Is he really? Can you call him off?”


    “Hmm.”


    That one sound had her stomach knotting tighter and her knees wobbling. She’d put her life in this man’s hands and he had to think about what to do?


    “You’re going to have to handle this one on your own,” he said.


    “But, sir—”


    “I’ve put my neck on the line, and I’m the one getting raked over the coals. Not you. You handle this man. Turn him if you can, but I can’t play my hand on this. Not yet. Understand?”


    The line clicked before she could get a sound out.


    What was she going to do?

  


  
    Chapter Two


    Noah crept toward the closet door. If he hadn’t explored the house earlier, he’d wonder if she had an escape hatch built in and was currently trying to escape. But he knew she didn’t.


    If she were his to protect, that would be one of the first things he’d do after booby-trapping the various entry points.


    Fuck.


    He shut his eyes, tamping down on the knee-jerk urge to protect her. That wasn’t his job. But he wanted it to be. He was screwed up in the head. He had no business getting involved in trying to do good.


    The door swung open, almost nailing him in the face. He caught the edge and stared down at her pale face and wide, fearful eyes.


    He reached for her without thinking. There was a half-formed escape plan forming in the back of his head. “What’s wrong?”


    “We…” She cleared her throat and gave herself a little shake, pulling herself together. She was damn amazing.


    She pinned him with a stare that was likely supposed to be authoritative. “We need to talk.”


    Noah nodded.


    “Downstairs.” She gestured toward the kitchen. “Turn the music off.”


    “Ladies first.”


    Lillian closed the closet door and locked it with a key he hadn’t seen her use before. She led the way down the hall, through the arch, and into the kitchen. They descended a set of stairs next to her pantry down to her basement.


    He’d been down here while waiting for her to arrive. The finished basement was its own cozy apartment. It, like the rest of her home, was done in neutral colors that weren’t her. No, Lillian made him think of rich jewel tones, warmth, a bit of sparkle. Her home was boring. Bland. An image he didn’t believe. But the Matthews were a name people recognized. It stood to reason that even their private lives had to measure up to public scrutiny.


    All in all, it was a good spot to chat with the added security of no windows.


    He sat on the pull-out sofa up against the wall and watched Lillian pace. “How certain are you there are no bugs in this place?”


    “Jesse has a thing installed down here.” She waved at the TV.


    “Mind if I…?”


    “Go ahead.”


    He pushed to his feet and crossed the floor. Sure enough, taped to the wall was a low frequency device commonly used to jumble less sophisticated listening devices. Someone would have to sneak a sizeable microphone and transmitter into the house to get past this thing.


    Maybe he’d underestimated the watchdog. “Talk.”


    Lillian paced the room. “What do you think you know?”


    “Rand and Andy got you involved with this SICA group, and now you’re a target.”


    She paused to stare at him. “And? Anything else?”


    “I’ve kept my distance.” When pressed he’d told them it was because his plate was full. In truth, he didn’t believe he was good enough to join their justice team.


    “When’s the last time you heard from them?”


    “Rand and Andy?” Noah frowned. “Well, I saw Rand last when the Coast Guards arrested us. Andy, when I left the airplane. I’m guessing you know what plane I’m talking about?”


    “I do. That’s really the last you saw or heard from any of them?”


    “In person, yeah. I’ve heard from Andy a few times, but like I told him, this isn’t my problem.”


    “But now it is?”


    “What can I say? You’re awfully motivating.”


    Lillian scowled at him. “Be serious.”


    “What do you want me to say?” Because Noah couldn’t tell her the truth, that ever since he’d locked eyes with her she’d haunted his dreams. Not that they were terrifying. Much the opposite.


    She crossed her arms over her chest. “The truth. Why not kill me and get it over with already?”


    “I don’t want to.” When he looked at her, killing was the last thing on his mind. She made him think of warm, rumpled sheets. A crackling fireplace. A quiet place to rest. And he didn’t deserve that.


    “That’s it?”


    “It’s all the reason I’ve ever needed.”


    She couldn’t help herself. She made a disgusted sound in the back of her throat and rolled her eyes. “That might have worked a year ago, but I need more now, Noah.”


    “That’s for you to decide. I’m not going to make promises I can’t keep or tell you what you want to hear.” He stared into her troubled eyes and part of him wanted to pull her close, hold her, protect her. Yeah, his mind was made up. He wasn’t going to kill her. He was going to save her, kicking and screaming if he had to. “What’s it going to be?”


    Lillian smoothed a hand over her hair and down her ponytail, eyes shut. He could feel the tension rolling off her. He was asking her for trust he didn’t deserve. Hadn’t earned.


    “Fine.” Her eyes popped open and she stared at him. “Rand and Sarah, Andy and Carol, Mitch and Irene—they’re not in hiding. They’re on specific fact-finding missions working with a joint task force of international intel agencies trying to figure out how deeply SICA is entrenched in the CIA.”


    Noah nodded. “I assumed they weren’t lounging on a beach doing nothing. How do you fit into this?”


    “They have to answer to someone. I’m the operator on the line.”


    “You’re their handler?”


    “I guess so.”


    “Is this a CIA thing?”


    “No.”


    Shit.


    What went higher than the CIA?


    “Who do you answer to then?” He was pretty sure he didn’t want to know.


    “I can’t tell you that. Or…I don’t think it’s a good idea to tell you that.”


    Noah grimaced. “Fuck. You don’t have to say it now.”


    No wonder President Fowler hadn’t come out and condemned his bastard son, Mitch, for the attack on a government building despite the video evidence. If that grainy, doctored video could even be called proof.


    “Let me get this straight,” he said evenly. “You’re running an off-the-books intel op with six of the CIA’s most wanted rogue agents and you only answer to one person?”


    “Yes.”


    “Damn.” It was a stupid, crazy death wish, and the adrenaline junky part of him wanted in.


    Lillian licked her lips. “The person who gave you this assignment, did they say anything about the baby?”


    “Baby? What the hell kind of code name is that?”


    “No. I mean, a real baby.”


    He frowned. “No…”


    “Okay. Good.” Lillian rubbed her forehead. “That’s good.”


    “Who got knocked up?” He wanted to stuff that question back in his mouth the moment it was out.


    “Sarah. She’s due any day now.”


    Noah groaned. “Fuck.”


    A baby, any kind of hospital stay, would make the couple a target and thereby a risk to everyone they were working with.


    Lillian pivoted. “What about a journalist?”


    “No. No one mentioned a journalist. I’ll show you exactly what Hector gave me.” Noah dug into his pocket.


    “Hector?” she parroted back, her skin going pale.


    “Yeah.” Noah was worried about that connection. “He was completely unaware you and I had ever met. I’m guessing that’s intentional?”


    “Irene and Mitch said Hector began pulling back, distancing himself from them when Carol went underground. That sounds awfully familiar. Who do I know that did something similar?” Lillian cocked her head to the side and narrowed her eyes at him.


    “This is different. Take it. Look.”


    She took the envelope from him and flipped through the pictures. She didn’t seem shocked or surprised in the least. “These are all recent. Last week at most. They must have just identified me.”


    Noah had to tell her something, but the truth wasn’t an option. She’d never believe him. “I backed off because I had to, for my op. I couldn’t tell anyone what was going on.”


    “And now?”


    “Let’s just say there are some people in this world blissfully unaware they were supposed to die in a targeted attack made to look like a horrific accident.” It was the truth, but it hadn’t eaten up all of Noah’s time.


    “I’ll sleep on it. I might trust you in the morning.”


    “Okay.” He’d take even a little win right now with her. This whole operation was so much deeper and murkier than he’d thought. “I hate to ask, but—journalist?”


    “Irene and Mitch are looking into an investigative journalist in Europe. Some guy who’s a big name.”


    “You want to go public?”


    Lillian shook her head and paced away from him. “No. Going public would be terrible. It would expose the US, endanger people across the world, the ramifications would be…disastrous. But, we need to keep our options open.”


    “Going public with a shadow organization is the worst thing you could do. Haven’t you seen Alias? The Black List? Any Jason Bourne movie?”


    “That’s fiction.” She whirled to face him. “This is real life. I am aware. We have to be prepared.”


    Noah closed the distance between them. “This is big stuff. It’ll eat you up, spit you out, and keep churning through people. You’ve got family, a life, a career. Think about that.”


    “I am.” She pressed the envelope to his chest. “Last year I worked a case for one of the research and development companies the DoD contract. There was a break-in and their whole lab team was killed. The deaths were blamed on a mistake in the system calibration. A week later, the weapon they were working on showed up in a Middle Eastern town. It killed dozens of people. Some sort of gas. My job? Fix it. Make it go away.”


    “That’s heartbreaking, but those people are dead and you’re alive.”


    “I’m not finished.” She stared at him. “With Carol’s help, I have identified half a dozen of my cases I can trace back to SICA. People died. I had to fix that. Dress it all up for the public. These people, the ones behind SICA, they’re killing people, Noah. This is what they do. They want something, so they eliminate everyone and everything in their way. And I helped them get away with it.”


    “No, you did your job helping the companies they victimized.”


    “But because of me there were no investigations. We were able to tie it all up, make it go away. I helped them spin the story.” Her eyes shone with unshed tears. Lillian might play the role of a hard-ass during the day, but the woman had a heart so big it scared Noah.


    His voice came out husky and rough. “Terrible people do terrible things all the time.”


    Her eyes searched his face. “And you can live with that?”


    A retort was on the tip of his tongue. He was used to giving blithe answers, being a dick, but he couldn’t pretend she didn’t affect him.


    “I should say that it gets easier with time.” He turned away. “But it doesn’t. You just get really good at surviving.”


    “Is that what you want to do? Survive?”


    He shrugged. “At the end of the day, yeah.”


    “I want more.”


    “I used to say that, too.”


    Noah felt the unfamiliar bite of guilt. He’d become immune to it over the years, but she made him remember what it was like to be human. To believe in something.


    One of the phones in his pocket vibrated.


    He pulled it out and grimaced. His day job. Awesome. He’d known skipping lunch to meet with Hector was a bad idea.


    “I have to take this.” No part of him wanted to.


    “I should call Camie before it gets too late.” Lillian sighed and her shoulders slumped, the weariness showing through her professional mask.


    “How’s she doing?”


    “Stark raving mad?”


    “Tell me more in a minute.” He flicked his finger across the answer button. “Hey.”


    “Where were you yesterday?” his boss said on the other end of the line.


    “Something came up. Anything important happen?”


    Noah glanced across the basement at Lillian. She’d perched on the pull-out sofa, her head in her hand and phone to her ear.


    She was just another woman. That was the lie he’d told himself after meeting her for the first time. But she wasn’t. Lillian Matthews had gotten under his skin. She made him remember what it was like to be human. To want something. He couldn’t let her die.


    …


    Saturday. Capital Building Parking Structure, Washington, D.C.


    Hector kept his eyes straight ahead. He didn’t look at the man in the back of the car or pretend he had any idea who the agent sitting next to him was. Those were the rules of this game.


    “Talk,” the man behind him said. The gravelly voice didn’t go that far in disguising who he was. Maybe these tricks worked on agents and operatives who didn’t spend much time in the office, but Hector knew who this man was.


    “Noah took the job,” Hector replied. “If he follows his standard operating procedure, something should happen in the next few days. If it doesn’t, we’ll know he’s part of this rogue group.”


    He kept the rest of his thoughts to himself. If Noah didn’t come through, it could incriminate Hector. Just because he’d proven himself by turning on Irene and Mitch didn’t mean the powers that be would accept him into the SICA fold.


    “Also, I got a possible hit on Rand and Sarah.” Hector handed an envelope back. “If my source is right, there were complications with the birth. They visited a hospital to save both the mother and child. I suspect they won’t stay long, but they’re there now.”


    “Good. Any leads on if they were connected to the Hong Kong deal going south?”


    Hector grimaced. Ever since Rand had killed one of the Chinese agents in a rogue mission to save his now wife, things had been tense. SICA had been poised to profit, and would have, but the intel they’d delivered was corrupted and now the Chinese suspected that SICA had sought to play them from the beginning. “Those were her stomping grounds. It’s a good assumption.”


    “I’ll send a team. See what we find.”


    “Anything else?” Hector asked.


    “No. I’ll be in touch.”


    Hector got out of the car. He didn’t exactly scramble, but he was glad to be free of the confined space.


    He began walking toward the stairs and freedom.


    The car pulled off the solid yellow line and headed out of the garage.


    This was a ridiculous cat and mouse game. He was here, a part of this, because he wanted to protect himself, but he didn’t trust these people. The way he saw it, the CIA was overrun with these bastards and they were firmly into if you can’t beat ’em, join ’em territory. Irene, Mitch, and the others wanted to make a stand. For what? The CIA, that killed its own as soon as they became a problem? For a country that wanted to take away their rights? Fuck that. Hector had given decades of his life in a misguided sense of loyalty and service.


    From now on, the only person he was concerned about was himself.


    …


    Sunday. Munich, Germany.


    Irene Drummond stared at the blinking light, all those ones and zeros transmitting beautifully. If she moved, even the slightest, the signal would be gone and they’d have to find a different spot.


    Mitch loitered at the entrance to the alley, watching the pedestrians go by.


    The months since they’d parted with the team and fled to Europe had worn on Irene. She’d been at the CIA game for too many decades. By all rights she should be too old for this, but here they were. Playing spy one more time.


    “How much longer?” Mitch turned his head. In an attempt to hide his identity he’d grown a massive, busy beard that made him look like a homeless, blond Viking. Really, they couldn’t look more different.


    She didn’t respond.


    These things couldn’t be rushed.


    Mitch Fowler had never been a field operative. His work was done from behind a desk, but he was catching on fast. His patience, though, still left a lot to be desired.


    The light stopped blinking.


    “Got it.” She pocketed the device and strode to Mitch’s side.


    “It’s clear,” he said.


    She walked past him, merging with the foot traffic outside the hotel. Despite the darkness of night she didn’t remove her hat or sunglasses. By the time she reached the low-budget room they’d rented blocks away, she was sweating and ready to be done for the night. She hadn’t slept since before their unplanned trip to Berlin. They’d thought they were being tailed, that SICA might be following them or aware of the journalist they were looking into. So they’d run and no one had followed, a good sign.


    Irene took the interior stairs up to the room. She could hear Mitch’s argument in her head, that going into the flat first should be his job. But his shoulder was still healing from a tussle with one of their contacts’ bodyguards. Until that healed he’d have to let her take the lead.


    The hall was devoid of people. The other temporary tenants were likely out at this hour. She pulled her handgun from under her coat and unlocked the apartment door, swinging it open.


    Everything was just as they’d left it hours ago, down to Mitch’s half-eaten meal.


    Irene crept toward the coat closet. She swallowed down the pinprick of nerves and reached for the knob. This part never got routine. It was why she’d never pursued true fieldwork. Her nerves got the best of her.


    She jerked the closet door open and sidestepped, but the space was empty.


    Irene blew out a breath and proceeded to check over the rest of the small space without incident. All in all it was a nice, one-room loft apartment with a private bathroom. Better than some of the places they’d stayed.


    Satisfied there was no immediate danger, she opened the window. Below, Mitch scaled the fire escape, the metal vibrating under his weight.


    By all appearances, the drive to Berlin and back was for nothing. They hadn’t been accosted. No one had followed them. The apartment was undisturbed. And their mark was as unaware of them now as he had been before. These were all things that should make her breathe easier, but didn’t.


    She took an old MP3 player outfitted with a radio receiver out of her pocket and put one earbud in. She slowly scanned the channels until she found a decent amount of static and walked the room. If a listening device had been planted in here while they were away the radio waves would pick it up as a wicked-sounding squeal. Cheap man’s bug detector.


    Mitch had to bend in half to slide through the small window. He was a big man, taking after his father in both height and the width of his shoulders.


    Irene’s skin prickled and she hated how aware of him she was. How each day her focus tipped from “what’s good for our country?” to “what’s good for Mitch?”


    They should have never gotten romantically involved. Between their job, the constant close confines, and the stress, she was falling for him. And that couldn’t be allowed.


    “We’re good.” Mitch deposited his bag on the floor and sat on the sofa. “Do you want to go over the stuff, or should I?”


    “You.” Irene handed him the transmitter.


    “Oh, so you’re answering me now, huh?” He grinned and despite the beard she knew how his face crinkled and his eyes lit up.


    She grit her teeth and headed toward the bathroom. It was the only barrier she could put between them.


    “You can’t keep not talking to me. I’m not going away. We have to at least put up with each other.”


    Irene stepped into the bathroom and closed the door. Safe inside these four walls, she wrapped her arms around herself and bent over the sink.


    Her heart was too fragile to trust to another man, and there was too much on the line. Falling for Mitch was a landmine that would blow up in her face. She wanted to believe they’d fix this, they’d win the day, but it was far more likely SICA would find them and kill them.


    It would be easier if she’d never let him sweet-talk her into that hotel room over a year ago. She liked to think that without that moment of weakness, wanting a human connection, they would still be in their neat boxes labeled Mitch and Irene. Instead, the line between them was blurred and fading more every time she gave in to him.


    She splashed her face with cool water.


    “Hey?” Mitch tapped on the door. “There’s a message from your sister.”


    Her sister.


    Anna.


    “I’ll be out in a minute.”


    She was why Irene was doing this. For the Annas of the world. The people who lived their cozy lives unaware of the horrors lurking in the shadows. What Irene wouldn’t give for a life like that. But then she wouldn’t have Mitch, and what kind of a life would that be?


    …


    Saturday. Washington, D.C.


    Noah watched Lillian pace the room, phone pressed to her ear. Every time he’d ever seen her, she was in motion. Jogging, pacing, fiddling with her hair. It was like her body was trying to keep up with her brilliant mind firing away too fast to be contained.


    She seemed to have forgotten he was there. Every so often she’d get half a sentence out or a sigh, but that was it. Her sister, the illustrious Camilla Matthews, wasn’t letting Lillian get a word in edgewise.


    He’d always been more impressed with Lillian than her sister. Sure, Camilla was the face of the next generation of the Matthews Corp. She was the one who got the credit for everything they did, but who did the work?


    That fell to the likes of Lillian and her peers. The first time Noah met the Matthews sisters, they’d been under attack. It was how they responded to the same event that defined how he saw them.


    Camilla had crumbled.


    Lillian had charged ahead.


    She was smart, strategic, and quick on her feet. And selfishly speaking, she wasn’t bad to look at, either. Her curvy, hourglass figure was maintained by a strict jogging schedule. She had this long, luxurious hair that seemed to be a dozen shades of dark brown to blond. The kind of stuff a man wanted to touch. But he didn’t dare. Her eyes saw too deep. Too much. And he was a man with secrets. Which was why he’d kept his distance from her. She was temptation and he was weak when it came to what he wanted.


    “Okay. I love you, too. Bye.” Lillian sighed and tossed her phone on the sofa.


    The stress of the call showed in the lines on her face, the weariness behind her eyes, and the slope of her shoulders.


    Noah took a step toward her then stopped. What the hell did he think he could do that would help? “Something wrong?”


    “Just Camie.” Lillian sat down on the sofa and curled her legs under her. “Ever since they blew up our offices she’s been on this…revenge kick. She wants to know who and why and how and…”


    “And let me guess, you’re trying to put her off, guide her away from the truth?” He understood revenge, knew how it twisted a person up. Funny how that one incident, their office going up in a bomb, had marked all their lives.


    “It’s more than that. Camie has never taken loss well. She’s good at what she does. She can’t see herself losing anything, which has made what happened to the office personal. It’s…unhinged her. Jesse and I are trying to keep it contained, but…”


    “She’s unraveling?”


    “Yeah. She’s never had to work for anything in her life. School was her thing, she was popular and well-liked, and our aunt handed the company over to her. This is the first time she’s ever lost something and it’s eating her up. I can’t tell her the truth.”


    “But she was there…”


    “Yeah, but she doesn’t remember hardly any of it and it’s been eight months since the building was blown up. I don’t think she’s going to remember it. If you walked into her office tomorrow she probably wouldn’t remember you. It’s like…the adrenaline and stress of it made her black out and she wasn’t even there.”


    “That’s—”


    “Weird? Yeah. She’s seeing a therapist now and they’ve done some brain scans. The results will be in next week.”


    Noah watched her, the silence stretching on.


    He wanted to keep her talking for purely selfish reasons. People like him didn’t get to do normal relationships, least of all with someone good like her. When she was gone, he’d replay these moments back. The most normal human interaction he’d had in ages. “You think there’s something wrong?”


    “I don’t know. I mean, who just loses that much time?”


    “Stress does weird things to the body.”


    “Yeah, but it’s not like I was any better off than she was.”


    He slid his hands into his pockets. He wanted to touch that hair. “Sure you were.”


    She pinned him with a flat stare. “Really?”


    “You went through the CIA Academy as an analyst not a field agent, I know. That still gives you a wealth of coping skills she doesn’t have because she never had to learn them.”


    “Yeah, but—”


    “Don’t discredit yourself.”


    Lillian’s mouth screwed up and her brow furrowed.


    Noah crossed to sit next to her.


    “Where were we?” he asked.


    “We were figuring out why I’m not already dead.”


    He stretched his arm out along the back of the sofa. She was remarkable. Her talents were wasted behind the scenes at her firm. She was a powerhouse. She should be the one out front, because this face? The one calm under the threat of losing her life? It made even someone like him want to believe in her. “You need to go into hiding. Run. Get away from here. Now. Tonight. Call your watchdog. He probably has somewhere you can go.”


    “I’m not leaving. Camie needs me, my job is here, and this is how it has to be.”


    “Lily, you aren’t listening—”


    “I’ll call the president again. I’ll make him understand that he has to get involved.”


    One woman was going to change the mind of the President of the United States?


    Noah didn’t doubt that Lillian could be persuasive. He knew her abilities. She wouldn’t have gotten this gig if she couldn’t talk a good game, but there were other powers in play here. They’d been outmaneuvered and she was going to have to accept that the time to run was now.


    He reached over and touched her hand, briefly. “Only knowing what’s on the news? You’re wrong. The man is already on the hook for not denouncing Mitch, his own son. Standing up for you, someone he’s not even connected to, will put a target on him. If SICA has as much clout as you think they do, not even the president is safe. They’ll destroy him.”


    “We don’t know that for sure.”


    “Yes, we do.” Noah stared at her for a moment. “We’re talking about people in the upper ranks of the intel world. They know where all of Fowler’s skeletons are buried. A man like him isn’t innocent. He’s not the good ol’ boy people believe he is. He’s got secrets he doesn’t want out there, and they’ll twist those every way they can to suit their end game. And you’d give that to them. Right now it doesn’t play into their interest to have control of him, but what if you push them that way? What will happen when the president is their guy?”


    She slashed her hand through the air. “That’s not going to happen.”


    “Do you want to risk it?”


    “I have more faith in the system than you do.”


    “You’re a fixer, Lillian. If this situation was your client, what would you do? You know the system can be manipulated, bent, you go around it. What’s to stop these people from doing the same thing?”


    Lillian blinked wide eyes at him. Her faith was in an imperfect system. She had an excellent grasp of the law, how it worked. She had to see the holes in her logic.


    Finally, she sat back, putting a little distance between them. “I think you should leave. It’s been a long day.”


    He’d rattled her cage, but she still wasn’t letting him help her.


    “Damn it, Lily.” He grasped her hand, breaking his rule, and squeezed. The last thing he wanted to see was her obituary. “We can’t wait. These people won’t hesitate to send someone else to kill you.”


    “I’ll be fine.”


    No, she wouldn’t.


    She was too smart to believe that. Best case scenario, she was dismissing him to call her watchdog. Worst case, she was going to continue to try to work the system until it put her in an early grave. She wasn’t used to this side of things. The truly dangerous, life-threatening underbelly of it all.


    Did she grasp that her decision to stay put both their lives at risk?


    Or that if it came down to living or dying, he’d make sure she lived?


    Noah grabbed her phone from the sofa.


    “What are you doing?” She snatched the cell, but he pulled it out of her grasp. “How do you know my passcode?”


    “I just do.” He tapped the screen. This was stupid. He knew he should bundle her up and go, but he didn’t want to force her. He didn’t want to steal her choice. “This is a number you can call to reach me. It’ll go to a secure, encrypted voicemail. I can’t promise I will be able to protect you if you choose to stay here, but I’ll do what I can.”


    Killing her made more sense, but that wasn’t an option.


    He saved the contact under Joe’s Pizza and Pasta, then handed it to her.


    She cradled the phone in her lap. “That won’t be necessary.”


    Deep down he knew it was, and he hoped she made the call before the clock ran out. “I’ll see myself out.”


    He pushed to his feet and Lillian followed, unfolding herself to her full height of five foot six. She was such a big person in a small package. Something about her ferocity had always called to him. Made him want to protect her. He didn’t understand it and he couldn’t fight it.


    She frowned up at him. “How did you get in, anyway?”


    He shrugged and grinned. “I used the back door.”


    This time she didn’t roll her eyes, but her frown deepened. “It was locked.”


    “I made a key.” He pulled the key ring out of his pocket and jangled it at her.


    “When?” She went to grab it, but he was quicker. She took a step closer until they were right back where they’d been earlier, barely an inch of space between them. Those beautiful, dark brown eyes of hers burning hot.


    “Oh, ages ago. Thought it might come in handy for looking out for you.”


    She stared at him for a few long moments.


    The frown slowly faded, leaving those lips of hers soft. Kissable.


    Yeah, he needed to go.


    “Don’t use it again without permission.”


    Not, give it to me.


    She was accepting this. She was coming around.


    He caressed her cheek. She sucked in a breath, but that stubborn streak in her wouldn’t allow her to back down from him. She was remarkable, and damn him, he was going to make sure she got to keep breathing.


    “Night, Lily,” he whispered.


    It wasn’t smart. It was impulse. He bent his head and pressed his lips to hers. Her body rocked forward and she gripped his shoulders while the rest of her remained frozen in place, probably every bit as shocked as a prim and proper woman should be. He lifted his face from hers and stared down into her bottomless eyes, at her cheeks flushed pink.


    Lillian Matthews had plagued his dreams. He couldn’t erase her from the world, destined to only live on in his head. He was going to save her, even if she didn’t want to be saved.


    “I’ll be in touch.”


    He took the stairs two at a time, her muttered curses following him.


    She’d call. When the president didn’t come through for her, she’d come to him.


    And he’d be prepared.

  


  
    Chapter Three


    Monday. Matthews Corp Temporary Offices, Washington, D.C.


    Lillian’s nerves were dialed to ten.


    She’d barely slept and spent most of the time since Noah had left her house going over where she’d made a misstep.


    At some point over the last year she’d screwed up and made herself a target.


    When? How? To whom?


    Noah hadn’t indicated he knew where the source of the hit on her life originated. As forthright as he’d been with her she didn’t think he’d keep that detail from her.


    The question now was, did she deal with this hit on her own? Or did she call in help?


    The team was spread out and had their own issues to deal with. Everyone else was already in fear for their lives. It seemed unfair for her to pull in resources to deal with this threat.


    Noah had offered.


    Her lips tingled and the memory of that kiss sprang to the forefront of her mind.


    Why had Noah kissed her? And why was she thinking about it again?


    She grit her teeth and straightened her blouse.


    Jesse was practically staring at her through the walls. She could feel it. At some point she’d finish the meeting notes and he’d corner her, looking for answers as to why she was on edge.


    What was she going to tell him?


    There was no way she’d tell Jesse that Noah had been in her home. For one, Jesse would take it personally. And two, the others had strong opinions about Noah and his lack of involvement with their team. But Lillian didn’t blame Noah. His ongoing op hadn’t been a secret.


    “And…there…we…go.” She hit print and checked the time.


    Jesse was doing a security install in an hour for a client. He would have to leave the office before much longer, at which point Lillian would be free.


    She jammed her feet into her shoes, grabbed her coat, bag, and phone. A quick trip down to the coffee shop and a few moments to herself would eat up what time Jesse had to waylay her.


    She quick-stepped around her desk—and nearly ran into Jesse.


    He filled the doorway, hands braced on either side.


    Damn it. She was cornered.


    “Hey.” Her throat constricted, making the word sound two octaves too high.


    “Donovan wants to see you,” he said in a low voice for her ears alone.


    “What? Why? When?” Lillian’s mouth fired off the questions while her brain blanked.


    “Now. Around the corner. A black car will take you to the meet. I’ll tell Camilla you ran out for coffee. That’s where you were going, weren’t you?”


    “Why does Donovan want to talk to me?” She hadn’t spoken with the Director of the CIA since he’d handed off the encrypted phone line and told her good luck. For the most part their operation was contained to the operatives she coordinated and a few local resources like Jesse. The president got regular updates, but it wasn’t as if he were involved in their plans.


    “I don’t know, but you have to go. Now.” Jesse took her coat from her and held it out.


    She slipped one arm then the other into the sleeves, her head buzzing.


    Was this about Noah?


    The threat to her life?


    She hadn’t heard a peep from Noah since he left which should have made her breathe easier, but hadn’t.


    Jesse squeezed her arm. “We’ll figure it out. Go, before Camilla is off this phone call.”


    Lillian nodded and stepped past him toward the door to the temporary offices the Matthews Corp had moved into for the time being. Security was tighter here. There were metal detectors on the first floor and uniformed men on call.


    She took the elevator and exited the building in a daze, putting Noah out of her mind.


    Director Shemar Donovan made her more nervous than the president. In the big picture, President Fowler was more powerful and had more connections, but Donovan was a silent force who’d been in the trenches for years. If anyone knew where the bodies were buried, it was him.


    Lillian pushed her shoulders back, grasped the strap of her designer purse with both hands, and strode forward. She wasn’t going to let anyone intimidate her. She was a Matthews.


    It was a fact that a Matthews girl could do anything. Lillian’s aunt had started the Washington D.C.-based fixer agency. Her grandmother’s work with the government was still so classified no one knew exactly what she’d done. Her great-grandmother had helped save Holocaust survivors. They had a long, proud heritage.


    She turned at the corner. The narrow street led back to the parking structure and road mostly blocked off for construction.


    A sleek black town car idled at the curb.


    Damn Jesse. She’d wanted him to be wrong.


    Lillian took a deep breath and strode toward the car. No one got out. There was no signal this was her ride. She grasped the rear door and pulled.


    It opened.


    Awesome.


    She slid onto the leather seat and closed the door behind her.


    Shemar Donovan sat next to her, looking at his phone. He was a sophisticated black man. His suit was well cut, his hair shorn short. But it wasn’t what he wore that set him apart, it was an air around him. He was a capable, confident person, and she wanted him to see her as his equal.


    No, she was his equal.


    The driver grinned at her in the rearview mirror. “Hi, Lily.”


    “Noah?” She gaped at his stupid grin and his stupid face. Her skin heated and her stomach tightened. And damn him, she could almost feel the brush of his lips.


    Lillian gripped the strap on her purse and wrestled her wayward thoughts back to the noose around her neck.


    “Our mutual friend briefed me on what’s going on.” Director Donovan clicked his pen.


    The director of the CIA and the president were discussing her. Great.


    “For obvious reasons we can’t play our hand. No one can know our friend is on our side,” Shemar said. “I followed up with Noah this morning, and thought we should be as direct in how we handle this as we can.”


    Lillian grit her teeth.


    So what?


    The men had gotten together, talked about her, and decided how things were going to be?


    They weren’t the ones risking their lives trying to make things right. Her teams were. She was. Not them.


    “What obvious reasons?” Her voice was frigid.


    “Our friend isn’t beyond reach. It’s not certain, but we have uncovered some…fraud in the system.” Shemar stared at her, willing her to understand his meaning.


    Fraud in the system? Did he mean a mole or a leak? Something else?


    “What do you mean?”


    “We don’t know anything for certain. Our eastern friends—”


    Andy and Carol? They were in Europe.


    “They found something. Tampering with results.”


    Lillian slid down in her seat, her head buzzing. Was he telling her that Andy and Carol had reason to believe SICA had tampered with the election results? Did that mean they couldn’t trust the president?


    Shemar gestured at Noah. “I’m recommending that Noah be reassigned to your task force, but officially he has to skip town with you.”


    “Uh, what?” Noah frowned into the rearview mirror.


    “No,” Lillian said.


    “I realize this is an inconvenience, Ms. Matthews, but the bigger picture is that we’ve barely scratched the surface here. I’m not willing to risk you or the work you’re doing.”


    “I can’t just leave.”


    “You’re going to,” Shemar said, the full weight of the power of the CIA behind his words. It wasn’t a suggestion or a request, this was an order.


    “But my sister…”


    “She’ll be watched after.” Donovan sighed. “Lillian, I would rather you walk out of this with Noah. Don’t make me order him to do what’s in your best interest.”


    He was serious.


    Her gaze drifted to Noah. He peeked at her in the mirror and she knew he’d go through with it. She couldn’t stop him.


    This wasn’t the plan. She wasn’t prepared for this. “My sister, the company…what will I tell them?”


    “For their sake, nothing,” Shemar replied. “You both have to decide now. If you wait longer, I can’t help you.”


    “I’m in,” Noah said without hesitation.


    Lillian was the one with everything to lose. Her family. Her work. A life. All she’d wanted to do was protect that.


    “What do you say, Lily?” Noah prompted. “Wanna go play spy?”


    “No.” She sucked down a deep breath and sat up. The hard truth was, Matthews girls didn’t get the easy way out. They never had, including now. Doing what was best meant doing what she didn’t want to do. “But it doesn’t matter what I want, does it? I have a go bag at the garage.”


    “Okay, let’s get this show on the road.” Noah twisted around and shifted the car into drive.


    Lillian stared down the street toward the entrance to the bustling building. She knew how this worked, because this was what happened to Carol. She’d vanished. And no one knew where to or why. Lillian’s best friend was just…gone.


    At least Jesse would realize her bag was missing and come to the correct conclusion. He couldn’t tell Camilla. There would be no answer for her family, only more questions. In time Lillian hoped they’d come to know the truth.


    They rode in silence for several blocks. Noah turned the car into a garage and killed the engine. Both he and Director Donovan got out, leaving her sitting there, too overwhelmed to move.


    The door opened and Noah crouched next to her.


    “Hey.” He reached over and covered her hand with his. His voice was softer, more compassionate. “I know this is a lot to take in, but we have to get going. Come on.”


    She let him pull her out of the car and shut the door. He didn’t drop her hand, but instead threaded their fingers together.


    She lengthened her stride to keep up with him. “What are we doing?”


    “We have to get out of here before someone realizes I borrowed that car.” He gestured at a beat-up, old crotch rocket. “Get on.”


    She stared at the bike, unable to move.


    “Hey? Lillian?” He placed his hands on her shoulders and waited for her to look up at him. “I wasn’t planning on fleeing the country today either, but it is what it is, sweetheart. Your watchdog’ll take care of your family. Here.” He handed her the helmet hooked on the handlebars and took her purse from her, freeing her hands.


    “But—”


    Noah held her face between his hands. His eyes were the most intense shade of blue she’d ever seen and right now they sliced deep into her.


    “You did your best to do it your way, and it didn’t pan out. Now, you can stay the course and possibly get everyone you care about killed, or you can come with me. I’ll be honest, they’re both pretty shitty options given what we’re up against, but if I had to pick, I’d go with the one that keeps me alive.”


    “Why do you care?”


    He stared down at her for a moment then licked his lips. “I work with a lot of bad people. It makes me appreciate the good ones a lot more.”


    There was something different about his stare. It felt as if he were looking deeply into her. She was going with him. That was already decided, she just had to accept it and go.


    “Let’s put this on you.” He took the helmet from her and set it on her head. “Ever ridden a bike before?”


    “Not enough to count.” She doubted taking a spin around a parking lot in college mattered. She’d always been a nice, safe-guy type of girl.


    “Well, just think of this as a ride. Get on.” He patted the seat.


    She swung her leg over the seat then looped her purse strap over her body. It contained everything she could take with her. Her favorite lipstick was in her desk drawer. The book she was reading was tucked between her phone and monitor. If she’d had a minute to grab things she’d have gotten her tablet, a change of shoes.


    “You’re going to hold on here and your feet go here.” Noah pointed out the proper spots before climbing on and twisting the key in the ignition.


    It was time to find out if her instincts about Noah were right or not. But first she had to survive the motorcycle ride.


    …


    Monday. CIA Headquarters, Langley, Virginia.


    “Shit,” Hector muttered and leaned toward the monitor showing the security feed of a parking garage. “Goddamn it.”


    That was Lillian Matthews getting on the back of Noah White’s motorcycle, all right.


    Hector had risked Noah’s paranoia by slapping a tracking device on the bike. At the time, Hector had merely been covering his ass. He hadn’t really thought Noah was anything other than a yes man, so long as he got to kill something, but with the state of things Hector couldn’t risk his neck on trust. Somehow Rand and Andy had gotten to Noah, made him soft.


    Noah knew the window for this op was closing. He was smart and prepared. If he and Lillian were being seen together in public, they were about to flee. In their shoes, Hector would hope for twelve hours lead time, which meant he had the upper hand. Neither were aware of the tracking device, or that Hector was following their movements using the closed-circuit TV system around the city.


    He had to handle this, before the others knew Noah had burned himself. He checked the available resources using the hidden network he’d been granted access to. There were no status changes, nothing of note, which meant he was doing this solo, without backup. But that was okay. He had a plan. It was creative and a bit outside the box, but it could do two things at once.


    He picked up his tablet and cell phone, then headed for the stairs. The tracking blip bounced along, showing the bike’s progress through the city.


    Once outside Hector used a dusty burner phone. There were three numbers on it, but only one he cared about. The line barely rang once.


    “What the fuck are you calling me for, you dirty spic?” Judging by the slightly slurred words, Hector’s man was probably halfway through a bottle.


    Hector pitched his voice lower. “Paying it forward.”


    “What’s that supposed to mean?”


    “You know your friends over at that fancy place? The money one?”


    “How the hell do you know about them?”


    “Look, I just saw one of your blond-haired Aryan brothers in a suit. With a badge.”


    The line went quiet for a moment.


    Noah might have been the company’s man on the inside with the white supremacists, but Hector still had a few lines of communication Noah wasn’t involved with.


    “Who?” the man asked.


    “Don’t know his name. Funny guy. Thirties.”


    If the Aryan Brotherhood didn’t take the bait, Hector would try something else. With a psycho like Noah on the loose, it was likely going to take everything Hector could throw at him to make this go away.


    …


    Monday. Streets of D.C.


    Noah cursed under his breath, the sounds being whipped away on the wind. Donovan could have given him a little heads up. He had no plan in place, no bolt-hole prepared.


    Deep down, Noah had hoped Lillian would pull the magic rabbit out of the hat and make this all go away. When Donovan had reached out to talk, Noah had even thought the other man might have a solution. It was logical to assume that the director and president, both members of this secret justice fighting club, would have a better plan. Noah didn’t want to force Lillian to run for her life. That wasn’t a kind of existence many could survive for long.


    He eased the bike off the street and into a small lot between a bar and a pizza parlor.


    “Why are we stopping?” Lillian asked.


    “I need your phone. Unlock it, please.” He held out his hand.


    She dug in her purse for a moment before producing a sleek cellular device. She jabbed in a series of digits before handing it to him.


    “Watchdog’s name starts with a J, right?” He knew the man’s name, but he wasn’t about to pretend he knew it. That would be exposing how much he knew about Lillian’s life.


    “Jesse. His name is Jesse.” The note of annoyance drifted to the surface of her usually even tone.


    Noah jabbed the contact and pressed the speaker button.


    The line rang twice.


    “How’d it go?” Jesse asked.


    “Hey, buddy. Need you to light a match and burn it all down.” Noah hit the end call button and pulled out his knife.


    He pried the back off with his blade, popped the battery out and the SIM card. He tossed the phone into a nearby garbage can and kept the other two items for the time being.


    “What are we doing? What did that mean? Light a match and burn it all down?”


    “Hold on.”


    He gunned the engine and whipped the bike back out into traffic.


    A couple blocks away, he dropped the battery, then the SIM card.


    He’d long since accepted that there was something about Lillian Matthews that sucked him in. She was curvy, attractive, smart—all the things he appreciated in the opposite sex—but that wasn’t what had him intrigued. He didn’t know what it was and he no longer cared. They were a team and that meant putting everything else aside for now. Noah might not have been prepared to bounce from the country today, but he was going to do what had to be done to keep her alive.


    Noah backtracked and circled a couple blocks, collecting his thoughts, making a plan and searching for a tail.


    SICA was watching Lillian, which meant Noah didn’t have the standard twelve-hour head start. Six was more like it, and even then that was being generous.


    He pointed the bike toward the water and pushed faster, merging onto the highway. Their first stop would be his base of operations and a new set of wheels. After that they could grab her things and his bug-out bag and hit the road.


    A hand gripped his hip, and despite the trembling of the bike he knew the way she was shaking had nothing to do with their transportation. He couldn’t pull over and comfort her, give her a chance to catch her breath. She was going to have to be strong in a way he wished she didn’t.


    There was a lot worse headed their way.


    A black Ford F-150 changed lanes behind them.


    Noah’s stomach sank. He knew that truck. He’d had to stand in the garage and fawn over it like everyone else to make his boss happy. If his white supremacist dirtbag boss was after him, someone had blown Noah’s cover. It was easy to guess who.


    Hector.


    Their six-hour lead time was now zero. There would be no time to swing by and get her bags. It was a race for their lives and Noah’s cargo was precious.


    “Hold on,” he shouted.


    He swerved over the yellow line and into the narrow shoulder, then opened the bike up, letting it zip ahead at a speed of stupid, putting as much distance between themselves and the truck as he could.


    Horns blared behind them.


    Noah caught a glimpse of the truck cutting off a minivan and roaring up on another vehicle’s bumper.


    If there was one, there’d be more, soon.


    All that mattered was getting away. One way or another, Hector had found out about the meet with Donovan and burned Noah with his undercover op. The Aryan Brotherhood wasn’t a group he’d want to play with if he had his choice. These guys, with their money and resources, were worse than the run-of-the-mill white supremacist. They had plans, and Noah wasn’t a step ahead of them.


    A red Dodge Charger swerved across two lanes several car lengths behind them.


    They had to get off the highway and lose their tails.


    Noah barely glimpsed the blast of muzzle fire out of the corner of his eye.


    He let off the accelerator.


    A chunk of the concrete barricade running along the shoulder flew up and over their head, barely missing them.


    Shit.


    Adrenaline tinged with fear thrummed through his veins. The fear was new and unwelcome, but he couldn’t help it. This wasn’t just Noah’s life he was playing with here. He gathered up all that fear and sealed it off for later. Right now all that mattered was keeping them alive.


    Noah reached back and wrapped Lillian’s arm around his waist. He needed to maneuver fast, but if she counterbalanced him and threw them the wrong way, they’d become a smear on the road.


    He cut into the leftmost lane. A luxury SUV slammed on its brakes and lay on its horn.


    The Charger was the main threat. It was more maneuverable in traffic. He was pretty sure he’d glimpsed two people in it, one to drive, one to fire.


    Noah twisted, looking behind them, but couldn’t spot the other vehicles. They had to risk it.


    He swerved across two lanes.


    The Charger changed with them and zoomed up alongside the bike. Noah saw the glint of sunlight off the metal and twisted the handlebars, sending them careening between traffic. Bullets tore through the side of an eighteen-wheeler’s trailer, leaving cannon ball–sized holes.


    Fuck.


    Noah made it into the right-hand lane, but the F-150 was now directly behind them. He took the next exit. Where it put them didn’t matter. They needed off the kill lanes of the highway.


    “Hold on tight,” he yelled.


    The truck and Charger followed Noah down the ramp. At the last second, where the retaining wall gave way to asphalt painted with white stripes, Noah squeezed the brakes and whipped the bike around, going the wrong way down the access road. In the rearview mirror he could see both of the vehicles stopped in the dead space, the drivers and passenger watching them.


    Noah cut through traffic to the tune of more horns.


    He pulled off into a delivery area at the back of a building and killed the engine.


    “Get off. Now.” He slid off the bike, taking Lillian with him.


    “Okay.” Her voice was strained, but she quickly did as she was told, clutching her purse to her chest, eyes wide.


    Lillian was an analyst by training. She worked in an office. Her experience with spy trade was from the safety of her home. This was her first time in the field. There was a world of difference between knowing what would happen and responding to it. She was holding it together beautifully, but he had to help her.


    “We have to move.” He took off his helmet and tossed it on the ground.


    Lillian followed his lead, fumbling a bit with the unfamiliar buckle. “What just happened? Was that them?”


    “Walk.” He took her hand and together they strode down the street. “Give me your purse and take your coat off.”


    She handed the tan bag over. They both knew what he was going to do.


    “Those are guys I work with while undercover. They’re looking for us. You, I bet. That coat’s memorable. You are memorable.” He kept a tight hold on her hand, hauling her down the street.


    Lillian didn’t wait for a garbage can. She dropped the expensive coat onto the sidewalk and held tight to his hand.


    Good girl.


    A bus eased to a stop at the curb, its doors sliding open.


    “Get on.” He urged her up the stairs while watching the street.


    Noah bent and stared out the windows while he dug out enough coins to pay the fare. He wouldn’t use his SmarTrip card. Too easy to track.


    The black truck turned down the street.


    “Go.” Noah urged Lillian halfway down the aisle so they stood near the middle set of doors in a cluster of people.


    He put his back to the window and put himself between the glass and Lillian. The bus eased away from the curb. He grabbed the overhead rail with one hand and wrapped his other arm around her, pulling her close to him. The bus merged with traffic, right behind the truck.


    “What’s going on? What just happened?” Lillian looked up at him. The panic was dying and now her brain was flipping on. She wanted information because that’s what she was good at.


    The movement of the bus made her sway into him, bringing their bodies together in a way he didn’t need to think about.


    “Those guys chasing us are the people the company has me watching.” He inclined his head. It wasn’t like he could come out and say CIA in a public place like this. “My guess is that the same person who gave me the package is onto us and put those guys on our scent.”


    “What are we going to do?” She fisted his shirt in one hand. Did she even realize she was holding onto him?


    “Hope that whatever means they’re using to track us are gone.”


    “Noah…” She wobbled as the bus shifted gears.


    He tightened his hold on her and bent his head to whisper in her ear. “You’re scared. That’s natural. I need you to pull yourself together for a little while longer. We’ve got a lot of ground to cover.”


    He peered at the map on the wall.


    They could get close to his safe house if they transferred buses in a few stops. It was a slow mode of transportation, but without something lined up it was their best bet out of the choke zone. Hector would pull in more people to look for them, increasing the chances someone would find out where they were or where they were going.


    “Who else is after us?” Lillian asked.


    “Don’t know. If our friend had to use these guys that could be good for us.”


    “How is this good?”


    “It means he doesn’t have other resources at his disposal.” Noah met her gaze and willed her to understand. “I don’t think they set this up to trap me, which means we’ve caught them unprepared. That’s good for us.”


    Noah kept watch out the sides of the bus, but didn’t catch a glimpse of either the black truck or red Charger again.


    The bus wove its way through the streets and bit by bit Noah relaxed. They took seats once they were vacant, allowing him some much needed distance from Lillian and space to think.


    He refused to believe that his boss from his faux day job had figured out Noah was working for the feds. Those guys were resourceful, but they weren’t that good. Which meant Hector had been watching him all along. Because he suspected Noah was in league with the rogue agents? Or because Hector trusted Noah as much as Noah trusted Hector?


    The only way to find out was to give Hector a call, and Noah didn’t see the point.


    He was burned, and it was time to go.


    They changed buses and were again forced to stand, packed shoulder to shoulder, which prevented him from making further plans with Lillian. Not that he had a lot to work with.


    Miles later, they finally reached their destination.


    “This is us.” He urged Lillian off at a stop on an empty street.


    Only one other person disembarked with them.


    “What now?” She wrapped her arms around herself and stared at him.


    “We get inside. This way. Walk quick.”


    He pushed her as fast as she could go, practically jogging.


    After abandoning his bunker box following the disaster that had led up to the destruction of Lillian’s former office, he’d had to make do with a less customized setup. As safe houses went, it was one of the best.


    The basement rental had two points of entry, no windows, and impressive locks. After he’d pried the old coal chute open and installed a secret stair it was about perfect. The layers of brick and concrete shielded them as much as anything could, and he’d done a little work reinforcing the walls. It wasn’t pretty and it looked like something out of a crazy post-apocalyptic movie, but it kept him safe and his secrets secure.


    Once inside he armed the security system and barred the door behind them. Anyone trying to come through that entrance would end up singed with a chunk blown out of their head courtesy of one of his favorite booby-trapping tricks.


    He could still smell breakfast on the air.


    Lillian peered around. “Is this…where you live?”


    “Yeah, it’s not very glamorous.” Noah paused, studying her. He needed to get moving, to arrange details. Before he did that he needed her to be okay. To trust that she wasn’t going to fall apart on him.


    She spun slowly, taking in the sofa, the narrow bed, and worktable, his kitchenette and the hall that led to what he liked to call his armory.


    “Hey.” Noah took a step toward her, but didn’t touch her.


    “Sorry, what?” She shook her head. “My head, I’m going a mile a minute. All the things I need to do.”


    “What do you need? What can I do?” He could budget five or ten minutes for her.


    “No. I’m good. When I don’t come back Jesse will notify the others. We have security measures in place for this, I just thought—never mind.” She closed her eyes for a brief moment. “What do you need me to do? What are we doing?”


    “Getting you out of town.” Noah gave her a once-over. In those designer shoes and tailored clothes, she stuck out. “We need to disguise you. What size do you wear?”


    “Do you keep an assortment of women’s clothes lying around?” Her laugh was brittle.


    “No, there’s a laundry room upstairs. I’ll borrow something.”


    “Oh. I see.”


    “I didn’t know when Donovan wanted to meet that he’d be throwing us out in the cold like this. I wasn’t as prepared as I wanted to be. This has been hard on you. I’m sorry.” Noah crossed to the U-shaped desk and opened a drawer full of disposable cell phones. He’d put labels on some to remember why he’d kept them. Digging in the back he found the one labeled Andy and powered it on.


    “I’m going to need a full rundown of everything your team is doing. We’re going to live or die together.”


    “I can’t—”


    The Andy phone rang the moment it finished booting up, the number showing up as Caller ID Unavailable.


    Only one person had the number.


    Noah pressed the green button and held the phone up to his ear without saying anything.


    “I know you’re there, Noah.” Andy’s voice was deep with no inflection.


    Noah blew out a breath. Something was going right. “The watchdog smoke signal you?”


    “Jesse called, yes. Are you safe? What about Lillian?”


    “Lillian’s with me. We’re safe as we can be. Hector burned me. Set my own marks after my ass.” Noah would love nothing more than to take a piece out of those guys, but he had priorities.


    “I’m going to put together some documents, passports for Lillian, and a spending account,” Andy said. “It’ll take time. Can you get to New York?”


    “I was thinking of heading south.”


    “Go to New York. We’ve got contacts there who can help you get out of the country.”


    “Sounds good.”


    “Did I understand Donovan right? You’re going with her?”


    Noah looked across the room at where Lillian was watching him. Their gazes met.


    “Yes,” he said.


    He couldn’t say no to this if he wanted to.


    …


    Monday. Langley, Virginia.


    Hector tabbed through the CCTV feeds while sitting in the parking lot of a coffee shop. He didn’t like being on the mirror network while in his office, and there was no explanation for the cameras he had access to.


    The SICA tech team had hacked access to many of the cameras around the city. Traffic cams. Banks. Gas stations. The usual suspects. The last image of Noah and the girl he’d been able to catch was when they dumped the bike. From there they’d taken a left and then—nothing. They were out of sight.


    Hector saw two options for their escape, either a cab or public transportation.


    A cab was unlikely. He couldn’t see any moving through the frames that had exchanged passengers, which meant they’d taken the bus. Public transportation cameras seemed to be the one area where they lacked access.


    What buses stopped there, though?


    He tabbed to an internet browser and pulled up the schedule. It took him a moment to figure out the stops in the area and narrow it down to two possible lines.


    Hector stopped and stared at the screen. He could spend hours following nothing, tracking the bus, staying precious minutes behind them, or he could accept that his attempt to catch Noah unawares had failed. He was in the wind, and it was up to Hector to find Noah and put him down. Hector wouldn’t enjoy this. Noah was a good asset. Losing him would be a blow to everyone, but he’d made his choice. Just like Hector had.


    He’d seen the way things were changing, how power wasn’t in the hands of those who ran countries anymore. It was in the hands of those like SICA. Those who had the intel ruled the world. Hector had simply picked the winning side.

  


  
    Chapter Four


    Sunday. Munich, Germany.


    Mitch stared at the bathroom door and Irene’s shadow through the crack along the floor.


    Every time, he promised himself they wouldn’t do this again. That Irene would slide her arm around his waist and he wouldn’t react. He’d tell her to roll over and go to sleep, but he couldn’t. He didn’t want to.


    He loved her.


    He wasn’t sure when or how it had happened. They’d fallen into bed that first time, and he’d realized she was a great thing. Too bad she didn’t feel the same way about him.


    It seemed like that was the story of his life. His mother had fallen for then Senator Fowler and he was the product of their affair. Over the years he’d been embraced and shoved aside by his father depending on which way the political wind went. For a very brief time Mitch had thought to follow in his father’s footsteps, but in the end he just couldn’t stomach that world. He’d found a place with the CIA as a handler, working with agents in the field.


    He believed in what he was doing, even if the road to get there was rocky. The one unexpected thing was Irene. He’d never expected to fall for her. When he’d been at his lowest she was the steadying presence in his life. He’d grown to respect and care for her aside from the moments of passion, but those feelings weren’t reciprocated. At least as far as he could tell.


    It was clear to him that Irene had been hurt deeply by someone and she wasn’t keen on letting Mitch in. She’d made mention of an ex-husband and child. One was gone, the other had died, leaving her utterly alone and struggling to care for a sick sister. She was the strongest person Mitch knew, and damn it, he wanted her to lean on him. But she wouldn’t.


    He rubbed his hand over his chest and willed the ache to stop. He knew how tonight would go.


    Any moment now the door would open and she would breeze out, saying something about the recordings they’d listened to earlier. She’d pretend like nothing had happened, that they hadn’t had sex. Again.


    Or he could go for a walk. Clear his head.


    He wasn’t willing to leave Irene alone for any amount of time, though.


    The bathroom door opened and he closed his eyes, not wanting to see how she refused to look at him. Her smell hit him first, a faint lavender fragrance. She wasn’t a woman who liked fancy things, except when it came to hand cream. He’d caught her squeezing the last bits out once, taking her frustration out on the tube from an op gone sideways.


    That night he’d gotten online and found a little French shop that sold it. They’d been in Croatia and the detour had been risky, but it was worth it to catch the faint scent on her skin in these moments.


    “Your turn,” she mumbled.


    Mitch waited for Irene to step into the closet where she’d change clothes in private. Only then did he snatch some clean boxers, sweatpants, and a T-shirt from his bag and stalked into the bathroom.


    A couple minutes spent under the icy spray of the shower nozzle had his teeth chattering and his mind so focused on finishing he didn’t care about Irene shutting him out. He didn’t bother drying off—just got dressed, and returned to the room.


    Sure enough, Irene sat at the desk, a huge fluffy robe wrapped around her. She’d come back to the apartment two weeks ago with hair shorn shorter than his had ever been. He’d never thought he’d be a fan of short hair, but on her it worked. Tonight her mahogany skin glistened from her quick shower. He liked her best like this, no makeup, wearing nothing but sweatpants and a T-shirt. The rest of the world got the regal warrior woman. Every now and then he was lucky enough to hold her. But even these moments were short-lived.


    Irene tapped her pen against the steno pad. She probably hadn’t given him a second thought. Work was her primary focus. Not him. Not what they’d just done.


    “What if we leak specific operations? We could avoid painting the picture of a greater threat and aim the journalist approach at a few key things. What do you think?” she asked without glancing up.


    Mitch bit his lip and crossed to the bed.


    He was the one who was reading too much into things. She’d been clear that what was between them was just about pleasure, nothing serious. He just couldn’t get it through his head.


    Focusing on work was what he should do.


    Mitch dragged his mind to the topic at hand.


    They’d examined this situation with the German journalist around so many times. He was sick of it. They couldn’t expose SICA without unleashing a devastating blow on America. The few allies he and Irene had would be hard pressed to understand how the shadow organization had infiltrated and manipulated things for decades. Exposing arms of the monster would bring up more questions. Maybe their team could shine the light on a few things, but by and large they had to collapse the network and pretend nothing had ever been wrong to begin with.


    “Mitch? Are you listening to me?”


    “Yeah, I hear you.” He tossed his dirty underwear into the pile of laundry.


    “Are you not feeling well?”


    “I’m fine.” He stretched out on the bed and closed his eyes.


    “Then why aren’t you speaking to me?”


    He chuckled. It was unwise, but he couldn’t help it.


    “What’s so funny?” Irene snapped, her voice growing razor sharp.


    “You. This.” He sucked down a breath and crammed the pillow under his neck. “Don’t give me the line about the state of our country bullshit. You know what I mean, and I know what you’re doing.”


    “What am I doing?”


    He studied her. The lamplight from the desk cast shadows on her dark skin, making her complexion warmer than the icy glare she aimed his way. She’d crossed her arms over her chest and had her ankles crossed in that prim way only women could pull off.


    “You’re deflecting. You do it after every time we have sex, like you don’t want to think about it. If I’m that disgusting you could just keep your hands to yourself.”


    She slapped the notepad on the desk. “This childish acting out isn’t helping us.”


    “Acting out? That’s a new one.”


    He was tired of being cooped up, of running, of being alone despite having the one person who’d been there for him during this whole nightmare an arm’s length away and still giving him the cold shoulder. He loved her and she could hardly stand him. “Good night, Irene.”


    Mitch rolled to his side and stared at the wall. Eventually she’d have to come back to bed, but this time he wouldn’t reach for her. He wouldn’t comfort her when she woke and tried to check on her sister out of habit, only to remember where they were and what they were doing.


    Whoever said spy work was sexy never mentioned this side of things.


    …


    Monday. Denville, New Jersey.


    Lillian sat on the edge of the hotel bed and gripped the comforter.


    Outside the sunlight was fading, plunging the rest of her world into darkness and confusion. The afternoon had passed in a blur. One moment she was standing in Noah’s apartment, the next she was here. She’d made lists, sketched plans, focused on the team. Whatever it took to keep herself calm in front of Noah.


    Now that she was alone the gravity of her situation was hitting her, and she wasn’t ready for it.


    Her aunt had always said that when disaster strikes a lady had sixty seconds to freak out before she had to pull herself together. Lillian was due her minute of panic.


    Lillian lifted her hands to her face, blowing out a shuddering breath. She shut her eyes and let the full weight of the day settle on her. It was hard to breathe. Hard to think. Her eyes stung and she wanted to bury her face in a pillow and cry.


    Today impacted not just her, but her family, her company, her friends. Everyone connected to her would feel the ripple effects.


    Had she ever truly considered the ramifications?


    In her mind this whole job was safe. She was the girl behind the curtain, seated at a desk, removed from the danger. That had been naive. Her idealistic side had created that false sense of security and she’d bought into it all the while knowing the kind of danger her operatives lived in.


    She pushed to her feet, her knees wobbling a bit.


    Where were the tissues?


    Her minute was just about up.


    Lillian drew in deep, calming breaths.


    The hotel door creaked open. She yelped and whirled toward it, blinking at the sudden light.


    “It’s just me,” Noah said.


    “Jesus.” She pressed her hand to her chest and closed her eyes.


    “Lily? What’s wrong?” Noah flipped on the room lights she’d left off then set the bags on the table.


    She grabbed a tissue off the dresser. “Nothing.”


    “Hey.” He crossed to her and grasped her by the elbow, but didn’t turn her around.


    She took yet another breath then faced him, smile firmly in place. “Totally fine. See?”


    “Okay.” He kept studying her.


    He wasn’t buying it.


    She didn’t want him to see her as weak. Her inexperience in the field was already on full display. But she also needed to work on this whole trusting each other bit.


    “Sixty second freak-out.” She folded the barely used tissue in quarters.


    “What’s that?”


    “It’s my aunt’s rule. When things get crazy you get sixty seconds to panic, freak out—whatever. And then you’re done. That’s it. Time to move on. Fix it if you can.” She shrugged. God, he must think she was ridiculous.


    “That’s a good rule.” Noah smiled. It was that kind smile again, the one that seemed so foreign on his face. The one that made her want to lean against him. “It’s okay to freak out for more than a minute though. I won’t tell anyone. Scout’s honor.”


    She sputtered a laugh. That was not what she’d expected him to say. “No, I think I’m good. Worried about Camie and everyone else, but I’m fine.”


    “Come here.” He grasped her wrist and tugged her closer to him until he could wrap an arm around her waist and hold her tucked in close to his side. His fingers brushed her cheek. It was a tender gesture and she found herself leaning against him, grateful for his strength and experience.


    There was more to Noah than she’d given him credit for. She’d always hoped there was good in him. She was seeing a hint of it now. Some of the real man under it all. And he wasn’t half bad.


    He’d dropped everything to save her.


    “Thank you for saving my life,” she said quietly.


    He just smiled and tucked some hair behind her ear. “Want a tissue?”


    “Yes, thank you.” She let go of him, feeling steadier than she had in hours.


    “Feel better?” Noah’s hand rubbed a soothing circle on her back.


    “I do. I’m sure I’ll have a moment or two when I’m not, but I’ll deal.” She sat on the edge of the bed, curling a leg under her.


    “I hate to tell you this, but it’s probably not going to get easier. But that’s okay. You’ve got me.” He smiled again and damn if she didn’t find that a little comforting.


    “For how long? Do we have a plan yet?” She had to get herself out of this mental rut. Usually she’d go for a jog, but that wasn’t an option.


    “I’m here until this thing is done. Hungry?”


    “This thing?” She hadn’t missed him avoiding her question about a plan, but she let it go for now.


    He pushed to his feet and walked the three steps to the two-seater table covered in bags. “I picked up some Chinese. I made a few guesses based on your freezer.”


    “Noah.” She wasn’t going to be ignored.


    “I’m going to pull the table away from the windows. There’s chicken and beef.” He lifted two containers out of a plastic bag.


    “Noah, what do you mean, until this thing is done?”


    “Turn the radio on, then come here and eat. Please?” His smile was tight this time, conveying a message she got loud and clear.


    Some things couldn’t be discussed.


    “Okay.” Lillian powered on the radio then twisted the dial until she found a station playing music she recognized. Even the sound of a familiar tune was comforting. Her purse was gone, her shoes and clothes trashed, and the coat she’d bought last week in some dumpster. She shouldn’t complain. She was alive, after all.


    Noah arranged the table and chairs in front of the door. She couldn’t fathom why and right now she didn’t want to ask


    He pulled out a chair for her and she sat.


    “Chicken or beef?” He gestured to the two containers sitting on the table.


    “Chicken. Thanks.”


    He pulled the container toward her then sat down in the other chair, his knees brushing her thigh as he faced her.


    “I want the radio on so it’s harder for people to hear us.” He spoke softly, leaning toward her. “Donovan didn’t just mean for me to get you out of the city. What he really meant was that…we’re partners now. It’s you and me, Lily, against the world.” He lifted his chopsticks in a mock salute.


    She chuckled at his use of the song lyric. Right now it did feel like there was a lot stacked against them. That part of her that was growing to like this version of Noah cheered. She tamped down on the relief and focused on the facts. “You didn’t want to be involved.”


    “I am now.”


    “Why?”


    “We all have to make a choice sometime. This was mine.”


    “Why join us now? Why not before?”


    Noah blew out a breath and placed his chopsticks on the lid of his container.


    “Because it was easier to keep my head down, focus on what I was doing, and not pay attention. Because I kept trying to tell myself it wasn’t that bad. But it is. And this is the right thing to do. I made a mistake before. I hope you can forgive me for being an ass.”


    How could she not? Minute by minute he was winning her over, and she didn’t know how to feel about that.


    “I’ll forgive you on a probationary period.” Liar. She’d mostly forgiven him already. For everything except breaking into her house. And kissing her.


    “How kind of you.” He picked up his chopsticks.


    “Have you heard from Andy? Do we know what happens next?”


    “Not yet, and our next move is still the same—get you out of the country.”


    “And then what?”


    “That’s where you start telling me what we’re doing. You spent the whole time in the car writing stuff down. I assumed you were planning. The woman who knows all. Food’s getting cold.” He nodded at the container.


    “The problem is that I’m no help to anyone right now. It’s frustrating. For me to do my part I need to be able to talk to people, coordinate, put pieces together.” Her whole value was as the point of contact in D.C. If she was on the run like everyone else, she found it hard to see what use she was to the team.


    “I think you are.”


    “How would you know?”


    “The Director of the CIA told me to keep you safe. That means you’re important.” Noah stared at her in that odd way of his, completely still. Predatory. And yet she didn’t feel as though she were the one at risk.


    “We’re going to wait here for word from Andy, then get on a plane?”


    “We’ll use this time to rest up. Once we hear from him, we’ll head north and work on our exit strategy. Now, your turn. What am I getting involved with?”


    Lillian picked at the food, not sure where to start. It had gotten fairly complicated over time, their end goal changing as they discovered just how large SICA was, how deep it ran.


    “I guess, if I had to label it, we’re trying to get out of our research phase. We’ve got a reasonable idea as to the history and scope of the organization. Now, we need to figure out how to stop them.”


    “Is it just the eight of us?”


    He was including himself in the number.


    Lillian chewed and considered her answer. “There’s more than eight, but how many? I can’t tell you that.”


    “Can’t or won’t?”


    “Can’t. Each team has built resources of their own they don’t share. The idea is, if something happens to the rest of us, each team can take what they’ve created and run with it.”


    “You mean, if you can’t stop them?”


    “Yeah.”


    “Well, I’m glad everyone has contingency plans.” He gestured at her food. “You almost done?”


    “Yeah.” Lillian wanted to believe him, but if she’d learned anything over the last few months it was that plans rarely worked out how they hoped.


    “What else do we have to do tonight?” she asked.


    “Sleep. If you don’t mind sharing the bed, I mean. I’ll keep my hands to myself.” As if it proved anything, Noah lifted his left hand.


    It didn’t make sense to refuse him. There was only one bed and so many hours to rest. Besides, now that she’d scarfed down some food her eyelids were beginning to droop.


    “I hope you don’t snore.”


    Noah merely grinned.


    Not long after finishing dinner she crawled onto her side of the bed, furthest from the door. Despite being tired she lay awake, listening to Noah move about the room until he, too, climbed into the bed. On the other side.


    “Good night, Lily,” he whispered and flipped the lights off.


    She couldn’t decide if she was disappointed or glad that he didn’t reach for her.


    …


    Monday. CIA Headquarters, Langley, Virginia.


    Assistant Director Dave Campbell reread the off-the-books report from Hector via the mirror SICA network embedded within the CIA’s systems. Judging by the time stamp of the report and the time logs, Dave was willing to bet that Hector was only now leaving the building. Dave sent a note to the SICA tech team to review what Hector had done, every click of the mouse, keystroke, and window opened. Dave didn’t yet trust the man.


    They’d gone through the motions to recruit Hector, but both sides had known the questions were a formality. They had enough dirt on Hector to own him. He’d been the weak link Dave had exploited in his new opponent’s armor, and now he had a way in.


    As the sole remaining power behind SICA, Dave had many resources at his disposal. He was the puppet master. The shadow man. Or whatever other names his underlings chose to call him. In all his years of working both for his own gain and the CIA, they’d only come close to being exposed three times, including now. They’d weather this. He’d see to it.


    The girl was gone, but Dave had known that moving to capture her might only send her running.


    It had been easy enough to identify her once Dave’s team realized the rogue CIA agents still had someone in D.C. working with them. The thing Dave’s people hadn’t known was, who else? The pretty lawyer with a failed CIA career working as a fixer was resourceful, but she wasn’t alone.


    So, who else?


    That was the question. They’d spent valuable time trying to determine the who without much progress. Now they knew.


    Someone tapped on Dave’s office door. Dave had been expecting this and had set up in one of the lower level offices used for agents there on a temporary basis. Less chance of being observed down here. He pulled the hat down lower and adjusted the lamplight so the room was properly dim. The fewer people who saw his face, the fewer who could identify him.


    “Yes?” he called out.


    The door cracked open.


    “We brought you Demetrius,” the man on the other side of the door said.


    Dave shuffled papers off his desk and closed the laptop. “Bring him in.”


    The door opened and two men entered, dragging a third between them. Dave folded his hands on the desk and waited while the two SICA agents sat facing away from him in the folding chair. They didn’t give the bound man any space. If he was as good as his reputation, they were all still in danger.


    He leaned back and studied the man’s shoulders, how he sat. The South African assassin was a big man with dark skin, close cropped hair, and soulless black eyes. Not the type Dave would have pegged for the covert work, but he hadn’t yet seen the man in action.


    Demetrius was a killer. Someone who knew how to make people hurt. The man had come onto Dave’s radar almost a decade ago by way of his freelance work in the southern regions of Africa. His skills in the field were notable, especially for someone with no affiliation. He was a self-made man, down to his core. That was a rarity. And now Dave would make the man work for him.


    Dave smiled. “Hello, Demetrius. I’ve got a job vacancy you are uniquely qualified to fill. Interested?”


    “Fuck you,” Demetrius said.


    Dave nodded at the file folder of photographs on the edge of the desk. The closest agent picked it up and held it so Demetrius could see the contents.


    “What the—?” Demetrius leaned forward. Children always did make excellent leverage. The other agent shoved him back in his seat. “Hell no. No…”


    “Interested now?”


    Dave took perverse pleasure in these moments. He wasn’t young and he’d never been physically imposing, which was his gift. No one saw him coming until he had them where it hurt. And everyone had a weak spot. Especially Demetrius. The South African had thought to escape his reputation by moving to America with his young daughters. All it did was make him more available to Dave.


    “What’s the job?” Demetrius’s voice hit that flat tone, the one of a man resigned to his fate.


    Dave didn’t buy that at all, but he could work with Demetrius’s compliance.


    “It’s more of a partnership, really. I’ve got plans for us.”


    This was going to be fun.


    …


    Tuesday. Denville, New Jersey.


    Noah strained to hear the tiniest sound in the darkness. An A/C unit switched on next door, blanketing out any sound, even Lillian’s deep breathing.


    He couldn’t sleep.


    This was all too easy. He’d been at this work for too long to take easy at face value.


    He stared at the lump an arm’s length away.


    Lillian Matthews.


    She’d been in his head for months. If she were anyone else he’d have tried to bed her and get her out of his system. But she wasn’t just anyone, so he’d kept his hands to himself. And now here they were, sharing a bed, on the run together.


    Fucking hell.


    Noah’s restlessness chased him from bed. He padded across the room to the windows and peered out into the parking lot. No cars had moved. The guy smoking a few doors down was nowhere to be seen. There was no suspicious activity in the early morning hours, and yet…something wasn’t right. He couldn’t put his finger on it, but he could sense it.


    Was this deep cover, long-op paranoia? He’d been at one gig for over two years. It was bound to make him a little crazy.


    Why hadn’t they heard from the others?


    Andy had indicated it shouldn’t take him long to get the ball rolling on their paperwork. That was before they left D.C. He should have made contact by now. Noah would have liked to be on the road by now. Hell, he’d have preferred to have never stopped.


    Lillian groaned in her sleep and tossed onto her other side.


    He glanced over his shoulder at her, the thin beam of light catching on the blond streaks in her hair.


    What if he got her killed?


    He’d never been good at teamwork. Never been good at saving lives. He was better at ending them. He understood how killing one could save many. Now his job was the opposite. He had to keep one woman alive so others would live. This op was all wrong for him.


    He sat down on the edge of the bed and rubbed his eyes.


    Unbidden memories of blood and bits came to the forefront of his mind.


    He’d been part of the Military Police back then, stationed in yet another town with the aim to train the locals to police themselves. Good theory, bad practice.


    The second posting Noah had worked at had been a disaster. The appointed chief of police for the town had been a crooked cop, and he’d used the American forces to do his dirty work. By the time Noah’s superiors found out there was no fixing it. If they came forward, they were the murderers. If they kept things as they were, peace would never be achieved.


    So Noah had made the problem go away. It hadn’t been a direct order. His commanding officer had implied, and Noah had listened.


    The chief of police appeared to have died due to an accident. Everything should have been fine. But that wasn’t how things worked. When everything appeared to be fine—that was when they were going wrong.


    Noah pushed to his feet and crossed to the bed. He gripped Lillian’s arm, squeezing it a bit too tight.


    “Lillian? Lily? I need you to wake up.” He clicked on the bedside lamp. Her beautiful features were soft in sleep.


    “Huh?” She rolled toward him, lashes working double time.


    “We need to go.”


    “What? Why?” She sat up and swung her legs off the side of the bed.


    “We should have heard from Andy by now. Something’s happened.”


    Either he was right or paranoid. Probably both.


    She crammed her feet into the drugstore slippers they’d bought her and stood. She swayed a bit, but was otherwise good to go.


    Noah grabbed the small bag he’d brought in from the car and slung it over his shoulder. He pulled the gun from his holster and gripped the keys in his other hand.


    “What’s going on?” Her hands were in her hair, tying it up and out of the way.


    “We need to go.” Noah lifted the curtain and, once more, he checked the parking lot.


    It was too still out there. The calm before the storm, and all that shit.


    He looked back at Lillian. “I’ll go first. I’ll start the car. When I turn the headlights on, come out, okay?”


    “Got it. I’m good.” She blew out a breath, hands at her side and nodded.


    This could be nothing but him jumping at shadows, or he could be saving their lives. He couldn’t tell the difference anymore. Did it matter so long as they remained among the living?


    “Let me know if I need to do anything?” Lillian’s face was hard to make out in the darkness, but her tone rang with trust.


    He might be off his rocker, but she was willing to follow him. He’d get her through this. He’d do whatever it took.


    Noah crossed the floor in two strides. He didn’t know what he was going to do until he was there, toe to toe with her. Lillian tipped her chin up. A bit of light caught in her eye. He reached up and cupped the back of her head, a bit of loose hair brushing his fingers, and pressed a quick kiss to her lips. Her body jolted, but she didn’t pull away.


    Noah groaned and broke the kiss. He let go and whirled toward the door, slipping out into the chilly night.


    So much for keeping his hands to himself.


    The darkness was held back by only a few lights in the lot. Not much opportunity to see people like them coming and going.


    He got into the car, then twisted around to see if he spied movement.


    Still, nothing.


    Maybe they were ahead of the threat? He hoped so.


    He twisted the key in the ignition and the car chugged to life. They needed to get out of here and find a new ride. He unlocked the doors and flipped the headlights on.


    A dark shape darted out from the room. He shifted into reverse and waited just long enough for Lillian’s bottom to hit the seat before accelerating out of the spot.


    “Did you see anything?” Lillian shut the door and twisted around to look.


    “No. Seat belt.”


    She buckled in, still staring at him. “What did you mean about Andy?”


    “It shouldn’t have taken him this long to get us a lead on a passport. It’s been almost twelve hours.” Noah merged onto the empty road and headed north at his first opportunity.


    “Can we contact him?”


    “That’s not a good idea.”


    “Noah, you’re scaring me. Please, tell me what’s going on?”


    He reached over and placed his hand on her knee. “Andy might have walked into a trap trying to help us. I don’t know. I just have a bad feeling.”


    “Do you trust your gut often?”


    “Yes.”


    “Okay. What do we do now?”


    No protest or second guessing, just acceptance.


    He blew out a breath. The tightness between his shoulders eased the more distance he put between them and that hotel.


    “Andy had us heading north. I don’t know his people, but I’ve got a guy in Montreal that can do the job for us.” Noah would get them to Europe one way or another.


    “Then what?” she asked.


    “Then, like I said, you’re in charge.”


    Lillian’s lips curved down into a frown. He didn’t doubt that she had plans rolling in that pretty head of hers.


    “We’re trying to create a plan, something we can execute.” Her voice began soft, but grew stronger. “Rand and Sarah are mostly out of commission for now.”


    “Because of the baby?”


    “Yes. Before you offer your opinion, they didn’t mean to get pregnant.”


    “I’d hope not. Being a team already makes them weaker, a baby only creates more dead weight.”


    “That’s pretty brutal.”


    “It is, but I’m being honest. The truth isn’t always nice.”


    Lillian stared out of the window. “They do seem to have been at risk more than everyone else.”


    Noah reached over and took her hand. “They’re both CIA trained. They know what they’re doing.”


    Lillian also had CIA training. This was her first time in the field. Working for the Matthews Company as a fixer was one thing, but what they were into now was some first-rate scary shit. Based on how she’d handled herself up until now, Noah was pretty damn proud.


    “Andy and Carol are running ops based off this algorithm she created. It helps identify, and to some extent, predict what they’re going to do next.” Lillian slid her leg under her and twisted to face him, his hand clasped between hers.


    Did she realize she was doing that? He sure as hell did. It was an effort to focus on her words and not the soft feel of her hand. “Seriously?”


    “Yeah. Donovan has helped hide the program that runs it all. Using that, we’ve been able to hamstring SICA’s work in Asia to an extent. Next, we’ll focus on Europe.”


    “How do you propose we pull that off?”


    “Everyone has people they’re working with the rest of us know nothing about. It’s not just our tiny team.”


    He felt her study him, weighing her choices.


    Noah kept his eyes on the road and prayed he measured up.


    “We have a plan to recruit more help, but we haven’t been able to—yet. I think we’re close, though.”


    He’d done more with less, but not on this scale before. This was next level, big time shit. Which was all the more reason to get the hell out of the country. They weren’t ready to take on the big dogs yet. Maybe once they had this extra help and someone to watch their back.


    He gestured at the duffle on the floor. “Hand me the phone from the little pocket, please?”


    Lillian pulled the burner out and handed it to him. “They’ll give you a ticket for driving and talking, you know.”


    “That’s why you’re going to call for me. Ready for the number?”


    “Yup.”


    He spoke and she dialed. There were few numbers he’d ever needed enough to memorize. His passport guy was the top of the list.


    Lillian put the phone on speaker. The line rang, and rang.


    “No one is picking up,” she whispered.


    “Because it’s four in the morning.”


    The line beeped to voicemail for a pawn shop.


    “Hey, I’ve got an old Betamax I need looked at,” Noah said. “I was told Shawn could help me out. I’ll be round there when you open. Tell Shawn I’m coming.”


    Noah nodded and Lillian ended the call.


    “Okay, now what?” she asked.


    “We drive.”

  


  
    Chapter Five


    Tuesday. Munich, Germany.


    Irene scrawled words on the page and pressed her hand to the earpiece. The voices were harder to make out in this part of the recording.


    They’d been following the investigative journalist since he’d done a series of pieces digging into rigged elections in Asia, effectively shining a light on several SICA jobs. The stories lined up with work Irene had been focused on with Sarah, Rand, and other operatives. In several cases, elections the CIA had helped sway did not turn out as they’d planned. Back then, Irene had known someone else was on the other side, doing the same thing she was doing, and now they knew it had been SICA all along. The connection made verifying the journalist’s stories easy, and since then, she and Mitch had kept tabs on the man, where he went, who he spoke to, and what he was reporting.


    There was depth to his investigations. Irene was willing to bet that their journalist had sources inside several intelligence agencies to get the kind of intel he was working with. He was doing what the agencies couldn’t—looking at the bigger picture. Seeing the patterns. Connecting the dots.


    Mitch’s head bobbed up the fire escape outside the window. Her heart did a painful happy dance to see him and for these few moments, while he couldn’t see her, she watched him. A few wisps of his golden hair stuck out from under the knit cap. His generous beard, while not her favorite fashion statement, looked good with the shoots of silver running through the wheat-colored hair.


    Irene’s insides warmed and the tension coiled between her shoulder blades eased. She couldn’t admit how nervous being alone made her or how much she missed him whenever he was gone. There were lines in this relationship she couldn’t blur and wouldn’t cross. Yes, she was guilty of wanting physical comfort, but that didn’t mean she’d let her heart get involved. At least not more than it already was.


    Her ex-husband had burned her enough and taught her that no man wanted an equal. Though Mitch made her wonder.


    Damn him, she was getting distracted.


    She hit the pause button on the recording and massaged her temples.


    It was unfair to compare Mitch to her ex-husband. She knew they were nothing alike. For one, Mitch was one of the most humble and hardworking men she’d ever met. After the mess that had thrown them together in the first place sorting out the business with Rand and Sarah, Mitch was the one constant in Irene’s life. He’d been there for her when no one else was.


    Like when Irene had to hide her sister. Mitch had been there with her.


    He was more than her partner, he was her friend and her heart wanted more. But she couldn’t allow that to happen. Mixing work and pleasure just wasn’t smart.


    The window rose and a gust of cool air depleted the warmth that had built up since Mitch’s exit. She grit her teeth and kept her attention focused on the words. They had a lot of ground to catch up on after their trip.


    “Got the latest batch and something to eat.” Mitch crossed to the desk and set the transmitter next to the laptop.


    She held her breath and pressed her back to the chair so she wouldn’t lean toward him. He walked to the counter that served as their kitchen, oblivious of her internal struggle.


    “Our journalist spoke to someone in Mossad intelligence.” Irene stopped the recording and focused on Mitch. “He knows too much. If he keeps digging, they’re going to kill him.”


    “What do you want to do about it?” Mitch sighed, his words weary. They’d had this conversation often enough that she could recite each of their parts.


    “I don’t know. Andy sent a message. They’re onto Lillian and Noah.”


    Mitch’s eyes went wide. “What?”


    “Everyone’s moving locations. Rand, Sarah, and the baby. Andy and Carol.”


    Mitch leaned against the counter and closed his eyes for a moment.


    They were most vulnerable when they had to pick up and move without preparation. Because the threat could come at any time, they all had contingency plans upon contingency plans, but it wasn’t always enough. The people they were up against had more resources and people than Irene could hope to muster.


    “I think we should bring the team and everyone else together. We’ve got evidence. What we need is a bigger plan.” She leaned forward. They’d been working toward a solution without knowing what it would look like, but maybe it was finally taking form.


    “What do you mean, exactly?” Mitch asked.


    “What we talked about before, we bring all of the allied intelligence agencies together and we give them a reason to help us. What I’m hearing on this recording? It means that SICA isn’t just an American problem. It’s worldwide.”


    “Shit,” Mitch muttered.


    And they’d barely scratched the surface. What would they find when they dug deeper? When they had their hooks in the people after them?


    …


    Tuesday. Montreal, Canada.


    Noah strode forward, his hand on the small dip of Lillian’s back. The spot made for a man’s hand. The street was quiet this hour of the night. They’d made it across the border on foot and a contact of his drove them into the city where they could pick up a bus. Two hours later, they were finally at their destination.


    She peered over her shoulder. “Are you sure this is the right place?”


    “Keep going. Stop looking back.”


    “We’ve been walking for an hour.” Lillian peered up at him, one brow quirked. “Do you know where we’re going?”


    “It has not been an hour. Maybe fifteen minutes. And yes, I know where we’re going.” He grasped her arm and pulled her toward him until her hip bounced into his. “Now, hush.”


    His hand slid down to hers, then they were walking hand in hand down the quiet street. It had been a long day and she’d stuck with him, humoring his need to go slow. She wasn’t a bad companion for a trip like this. They’d talked. They’d sat in easy silence. He could see her potential. Now if he could just keep her safe.


    “In here.” He guided Lillian through a chain link fence at what looked to be a standard auto shop.


    “I thought you said we were going to a pawn shop earlier?”


    “You call the pawn shop to make an appointment here. Stay behind me and don’t talk, okay?”


    Lillian nodded, sliding into her role easily.


    The storefront lights were off, but one set of bay doors was open at the rear, casting a long rectangle of light on the gravel lot. He took a longer stride and stepped in front of Lillian. He’d done business with these people and though he trusted their work, he wouldn’t say the same about the people doing the jobs.


    A man straightened from the far workbench and nodded toward a set of stairs. “You’re late.”


    Noah didn’t offer an explanation or speak a word to the guy on duty. They did pause for a cursory pat down. He’d made sure to stash the bags before making this visit, only bringing the cash they’d need with them.


    They climbed the stairs to the second-floor addition, where the real work happened.


    An older gentleman sat at a long desk with a magnifying lens between his face and a document.


    “Stand against the wall,” he said by way of greeting.


    Lillian didn’t hesitate. She stepped forward, fluffing her hair for the picture.


    Noah held out his hand. “Give me your coat.”


    The coat was the only thing that hid her shapely figure. Even in the stolen sweats and his shirt she drew more than enough attention. The quicker they were done, the faster he could get her off the street and somewhere safe.


    “Here?” She stood up against the plain white wall.


    “Two steps to your left.” Noah tilted his head. He’d been here enough times he had the drill down.


    The professional stepped up and Noah sat down, content to let the old man do his work. In a matter of five minutes they’d both had their pictures taken and picked out new names.


    Lillian would travel under the name Linda Cooper, and Noah would be her husband, Paul. It was a risk traveling as connected individuals, but at least this way they could stick together without raising suspicion. They were each getting an extra with a secondary name for later. Worst-case scenario, he could fall back on one of his other passports. The risk there was whether or not Hector had identified and flagged those


    Hector.


    Wasn’t that a kick in the teeth still?


    How much of a lead did they have on the man? It was obvious Noah’s handler had been watching them. The moment he and Lillian made their move they’d been blown. They needed to get to Europe soon. There the two of them could disappear.


    “When will they be ready?” Noah held Lillian’s coat out for her to slip into.


    “First thing in the morning if you leave me to it.” The old man sat down, dismissing them.


    Noah slid cash out of his pocket and left it at the corner of the desk. It was half and then some of the agreed upon price to help speed the process up or bump them to the head of the line. With any luck first thing in the morning meant first light.


    They descended the stairs and hit the sidewalk again without incident from the guard on duty.


    “Am I allowed to speak now?” Lillian asked, bumping his shoulder with hers as they walked.


    “That’s not how I meant it.” He took in her profile and how her hair glowed under the streetlights. “An attractive woman like you is worth something. The less you talk, the less attention you draw, the less chance I need to protect you.”


    “Oh…” She looked at him, her eyes going wide. “I didn’t think…”


    “You have me here to think of things like that for you. Trust me a little? Walk faster.”


    “Why?” She glanced over her shoulder.


    “It’s cold.”


    She smacked his arm. “Don’t scare me.”


    He chuckled and caught her hand. Her fingers were so small, her skin so smooth compared to his.


    “What’s our plan for tonight?” she asked.


    “Find someplace to get food, check into that crappy motel we passed, and wait for morning. Once we have papers we can pick a destination and go. Have you thought about where we should end up?”


    “I need to talk to the others. I’m not sure we can make a plan until we’re in Europe. What do you think?” She tipped her chin up, watching him, genuinely curious about his input.


    “We don’t know how long it’ll take to lose our tail. Probably a good idea to bounce around a bit.” He studied her profile for a moment. “From here on out though, safe is a relative word. You aren’t going to like hearing this, but you may never be safe again. Understand? No matter where you are, how well you’re protected, there’s always someone out there who is good enough to make the kill. You have to live assuming that one person is on the job.”


    She didn’t miss a beat. “Plan for the worst, I guess?”


    “Something like that.”


    And then she surprised him even more.


    One side of her mouth hitched up. “Well, that’s what I signed up for.”


    Noah shook his head, chuckling. “There’s our bus. Come on.”


    They jogged to the stop and got on, settling on opposite sides of the aisle. There were enough people around them that it wasn’t a good place to talk. A ten-minute ride brought them back to the motel. They picked up takeout from a small shop next to the motel, then headed inside.


    The motel sat off the street, its rundown sign evidence that the better years had already passed for this establishment. What mattered was that there were plenty of ways on and off the property to make escape an easy affair. He paid for a room in cash while Lillian waited in the shadows.


    Noah unlocked the room and ushered Lillian in. They drew the windows and shut blinds, working as a team, before turning on the lights and surveying their accommodations.


    Instead of two queen beds, they had one king-sized mattress. The carpet was threadbare and the wallpaper was straight out of the seventies, but otherwise it all appeared to be sturdy.


    “Hope you don’t mind sharing again.” His gaze lingered on the plump pillows. Maybe tonight he’d be able to sleep?


    “Me? I’d guess you were the one with the complaint. I tossed and turned for hours.”


    “You weren’t that bad.” He resisted the urge to smile. In truth, her restlessness had been nice. A bit of humanity.


    He handed out the food and dragged a chair up against the wall where he could keep an eye on the door and windows. Once they were ready to turn in he’d secure them with some improvised traps. They’d had to cull the gear he brought with them over the border, but he’d prioritized things that kept them safe.


    Noah peeled off his coat and hung it over the back of his chair. “Take advantage of the chance to rest while we can. I have a feeling that won’t be an option soon.”


    “I’m surprised by how good sleep sounds.” Lillian wrinkled her nose and spread their dinner of burgers out on the table. Their last meal had been supplied by a convenience store, which left a lot to be desired.


    Within minutes every bit of food was consumed. Lillian hid a yawn behind her hand and stretched. Her hair draped over the back of the chair in a silky curtain. Soon she’d have to do something about her appearance. She was too memorable. He’d cross that bridge later.


    “You want to use the bathroom first?” she asked.


    “No, go ahead.”


    She disappeared into the postage stamp–sized bathroom along with a few toiletries, leaving him to secure the room.


    A bit of string, some firecrackers, and a lighter weren’t much in the way of a security system, but they’d get the job done. At this stage in the game all he needed were seconds. If he got his gun drawn a moment sooner than the person after him that was all that mattered.


    Once he was satisfied with the barricaded door and secured window it was Noah’s turn in the bathroom. He went through his routine, his mind on the woman on the other side of the door.


    She was his responsibility now and that terrified part of him, but like Lillian had said, this was what they’d signed up for. If she could push forward, so would he.


    Noah finished in the bathroom, flipped off the lights, and stepped into the darkened room. Noises from neighboring units drifted to them, mostly the hum of televisions and soft voices. He crossed to the side of the bed closest to the door and toed off his shoes.


    “Think my sister’s okay?” Lillian asked softly.


    Noah slid his gun onto the nightstand then stretched out on the mattress, staring at the ceiling. “She’s a tough cookie. She’ll get by.”


    “Thanks for looking out for me,” Lillian whispered after a few silent minutes.


    He reached blindly for her and found her arm lying on top of the comforter. He gave her hand a squeeze when he found it. Her fingers wrapped around his. The hold was a little awkward, but that didn’t matter. In the darkness it was just them against the world. But wasn’t that the problem? He was losing his ability to be objective about the mission. His goal was keeping Lillian alive and safe, not getting close to her. But he couldn’t do one without the other, so here he was, lying in bed holding hands with a woman who very likely had his fate in that pretty head of hers.

  


  
    Chapter Six


    Wednesday. Montreal, Canada.


    Demetrius Jones stared at the auto body shop. Two hours and not a lot of business. People came and went, but they weren’t bringing in cars. He hadn’t seen anyone who fit the description of the targets, either.


    The longer he waited, the less he liked this setup. All he had to go on was a single camera shot of a car headed north and the knowledge that one of the targets liked to get passports done here. It wasn’t enough to truly track his prey, but he wasn’t being given a lot to work with, either.


    He checked the time again.


    If he went in there he could spook the targets. That was only if they hadn’t been by yet. What if they’d already picked up their new identities? If that were the case, Demetrius was sitting here while they got away.


    This wasn’t who he wanted to be anymore. He’d done things out of necessity, to protect his family, and it had all snowballed out of his control. All he wanted was a nice, quiet life raising his kids. They’d been through hell and back because of him and they deserved better than this.


    The skin between his shoulder blades prickled.


    He peered down the road.


    Two figures strolled toward the auto shop.


    Could this be them?


    It was hard to make out details with both swaddled in puffy coats, hats, and the like. They were the only pair that had come this way since Demetrius had set up to watch. He reached into the glove box and pulled out a Glock he’d procured after crossing into the country. His gloves gripped the metal like a dream. He hated how right this felt.


    The couple entered the shop. Nothing else happened.


    Demetrius waited another half a minute before getting out of the car and pulling his knit cap low on his face. He jogged across the street and pulled the face mask part of his cap down.


    A man opened the door.


    Demetrius held out his hands and took a step closer. “I need help.”


    “Take the mask off,” the man said.


    “Please, can you help me? I was told someone here could.”


    “Stay back.”


    It was too late. The man had allowed Demetrius to get close enough.


    He reached out and stabbed the man in the throat. The blood flowed, his victim gasped and went down. For a moment Demetrius stared into the dying man’s eyes, watching the light flicker out.


    There was a day when that look, the sight of a life being snuffed out, used to make the adrenaline pound in his veins. Now, his gut rolled in an unfamiliar manner.


    He had to be the old version of himself again this one last time.


    Demetrius rolled the body into the shop and locked the door.


    Now that the lookout was down, he had seconds to act.


    The only way out of the shop front was into the work bay. He shoved the door open and knelt. The smell of grease, oil, and tire rubber assaulted his senses. A man yelled something unintelligible from within, his voice echoing off the metal and concrete.


    A flash of movement to Demetrius’s left gave away the position of the other person.


    He didn’t think. He threw the knife and sprinted forward. The man pitched backward, falling into a tire, the knife sticking out from his chest. Demetrius planted his foot on the man’s ribs, grabbed the knife, and yanked it out. He cut the man’s throat in a single slice, the way he’d have butchered a goat.


    Demetrius shook his head, banishing those memories, and stood.


    The forger operated out of a room upstairs. That was the end of Demetrius’s knowledge. From here on out he was operating by the seat of his pants.


    He headed toward the stairs. The shop was bound to have cameras and, despite the silent attack, if someone was watching they’d know he was coming. He took the stairs two and three at a time. At the landing outside the door he paused. There were voices coming from inside, their pitch higher but mostly distorted by the thick material between them.


    If he were in there, he’d have a back way out, which meant his targets could be getting away now.


    He yanked on the door.


    It didn’t budge.


    He pulled out the gun, aimed, and looked away. The bullet pinged off the metal, then fell to the floor below. He jerked on the door, the damaged mechanism giving way, and ducked.


    Three shots rang out, chunks of drywall hitting him in the head.


    Demetrius aimed at the figure leaning out from behind a filing cabinet and fired. The target went down and a woman screamed. Demetrius hated killing women, even his piece of shit wife. It’d been her or the kids, and there wasn’t anything in this world Demetrius loved more than his babies. He’d taken the shot, and he’d take the one today as well. It was the only thing that would keep his children safe.


    There was no answering gunfire.


    He stood and strode into the room.


    Sure enough, a window was open and the only person left in the building was the woman. He peered at her blood-streaked face, her wide blue eyes staring up at him.


    She wasn’t the mark.


    Demetrius rolled the man over. He wasn’t even white. The winter mask had hidden his features from Demetrius to the point that he’d made the wrong call.


    “Shit,” he muttered.


    Either they hadn’t come yet, they’d been and gone, or they weren’t going to frequent this haunt at all. Whatever option it was, Demetrius’s were gone.


    “Y-you aren’t going to kill me?” The woman’s voice trembled.


    He should, but she hadn’t seen his face and whatever demons had pushed her to coming here would catch up with her soon enough. He didn’t need more blood on his hands. “Go.”


    Demetrius crossed to the desk littered with photographs and bits of paper. He shuffled through the images, but they were all overexposed or blurry. The features of the individuals weren’t of any use to him. This whole thing had been a waste of time.


    …


    Wednesday. Toronto, Canada.


    Lillian stared around the living room of the lavish home. Noah had disappeared around the corner, leaving her to watch the front of the house for any sign that they’d been followed.


    She studied the snow-covered trees bordering the property, but nothing moved.


    Footsteps thumped on the stairs. She glanced over her shoulder at the entry.


    Noah’s feet then legs came into view.


    Something funny happened in her stomach. It had been coming on slowly, much like a sneaky spring cold, except this was much more deadly. The sensation rose into her chest, sending her heart rate fluttering as the rest of Noah appeared.


    “All clear,” he said.


    She cleared her throat, as if that would scare away the butterflies in her belly. This was not the time to develop feelings for her partner. “I haven’t seen any movement.” She gestured at the window.


    “Good.” Noah thumbed over his shoulder. “Looks like there are clothes upstairs for you.”


    “Fantastic.” The sweats were beginning to smell stale. “What else did Andy say?”


    Noah led the way into the kitchen at the back of the house where a few envelopes had been left for them containing cash and contacts. Whoever had decorated the place was a fan of white. The cabinets were white, the marble countertops white with veins of silver, even the floors and drapes were white. Sterile. Cold. Even with the heater roaring she couldn’t help but shiver.


    “Would it kill them to have a little color in here?” She leaned on the island and wrapped her arms around herself.


    “It is pretty bleak.” He grabbed a water and twisted the cap off.


    “Are you going to tell me what Andy said?” She didn’t like him stalling.


    “Not much. Turns out SICA got a lead on where Sarah and the baby were, which was with Andy and Carol.”


    “What?” Lillian gripped the edge of the counter.


    “They’re okay.” Noah set his water bottle down and placed his hand on her back, rubbing soothing circles. “Sarah and the baby are back with Rand and off to whatever corner of the earth. Andy and Carol have split up for the time being, and everyone has relocated. SICA didn’t get close to them.”


    “Oh, God. Lead with that next time. Shit.” Lillian leaned into him, enjoying his touch.


    Her worst nightmare was if the baby got taken. The baby was their weak spot. If the baby was captured, their efforts to do anything else would be refocused on saving the child. Nothing else would matter.


    “Sorry. Andy knows some people. Got us set up here and we’re waiting for word of what they want to do next. It’ll determine where we go.”


    “It’s so strange being out of the loop like this.” She’d been the hub for so long, not being plugged in was like losing part of herself.


    “Andy’s working on something. He seems very keen on getting you back in the loop. It sounds like everyone else is blind without you. You have operational oversight on this whole thing. Sooner we get your head back in the game, the better off we’ll all be.”


    There were a few things Lillian knew were fallback options, things the team had been considering. A good chunk of the responsibility for each of them rested on her. And she was stuck in a house in the middle of nowhere.


    “I feel so bad dumping this on him and Carol. They have their own problems to deal with, you know?” Lillian looked up at him, grateful for his support.


    His lips curled up slightly and he bent to lean on the counter. “It’s part of being a team.”


    “Yeah. I know that.”


    “Then trust the rest of your team to have your back.”


    “I totally trust them.” Her insides knotted up, a dozen minor details popping to mind that she wasn’t certain anyone else would think of.


    Noah tapped her nose and chuckled. “You’re a control freak.”


    “Hey.” She glared at him. Or tried to.


    Guilty as charged.


    He kept watching her, a mischievous smile on his face. It made him look younger, boyish, not nearly as battle worn.


    If he was a complete stranger and they were at a happy hour, that was the kind of smile that she’d go for on a guy. The one that said he knew how to have fun, make her laugh, forget work for a while.


    Noah’s hand slid from her back, down her arm to her hand on the marble. He gave it a slight squeeze, then straightened.


    She did not need to feel like that about Noah. In another time and place, sure, she’d be attracted to him even though she knew better. He wasn’t the nice guy she normally went for. He was the bad boy that would no doubt get her in trouble.


    But she wasn’t going down that road.


    Lillian swiveled away from him, putting distance between their bodies. “Mind if I turn on the TV?”


    She was used to living in D.C. where people breathed politics and current events. Much of her job consisted of being ahead of the news cycle. Losing herself in a little midday recap could be good to realign her head.


    “Knock yourself out.”


    There was a small sofa and TV set up adjacent to the kitchen. If it wasn’t for all the white it would be a cozy setup. Not that she was one to judge. Her older sister had dictated how she styled her house because from time to time Lillian had to vacate so they could put a client up in her home. That meant nothing could be too personal.


    She retreated to the sofa with her legs curled under her and fished the remote out from under a pillow. Noah busied himself with the coffee machine. It took her a moment to figure out which buttons did what.


    She found a channel and settled in to let the details wash over her.


    The first image that flashed onto the screen chilled her blood.


    Noah strode across to stand next to the sofa. “Turn it up?”


    No…


    Lillian hit the volume button. The anchor switched to a breaking story out of Montreal, and showed an aerial view of an auto body repair shop.


    She knew that shop.


    She’d been there that morning, shivering in the cold.


    “Noah…who? We didn’t…”


    They watched the story unfold, the deaths tallied at three, with no witnesses or leads on the suspect. When they’d left the shop that morning everyone had been alive.


    “Please tell me this isn’t connected to us.” Lillian knew better, but she wanted to hear the lie.


    “Keep it on, take notes.” Noah paced the distance between the sofa and the island. “We knew they’d be close, I just hoped we’d be a bit ahead of them.”


    “Can they track us here?” She twisted to stare at Noah, fearing the answer.


    “I could, so I have to assume whoever is after us will be able to.” Noah grimaced. “We used the new IDs to purchase the train ride. If they connect those names to us, they’ll be able to track us when we cross the ocean. Andy needs to know that. He might be able to do something about it.”


    Lillian closed her eyes and drew in a deep breath. This wasn’t the time to panic.


    Noah’s hand found hers. “Take sixty seconds. It’s okay. We’re going to hang tight. If we act now, we’re just letting them flush us out. We stay the course, keep our heads down, and stay a step ahead of them.”


    …


    Wednesday. Munich, Germany.


    Mitch paced the small room. He hated their options, what they were being forced to do.


    “I should be at the summit,” he said.


    “You can’t go, and neither can I,” Irene said yet again.


    “There has to be a way. There’s a way, isn’t there?”


    “Mitch, the CIA has us both labeled as traitors.” Irene’s dark gaze was hard. Unyielding. “There is no way we can attend the summit. It has to be Lillian. It was always going to be Lillian. If any of our intel allies see us, they will be obligated to turn us in and the best we could hope for is a lifelong prison stay. Most of them are still on the fence about SICA. We have to do this right and bring them over to our side of things. Our egos can’t get in the way.”


    “Then what do we do?” He stared at Irene. They both knew what the answer was. What it had always been. He just didn’t like entrusting the national security of their country to a woman who made her living gaming the system. She was a fixer. It was her job to twist the law if it suited the needs of her clients. “Is she even going to be able to get to the meeting?”


    “Andy said she’ll be there, so she’ll be there. She’s been preparing for this for months.” Irene held up her hand. “I know what you’re going to say. We’ve been over this a hundred times. Our best chance right now is to put our allies in one room, have Lillian present the evidence about SICA to them. It has to be from an unbiased speaker. Lillian is unknown in the intel world. She’s a blank slate to them. Besides, she knows what’s going on, our movements, and we know we can trust her. This is the best way to do this.”


    “I want to be there. Maybe not in on the summit meetings, but close by at least?”


    “We can’t risk having all of us in one place. Besides, we’d be putting America’s biggest allies in one room. They should rightfully turn us in. And what if SICA finds out about it? What then? We can’t keep doing this by ourselves, Mitch. If we’re ever going to get our names cleared, if we’re ever going to be able to go home, we’ve got to be proactive. And this isn’t even about Lillian anyway. This is about you wanting to control things. Admit it.”


    Mitch grumbled a reply, incoherent words. She had him there. He hated not being involved with everything. He’d always been hands-on when it came to his agents. Taking a step back was tough for him. In the bigger picture they were all on the same side. Lillian had risked her life to help them from day one, and now she was on the run because of it.


    She sighed. “Will you please sit?”


    “Fine.” He perched on the bed across from Irene and propped his elbows on his knees. “How is it going down?”


    “They’re going with the UK plan. Everything’s in motion.” Irene pulled out a pad of paper with words scribbled on it.


    “What are we doing? Are we making a move on our journalist?” he asked.


    “It’s still too risky to go the news route. We need to try to identify his sources. That’s it. We can get them if we’re patient, wait, and watch.”


    “I hate sitting here doing what feels like nothing.”


    “I know.” Irene sighed. “Me, too. Old dogs like me should be used to this, but I don’t know if I’ve ever had so much at stake.”


    “Old dog?” Mitch snorted.


    “Shut up, you.” Irene glared at him. “You know what I meant.”


    He held up his hands in surrender.


    Irene put on this face, that she was too old, too worn out by the world. But Mitch had gotten a look at the woman under all of that, and she was beautiful. He’d let her put on this act for the world and bide his time.


    He loved her, and someday he’d tell her.

  


  
    Chapter Seven


    Wednesday. Toronto, Canada.


    Noah stared at the latest news report. It had to be a slow day if all the channels were focused on a triple homicide. So far nothing had been said about the forger working upstairs, but it had to be assumed the authorities knew what the equipment was for.


    He peeked at Lillian, her eyes glued to the TV. He didn’t need to lay out how dire the situation was to her.


    If he were flying solo, he’d pack a backpack and strike off on his own, sticking to small towns until the trail had gone cold. Then he’d make a move to South America or Africa. Somewhere warmer, for sure. But they had work to do. Somewhere to be.


    He paced to the windows and peered between the curtains. The ground had a light dusting of snow, with more threatened in the forecast.


    SICA knew what they looked like.


    He glanced over his shoulder at Lillian. There was no mistaking her for anyone other than who she was. She had a distinct look.


    “Lily?”


    “Hmm?”


    “We need to dye your hair,” he said.


    She blinked at him, her eyes so large and round he could fall into them.


    He took a step closer to the sofa, unsure how she’d take this news. “It would probably be a good idea to cut it, too.”


    “Do we have to?” She lifted a hand to her messy bun.


    “Yes. I bet there’s some dye in the gear.”


    “Noah…”


    She lowered her eyes to the floor. He braced himself for a fight, but she kept sitting there not saying a word. After a few more moments she nodded.


    “Okay. I’ll go check upstairs.”


    Lillian got up and walked toward the front of the house, her steps heavy.


    He sat on the sofa and leaned his elbows on his knees, watching the TV but not seeing it. What the hell was he doing with her?


    Nothing yet, but he wanted to. Had always wanted to, if he was being honest with himself.


    “I found some dye,” Lillian yelled from upstairs.


    He didn’t answer and she didn’t call out for him.


    They’d been cooped up together for days. Some time apart was good.


    The phone in his pocket vibrated. He pulled it out, the unknown number taunting him.


    He tapped the answer button and pressed it to his ear.


    “Noah? Lillian? Who’s there?” Andy panted into the phone, out of breath.


    “It’s me. What ya got for me?” Noah pushed to his feet and paced toward the front of the house.


    “I saw the news.”


    “Us, too.”


    “Is Lillian with you?”


    “She’s upstairs.”


    “You need to get to London as soon as possible. There are three flights left going out today. How close to the airport are you?”


    “We could be there in an hour. What’s in London?”


    “Long story. SICA isn’t exactly a secret problem. Our allies know, too. When Carol and I ran the way we did, it put us in contact with people who wanted to help. The only problem was that they needed proof. We’ve been fact finding, building our case.”


    “I know that much.”


    “It’s time to present the evidence. The rest of us can’t show our faces. We need Lillian to do it.”


    Noah stared up at the ceiling. As if she wasn’t in enough danger, the instant she became the face of this operation was the day her value as an informant went up. People would pay money to get their hands on her and what she knew. “You sure about this?”


    “It’s the best plan we’ve got. Sarah and Rand have cut off all communication. Carol and I are already moving shop every thirty six hours. We can’t risk being in one place for as long as this security summit is going to take.”


    “What kind of risk are we looking at? And how do you even know we can get out of Canada?” Noah wasn’t going to place her at the center of everything without a full rundown of what they were looking at.


    “You trying to say you aren’t up to the job?”


    “Fuck you. This is a shit show, Andy. I don’t like it. My job is to keep her safe and you want to parade her around in front of more people?”


    “The only way for her to be safe is to eliminate the threat. Take the fight to them finally. We can’t do this alone. We need support. We have to win over these delegates.”


    “What if I don’t bring her? What if I say this is too much of a risk?”


    “It’s not up to you. It’s Lillian’s decision.”


    “What if I don’t tell her? What if I take her somewhere safe and stash her there? What then?” It was a crazy, unrealistic threat. Noah wouldn’t do it. Would he?


    “What’s up with you? What happened?”


    Noah paced into the living room where he could see the stairs, front door and into the kitchen. He couldn’t let Lillian risk herself unless he knew he could protect her.


    “Noah? You there? You made it to the safe house, right?”


    “Yeah, we’re here. For now.”


    “Are you seriously talking about abandoning us?” Andy’s voice was low, deadly.


    “I want to know that you’re thinking about everyone involved and not just your girl.”


    Andy cursed. “Look. She’s our best hope. She knows all the players, all the pieces. It would take the rest of us weeks to prepare for this. Besides, what’s safer than sticking her in a room with the heads of six different intelligence agencies? Huh?”


    That did sound more promising.


    Noah glanced up at the ceiling once more. This was what she’d signed up for. Her words. “When’s the second flight leave? We need to repack and prep.”


    “You’ve got four hours. Think you can do it?”


    “We have to. These guys are too close as it is. I assume this number won’t work again?” Noah took a step toward the stairs.


    “No. And get rid of yours. There should be burners with the gear our guys dropped for you.”


    Noah ended the call and pulled the pieces of the phone apart without looking at them.


    “Lillian? Lily?” He climbed a few stairs, then paused to listen.


    The silence wasn’t right.


    He reached around behind him and drew the handgun from the back of his jeans.


    The bedroom door was open, the contents of the bags strewn around the floor. But that could have been Lillian searching for hair dye. There hadn’t been a scuffle, the alarm system hadn’t gone off, nothing.


    Light shone from under the bathroom door, but he couldn’t hear movement or the faucet.


    Noah hugged the wall and reached toward the doorknob, praying Lillian was okay.


    He twisted the door and shoved it open, aiming his weapon at the open space.


    Lillian stood at the vanity with scissors in hand. Water ran down her cheeks and her shirt was almost soaked. She must have been lightning fast. Her hair was now a darker tone. The brown dye job was splotchy but it worked. She didn’t look at him or acknowledge that he was standing there.


    “What’s wrong?” Noah set the gun on the vanity and stepped into the bathroom. “Lily?”


    “I’m being completely ridiculous.” She braced her free hand on the countertop and swayed forward. “It’s stupid, I know. It’s just hair, but…”


    “But what?”


    She lifted her chin and stared at him in the mirror.


    “When I got my first apartment I was so excited to go shopping for furniture. I wanted a red sofa. Cherry red. And teal pillows. I didn’t even get to go shopping before my sister took my keys and explained that my home wasn’t mine. That it had to reflect the company.” She swiped at her cheek, drying water or tears, he didn’t know. “I can’t buy a goddamn pair of running shoes without her telling me how it makes the company look.”


    “That’s pretty intense.”


    Lillian’s laugh was bitter. “Welcome to being a Matthews.”


    He didn’t say anything, choosing instead to listen. She blew out a breath and straightened, her eyes drier.


    “I think she wanted me to be a carbon copy of her.” Lillian cleared her throat. “A few years ago I switched salons because I got tired of her telling the stylist what to do with my hair. I’m not a fucking doll. My sister hates my hair. Hates it long. Hates the highlights. But I did it for me. Because I wanted something to be mine.”


    Noah wrapped his arm around her waist. He wasn’t going to pretend to understand the rules by which she lived or the importance of hair, but he got that it was important to her.


    She leaned against his shoulder, water dripping onto his shirt.


    “Think of it as another change. For yourself,” he said.


    “I don’t know if I can.” She squeezed her eyes shut and rotated around to face him. “It’s hair. It’s silly. I know, but…”


    Noah gave her a squeeze. “Give me the scissors.”


    She held tight to him a moment longer before drawing back. He tugged the scissors from her hand and waited for her to turn away from him.


    “It’s just hair,” she chanted.


    “It is.” He lifted his hand and stroked the length of her hair.


    “It’ll grow back.”


    “It will.”


    “And then I can dye it something really crazy just to piss my sister off.”


    “That’s the spirit.” He smiled at her in the mirror, his heart squeezing at the watery gaze staring back at him.


    She was made of strong stuff, even if she didn’t know it yet.


    “How short?” He moved to stand behind her, trapping her between the vanity and his body.


    “Whatever you think works.” Lillian closed her eyes. “Surprise me.”


    He gave her shoulders a squeeze.


    “Keep your eyes closed, okay?” He ran his fingers through her hair, feeling the weight of it, the silky texture.


    “I can’t just wear a wig?” she asked.


    “No.”


    “Just checking.”


    Noah picked a point at shoulder length and cut as straight a line as he could across the back.


    He had to say something. Lighten the mood. “You know, I used to cut my hair back in the day. I’m decent at keeping things even, but I can’t promise the cut will be stylish.”


    “Maybe we’ll start a trend?” The corners of her mouth quirked up. There was his resilient girl.


    “Bathroom cuts?” He shook his head. “These days I wouldn’t be surprised.”


    He sectioned off more hair, and using the previously cut bit as a guide, made another snip, then another.


    “You ever cut your own hair?” he asked.


    “As a kid.” Lillian laughed. “I think we all do that, right? I gave myself bangs that were so short they stuck straight out.”


    “Oh, I bet that was cute.”


    “My mother was horrified.”


    “Did you do it again?”


    “When I was a teenager. I wanted swoop bangs, but my mother said no.”


    “You’ve always been the rebel of your family, haven’t you?”


    Bit by bit, he trimmed away almost a foot of hair while she regaled him with stories from her youth. At the end, she was facing him, arms crossed over her chest, that dazzling smile of hers in place.


    “Well, how do I look?” she asked.


    He leaned back, surveying his work.


    Just like he’d suspected, there was no way to make her any less beautiful. The change of hair was only window dressing. In fact, he kind of liked her with the dark hair.


    “You want to look at it? Tell me what you think?” he asked.


    “I don’t know if I’m ready for that. I haven’t had dark hair in years.” She sighed. “If we’re going this far then I should have bangs. They’ll add five pounds to my face, but whatever works, right?”


    “You okay with that?”


    “Can you do a sort of long fringe?” She wiggled her fingers at her face.


    He picked up a comb and pulled the hair forward until he had some to work with.


    “I’m sure we can find someone to tidy this up later. I talked to Andy. We’re going to fly out in a few hours.” He spoke softly as he continued to shape the hair hanging over her face. “They want to do a security summit. You know about this plan?”


    “Oh. Yeah. I didn’t think we were ready for that yet.”


    “Andy says you’re running that rodeo. Irene and Mitch can’t come. Rand and Sarah have gone off the grid. Andy and Carol are in enough hot water. That pretty much leaves us.”


    “Do we know if Donovan will be able to be there?”


    “Andy didn’t mention him specifically.”


    “He should be. As long as there isn’t another emergency somewhere else I think we can expect him to show.”


    Noah focused on evening up the fringe framing her face. Neither spoke while he finished the trim. Overall it wasn’t bad, but he doubted this was a style someone would ask for.


    “Okay, ready to look?” He set the scissors down and brushed the tiny bits off her sweater.


    “No.” Lillian opened her eyes finally and looked up at him. The dark strands framing her face softened her appearance. He wanted to cup her cheek, kiss her.


    “Here goes nothing.” She blew out a breath and turned to face the mirror. She blinked rapidly, turning her head left and right. “Bangs were a bad idea. Whatever. It’s hair. It’ll grow back.”


    “For what it’s worth, I think they look nice.”


    “Brown feels so drab.”


    “It’s a color. You’ll blend in better.” He ran his fingers through her hair, more because he liked the sensation than anything else.


    Lillian leaned toward him, taking some comfort in the feel of fingers in her hair. “Thanks. Sorry I wimped out on you.”


    “Hey, we all have a breaking point.” He set the scissors on the vanity and looked down at her.


    “And mine was hair.” Her lips quirked up.


    “I knew a guy who lost it over mac and cheese once.” His mouth was working, saying the right things while he couldn’t look away from her mouth.


    “Really?”


    “Stress does weird things to people.” His gut tightened, his mind trying to capture this moment in detail. The way her bangs made her eyes seem so much larger, the color in her cheeks, her damp skin, those parted lips. He wanted to hold all of this for the rest of his life.


    Lillian stared back at him. The air in the little room grew warm, the humidity from the shower sticking in his lungs. Last night he’d fallen asleep holding her hand. He’d meant to comfort her, but after she’d fallen asleep he’d done it for himself. Because he could. Now they were in some kind of gray area he wasn’t sure how to navigate.


    Her hand slid up his chest to his shoulder. He didn’t move, fascinated by the way the light caught in her pupils, making them seem like warm pools. She lifted up on tiptoe and pressed her lips to his. That contact broke the spell. He tightened his hold on her, dragging her closer. Her kiss grew needy, hungry. He rocked forward, caging her in.


    He tasted her need and desperation. It echoed something inside of him. Her hand tangled in his shirt, the other in his hair. She nipped his lower lip and his jeans became uncomfortably tight. Her hips pressed to his. He groaned and gripped her waist, far too aware of his sudden arousal. Her whimper cut through the sudden fog of lust, reminding him where they were and that time was not on his side.


    If he was going to protect her, he had to get her out of the country.


    He gentled the kiss, even as her nails dug into his skin.


    “I wish we had more time,” he whispered against her lips. “We need to be on a plane soon, or God help me…”


    Noah forced himself to take a step back, greedily eating up the picture of her with swollen lips, flushed skin and dilated eyes. She was temptation, and deep down he knew the real reason he hadn’t wanted to kill her.


    He wanted her, and that scared him.


    …


    Wednesday. Washington, D.C.


    Dave pressed the phone to his ear and pasted a smile on his face. Days like today were exceptionally tricky. He had sensitive projects to move along for his CIA duties, and a manhunt to run for SICA.


    His assistant kept staring at him.


    “Is that all?” he asked.


    “Yes, sir. Sorry.” The young woman scampered out of his office. She was a temp, and an obtrusive one at that.


    “Close the door.” Dave leaned back in his chair and focused his attention on his cell phone. Demetrius had better have a good reason for calling him directly. “Well?”


    “I tracked them to a safe house—”


    “Where?” Dave jolted to his feet. This was huge.


    “They’re already gone.”


    “Fuck.” He paced the office.


    “There’s nothing but tire tracks here. I’d guess they’re either hitting the road, or getting on a plane. You wouldn’t have anything that can help me with that, do you?”


    Demetrius’s slow drawl was getting on Dave’s last nerve. The guy was good though, he had to give him that. “I do. Stand by. I’m going to have my man Hector work with you on this.”


    Dave hung up and blew out a breath.


    Today was full of frustration. First, the team searching for the baby reported that the location they’d been watching was empty. They’d missed the targets by hours, if the accumulated clutter was anything to go by. Now, they’d let the girl in the middle of it all slip through their fingers.


    Dave would work with the tools he had. There wasn’t another choice.


    He swiveled to his computer and toggled to the virtual desktop that mirrored his CIA machine, only this one was plugged into the SICA network. They had the resources to locate the targets, it was time they were running short on. There was never enough time.


    …


    Wednesday. Toronto Pearson International Airport, Canada.


    Lillian sat hunched in the seat at the gate, staring into her coffee. The next flight to London would begin boarding any minute now. They’d tried, and failed, to get on a previous flight.


    She darted a quick look across the way at Noah doing his best college bum impersonation, nose stuck in his phone. Her stomach twisted into a tight knot and she fanned her face with the cardboard sleeve from her drink. It almost felt like she was going to be sick, except she knew better.


    That moment in the bathroom still had her all wound up. She could feel his lips on hers, the scrape of his stubble, his hands.


    Shit.


    She needed to think about something else.


    The longer they were stuck in the airport, with all those cameras, the bigger the risk they were taking. If they didn’t make this next flight she was fairly certain they’d take anything that would put them in the same time zone as the summit.


    That was what she should be thinking about. Not…him.


    Lillian darted another look at Noah.


    They’d barely spoken. After she’d dyed her hair they’d hustled out of the house and to the airport, where they had foregone their plans of traveling as a married couple. If security was looking for a pair traveling together, then they had to be separate.


    It was also a convenient way to avoid each other after that kiss.


    He’d kissed her before, but it had been different. Either he was annoying her or comforting her. What had happened in the bathroom was different and her fault, but he’d kissed her back. She’d been emotional and he’d been understanding. Patient even.


    The Noah she’d kissed wasn’t the same one who’d dragged a body into her conference room. That man had been an obnoxious hard-ass who held himself away from everyone and everything. The man she’d kissed had given up everything for her. Why? There was still so much she didn’t know about him.


    The attendant at the gate spoke into the speaker, announcing that boarding would commence soon.


    Lillian picked up her phone and tapped the three texts. She hadn’t seen them come in, that was how up in her own head she was.


    Stop looking at me.


    What?


    Is something wrong?


    She winced at the set of messages and tapped out a reply.


    Nothing is wrong. Tired. We getting on this flight?


    No sooner had she hit send than she got another message.


    Meet me by the bathrooms.


    Lillian got up and stretched. With any luck, she’d spend the next seven hours on the plane trying to focus on the summit. If Andy followed protocol—which he always did—he should have decrypted her data packet and either printed her materials or prepared a tablet for her. Something she could put her hands on or reference in the moment. What they were about to do was no small matter. She’d be meeting with the heads of some of the most influential intelligence agencies asking for help. They might be America’s allies, but they had their own set of problems to think about. Especially if what Andy had sent her was true.


    She tossed her almost empty coffee cup in a trash can then ambled toward the bathrooms, dragging her carry-on luggage with her.


    “Now boarding priority seating for flight—”


    A hand grabbed her wrist.


    Her head whirled around. “Hey—”


    Noah’s face was tense, his cheeks sunken, and his eyes deadly. He pulled her into the family restroom. The lights flickered on. He shut the door gently and flipped the lock.


    “What? What is it?” she whispered.


    “Hector just walked up to the gate desk,” Noah whispered.


    …


    Wednesday. Toronto Pearson International Airport, Canada.


    Hector waited in line at yet another international flight desk. He hadn’t yet been to the safe house, but he knew Noah. The house would be clean and booby-trapped to hell. The bastard was meticulous, but Hector knew his habits, where he’d trip up, and what to not bother with looking for because it was a waste of time.


    The person in front of him stepped aside and Hector pasted on a smile.


    “Hello, I was wondering if you could help me?” He discreetly showed the woman his CIA badge and her brows rose. “I’m wondering if you’ve seen these two individuals?”


    He pulled a half sheet of paper with pictures of Noah and Lillian on them.


    “Excuse me, sir?” a man said.


    Hector groaned inwardly and faced the uniformed security guard. He’d known going desk-to-desk for these first flights of the day was a risk, but he needed to bypass the red tape.


    “Is there something I can help you with?” the man asked.


    “I’m looking for two people. I was hoping the staff might be of assistance?” Hector cracked his credentials just enough for the man to glimpse the shield.


    “This way, please.”


    Hector blew out a breath. Going through the proper channels was only going to slow him down, not to mention raise questions back home. He was technically out for the day. It wouldn’t be the first time he’d done work on a day off, but he’d have to think of something creative for why he’d been here now.


    He studied the people lined up for boarding as he passed. Noah wouldn’t be stupid enough to stand in plain sight.


    The security guard didn’t chitchat. He guided Hector out of the terminal and used his keycard to access areas of the building that were not for public use.


    This was wasting valuable time. It wasn’t very likely Noah and Lillian were even on this continent anymore, but he had to try. Every minute he spent going through the motions of placating law enforcement on this side of the border was another minute he lost in the hunt for Lillian and Noah. Not to mention that Hector was on thin ice with just about everyone.


    He needed a win, badly.

  


  
    Chapter Eight


    Wednesday. Toronto Pearson International Airport, Canada.


    Noah looked up and down the terminal.


    Hector was out of sight, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t watching. He could be plugged into the CCTV right now, waiting for them to make a move. Or he could be gone.


    “Okay, I want you to walk out there, head up, go straight to the ticket booth, and get on the plane. Got it?” Noah pressed the boarding pass into Lillian’s hand. He wanted so badly to be with her every step of the way, but they would draw less attention on their own.


    “Is this a good idea?” she asked.


    “It’s our only option. You have to get on that plane. You can do this. I’m right behind you.” Noah opened the door and nudged her out.


    Lillian shuffled forward.


    He watched her pause, take a breath, and pull herself together. Just like a champ. An air of confidence settled around her and she strode away from him.


    Noah ducked to the left and took a drink of water, watching her progress from the corner of his eye. She was through and onto the plane in a blink.


    He still held back, watching the stragglers gathering their things. The flight was mostly boarded.


    A family of five rushed past, dragging a full set of luggage.


    Noah pivoted and strode quickly to intersect with them. He bent and snagged a drab-colored shawl off one of the bags, shoving it under his coat. If Hector was here, he’d figure out where they were going, which meant they had to look different when they got off the plane.


    He presented his boarding pass to the attendant and smiled.


    “Long day?” he asked.


    She grinned in return. “They’re all long. Have a nice flight.”


    “Thanks.”


    Whatever Hector had shown the woman, it hadn’t been Noah’s face. There wasn’t a flicker of recognition in the way she looked at him.


    Noah filed onto the plane, catching a glimpse of Lillian a few rows behind him. With any luck he’d be able to trade seats later so they could talk. They needed a plan for when they landed.


    He counted down the minutes until take-off, watching the window for signs of security or any indication the flight had been flagged. The ground crew hustled around, the luggage cart eased away. When the plane pulled away from the terminal Noah took his first easy breath. Once they were in the air he’d have to let Andy know they were en route, but with a potential snag. Hector might not have been able to stop them getting on the plane, but Noah had no doubt that when they landed there would be someone from the CIA or SICA waiting for them. A scarf wasn’t a good enough disguise. They’d have to come up with something better, and for that, they’d need backup.


    The engines wound up and the plane vibrated. They began rolling forward with speed.


    There was still a chance they’d be stopped. If someone came for them he’d have to push Lillian out an emergency exit, or take the plane hostage. The second scenario wasn’t ideal, and once they were on the ground they’d be outnumbered and easy targets.


    The nose of the plane rose, and then they were off. The plane could be re-routed, any number of other things could interfere with their escape, but the chances of that were greatly diminished.


    For the next however many hours, their fate was sealed. From here on out, it would be reactionary until they landed. With any luck, Andy would have that taken care of.


    “Excuse me?” Lillian’s sweet voice made the hair on the back of Noah’s neck stand up. “Would you mind trading seats with me so I can sit next to my boyfriend? I’ve got the aisle seat behind the—I guess that’s a bulkhead—with a lot more leg room.”


    Noah turned his head. Lillian had her smile aimed at the tall gentleman on Noah’s right with the aisle seat.


    He briefly considered punching his row-mate for earning a smile from her.


    The gentleman chuckled and made some comment about young love before getting up and allowing Lillian to slip into his seat.


    “You couldn’t wait a few more minutes?” Noah asked. The flight attendants were glaring at them.


    “But I hate being separated from you.” Lillian smiled and winked at the elderly woman on Noah’s left.


    “Don’t mind me,” the woman said with a mischievous smile.


    Great.


    He was trapped between these two. What more could he ask for?


    The woman leaned toward them and put her hand on Noah’s forearm.


    “I’m going to go to sleep soon. Please don’t let the stewardesses wake me? I won’t eat or drink anything until we land. Nervous stomach.”


    “I know what you mean. Want a blanket or a pillow? Anything?” Noah covered her hand with his and squeezed.


    “I’ve got everything I need right here.” The woman patted the plastic bags containing the flight-issued accoutrements along with a fuzzy leopard facemask that certainly wasn’t standard.


    “Well, have a nice nap.”


    Lillian leaned on the armrest, invading his personal space.


    “Not a word yet,” he whispered to her. She was vibrating with the need to talk, but until the old woman was asleep they really couldn’t discuss anything.


    She frowned and retreated back into her seat.


    Noah dug out the newest burner. Their last two had gone down the drain and into a passerby’s hand luggage. With any luck, the items would be out of the airport by the time they were discovered, reducing the risk Hector might get his hands on them. Noah powered on the new phone and waited. He had to signal the others before the plane went out of cell range.


    The screen flickered. He tapped the text button and typed out a quick cryptic message and sent it to the universal number Andy had him using. That done, Noah powered the phone off and pocketed it.


    A snore from his right indicated the elderly woman had made good on her promise.


    Noah perched his elbow on the armrest, vying for real estate with Lillian’s, and stared at the side of her face. The dark hair was striking against her tanned skin. The DIY haircut was some of his best work, which wasn’t saying a lot. She’d made it work, though. Some jeans, boots, and a few layered tops helped change up the sleek, sophisticated woman into a trendy globe-trotter. The hat was a good touch and she’d done some magic with makeup that softened the angular bones of her face and round her out a bit. She was still every bit as beautiful as before, just different looking.


    “What?” he asked.


    “I thought we weren’t allowed to speak.” She peered at him out of the corner of her eye.


    “We weren’t, but now we are.”


    “Okay, so what are we talking about?” She twisted to face him, leaning her cheek against the headrest, her knees pressing against his thighs.


    “Well, we made it on the flight for one.”


    “High five to that.” She held up her hand and he gently smacked her palm.


    “I don’t think our friend made the connection, though. I bet they’ll be on the next one out.” He kept his face neutral, but saw the flicker of realization from her.


    “What the hell happened?” she whispered.


    Noah glanced over his shoulder. The old woman was out, hard, and no one around them appeared the least bit interested in two people chatting.


    “Whoever followed us to Toronto likely put Hector on the trail in Montreal. I’d hoped we had more of a lead on them, but they’re obviously closer than we realized.” Noah kept his eyes on the other passengers, his voice pitched low, just for Lillian.


    “I don’t understand why the whole airport wasn’t on alert. If Hector thought we were there, why not have security looking for us?” She frowned.


    “That’s a good question.” Noah knew what he was willing to do, the lengths he’d go to keep Lillian safe. If Hector had come after them in the airport, it would have gotten messy. Hector would know that.


    “Okay, so…what are you thinking? You’ve got an idea why. Tell me.” Her eyes did that thing again, going from left to right, as though she were reading him.


    “I don’t think Hector was here under our mutual employer’s power. I don’t think anyone besides Donovan knows or cares where we are. I think this is all…” He nodded his head. He could say SICA, but he didn’t want to.


    The flight attendant rolled the cart to a stop next to them. “Beef, chicken, or vegetarian?”


    “Beef,” Noah responded.


    “I haven’t even looked at the menu.” Lillian reached for the seat pocket.


    “She’s going to want the chicken, and our sleeping friend over here is a vegetarian.” Noah smiled at the flight attendant.


    Lillian frowned at him, but he kept going, giving their drink order and accepting all three beverages. They sipped their respective drinks, biding time until the cart and crew rolled away.


    “She said not to get her anything.”


    “Which means we now have an extra water and a dinner to split between us. Airplane food isn’t the best, and with your gluten intolerance, it’ll take at least two meals for you to get enough to eat. Besides, it would just sit around not being eaten. This way you don’t go hungry.”


    “How did you know…?”


    “All of the freezer meals at your house have that gluten-free sticker on them. You aren’t the kind of person to chase fads, so I assumed it was a medical reason. Last night you went through and picked the layers of pasta out of the lasagna and you avoided the lo mein. How bad is your intolerance?”


    “Not as bad as it could be. It makes life easier when I can avoid it.”


    “We’ll avoid it.”


    She kept staring at the side of his head. “I wouldn’t have thought you’d care about something like that.”


    “It affects you. I care.” And not just because it would impact her ability to function or run, if need be. He didn’t want her to be stressed by anything more than what they had to deal with.


    “You have to stop doing things like that. You’re going to ruin that frustrating, asshole thing you had going for you.” Lillian didn’t smile, but he heard it in her voice.


    “As you wish.”


    “Stop it.” She shifted, retreating a bit, but she kept her face toward him. “I appreciate everything you’re doing, even if it’s just doing your job.”


    Noah wasn’t sure that the job factored into his decisions anymore.


    She lifted her hand and touched her cheek and nose. “What? Is something on my face?”


    “No.” He took her hand and lowered it to her thigh.


    There was something about her that woke up parts of him he’d put to sleep a long time ago. She made him remember that at one time, he’d been a better person. He slid his hand around hers, interlacing their fingers. He didn’t deserve her faith in him, he shouldn’t be the one to watch her back, but here he was. He was tied to her, partially by choice. She was someone he wanted to be around, to keep safe. Donovan didn’t need to give Noah orders to ensure that happened.


    This whole time Noah had known his motives where Lillian were concerned weren’t just orders. He was finally seeing the pit he’d jumped into last year. All it had taken was a look, one clash of eyes across a room, and he was part of this. Because of her. The woman had gotten her hooks in him without even trying and he didn’t want to get away.


    …


    Wednesday. CIA Headquarters, Langley, Virginia.


    Dave picked up the phone. His boss walked by the open door and paused at the admin’s desk.


    “Hello?” Hector said through the phone.


    “One minute.”


    Dave put the phone down and crossed to the open door, but his boss was already gone. He looked at his admin staring at some printout.


    “What did he want?” Dave asked.


    “Checking your schedule,” she replied.


    Why would his boss drop by to put eyes on Dave’s calendar? That was an odd thing to do.


    He closed his office door and returned to the desk, picking up the phone.


    “What?”


    “They were at the airport. I barely missed them this morning,” Hector said.


    “How?”


    “They got on a plane headed to London. Should be there in the morning.”


    Dave glanced at the door again.


    They’d gotten wind of something coming through their European assets. The head of Mossad, MI5, and the German BND were all taking unplanned trips.


    “Get Demetrius and get to London.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    Dave hung up. He placed his hands on the desktop, the cool wooden surface chilling his skin.


    So far, these rogue agents were focused on American activities. They were as of yet unaware that SICA reached far beyond one country’s borders. They were everywhere.


    He grabbed the computer mouse and toggled to his virtual desktop. Several messages awaited him, but nothing he wasn’t expecting. Their efforts to uncover the rogue agents in Germany had turned up nothing. The border checks hadn’t identified the baby. He bypassed those and opened a new email draft. This could be an opportunity dropped into his lap. He wrote three emails in quick succession, his mind firing all cylinders.


    He could spin this.


    It could work.


    By the end of all this, he just might thank these rogue agents.


    …


    Thursday. Heathrow Airport, London, United Kingdom.


    Lillian stopped and knelt next to her bag, staying close to the wall of the ramp. Other passengers strode by, putting more bodies between her and Noah. After a count of ten, she got up and followed along with everyone else out into the terminal.


    She’d been to the UK once before with her sister. It’d been such a brief trip she hardly remembered anything. The halls were foreign to her and Noah was nowhere to be seen. She tamped down on the nerves and reminded herself all there was to do was follow the signs for customs and immigration. That was it.


    A family meandered past, led by a pre-teen on her phone. They had a son in his late teens. Lillian sped up and kept pace with them, a little behind the boy as though she belonged to this family and was not a woman traveling alone.


    The hat Noah had procured for her kept sliding back on her head, nearly falling off. She pulled it down and shoved the spectacles up her nose. The prescription was fairly weak but looking through the lenses made her stomach clench, so she kept her eyes either on the ground or peering over the top.


    A hand grasped her elbow.


    Lillian gasped and her spine went straight.


    “Excuse me, ma’am?” She stared into the kind eyes of a man in a suit with a nametag pinned to his chest. He held out the scarf Noah had given her earlier on the flight. “You dropped this.”


    “Thanks.” She took the length of gauzy fabric and wound it around her neck, muffling her curses.


    The family had continued on their way, leaving Lillian on her own. The foot traffic had lessened, the passengers dispersing to their connection or to customs. She ducked her head, keeping her gaze on the floor, and continued toward the exit.


    Her throat tightened when she glimpsed the line waiting for her.


    She was a sitting duck here. Anyone could pick her out of the proverbial lineup. It would also be easy for someone to simply wait on the other side for them to exit.


    Where was Noah?


    She peered through the people, up toward the customs officers all in their respective booths.


    There.


    Noah was close to the front of the line. He’d be through in a matter of minutes. God, she wished she was with him instead of by herself.


    What if something happened to him or her while they were separated by customs? She wouldn’t be able to get to him, and he’d couldn’t get to her.


    She officially hated this plan.


    Lillian peered over her shoulder at the security guards. Noah had said it was unlikely Hector was working through official channels, which meant the danger wouldn’t come from anyone with a badge.


    She scanned the line behind and ahead of her.


    Who posed a threat? Which one of them wanted her dead?


    A man wearing a Yankees cap studied her. A man in a suit darted a sideways look at her. A woman ahead of her kept glancing back, over and over again.


    Were they working together?


    Noah approached a customs officer and handed his passport over.


    Lillian squeezed the handle of her bag.


    The people on either side of Noah were dismissed, but he remained standing there.


    Finally, he passed through the customs check and out into the public areas of the airport. The last glimpse of him she had was him doing a ninety-degree turn to the right. Then he was gone without even a backward glance.


    She was alone.


    No one here was looking out for her. At least not to keep her alive.


    Her wait ticked on. The line inched forward.


    She had to be rational, calm.


    Would Noah really leave her back here, alone, if he thought she was in immediate danger?


    Lillian blew out a breath and shuffled forward in line.


    No. He wouldn’t. Everything was fine.


    By the time she was called forward to an immigration officer those three words had become her mantra. She kept reciting it to herself, even while answering the man’s questions. She didn’t even trip up over being called Linda or her fabricated reason for being in the country.


    In less time than it had taken Noah, she was passed through customs.


    The corridor beyond wasn’t as bustling or busy as the rest of the airport. Glass and steel enclosed this outer area. Shops lined the wall, while seating for weary travelers took up a good deal of space.


    Noah wasn’t waiting for her.


    She went right. That was the way he’d gone, it stood to reason she should follow that clue. She walked slowly, glancing into the stores and at people sitting nearby.


    Two uniformed officers strode in, their raincoats splattered with water.


    Lillian ducked her head and sped up.


    The skin between her shoulder blades prickled.


    Where was Noah?


    “This way.” A woman practically walked into Lillian and slid her hand around Lillian’s arm.


    She gaped at the stranger, too surprised to dig her heels in and hold her ground.


    That nose, the profile, the wisps of blond hair—

  


  
    Chapter Nine


    Thursday. Heathrow Airport, London, United Kingdom.


    “Carol?” Lillian whispered.


    The other woman smiled, but never looked at Lillian. “Keep walking. Don’t look behind you.”


    They walked out through a set of automatic doors and onto a platform. The train sat waiting, doors open, hardly anyone on board.


    “Get on, quick.” Carol dragged Lillian onto the tube to the tune of, “Mind the gap.”


    She grabbed the pole next to the door while Carol crossed to stand facing her.


    Lillian continued gaping at her best friend. She hadn’t seen Carol since they’d parted ways in D.C. She’d been on a suicide mission to rescue her now husband. It was Carol’s example that Lillian had followed, inspired by her friend’s bravery and sacrifice.


    “You look good. I like the darker hair.” Carol was slimmer than before, and her hair…


    “Did you cut yours?” It was the most ridiculous thing to ask when there were a hundred other questions buzzing in her head.


    “Oh, that’s a story.” Carol chuckled. “This is us.”


    Lillian pivoted to face the doors and Carol propelled her out of the subway with a hand on her back.


    Lillian blinked at the signs. “We’re still in the airport.”


    “You’ve got a tail,” Carol said.


    “Who? Where?” Lillian kept her gaze forward, following Carol’s lead down the platform.


    “Woman, yellow scarf?”


    Lillian couldn’t recall such a person.


    “This way.” Carol pulled Lillian through the automatic doors and back into the airport.


    “Where are we going?” Lillian asked.


    “Through here. Quickly, please.”


    They passed through to a corridor with no glass. The gentle curve of it meant they had limited sight ahead and behind them. They could be walking into a trap.


    Carol finally glanced over her shoulder. Lillian turned her head, but didn’t see a yellow scarf.


    “In here.” Carol jerked Lillian sideways and pushed through a metal security door.


    She stumbled onto a landing. Carol shoved the door shut and leaned her shoulder against it. She reached behind her and drew a small handgun.


    “You have a gun?” Lillian eyed the black firearm in Carol’s grasp.


    “Did you ever take those lessons?” Carol kept glancing up the stairs.


    “No, there wasn’t time.”


    “Well, you’re going to need a crash course. Down the stairs. Now. Go.” There was a slight strain to Carol’s words. It sparked a sense of urgency for Lillian.


    She picked up her suitcase and headed down the stairs, Carol following behind her with one hand on her shoulder.


    “What’s going on?” Lillian asked.


    “The tail will realize she lost us and double back. There might have been another, but I didn’t see them. We have to hurry. The cameras and security will come back online in a few minutes.”


    The door overhead clanged.


    Lillian put on a burst of speed and Carol shoved her through a door that let out into a parking garage of some sort. A white van sat idling, the back doors open and Noah perched on the edge.


    He was okay.


    “Come on.” He jumped up and grabbed her bag.


    “They’re right behind us,” Carol called out.


    “We’ll keep them here. You, go,” a man said.


    Everything was a blur. Lillian crawled into the back of the delivery van on her hands and knees, others piling in beside her. The doors shut and the driver gassed it. She sat down hard and someone tripped over her leg, landing next to her with a grunt.


    “Sorry,” Lillian muttered.


    “You’re okay?” Noah’s hand closed around her knee.


    “Fine.”


    “Don’t put yourself in any unnecessary danger.” Andy leaned forward, the parking lights shining through just enough to illuminate his face and the radio in his hand.


    “They know what they’re doing,” Carol said.


    The other couple settled on the floor across from them while the rest of their team remained at the front of the van.


    “That was closer than I’d have liked,” Andy said.


    “You’re telling me,” Noah muttered and slid his hand onto Lillian’s knee, the warmth of him seeping into her muscles.


    “I didn’t think we were going to see you,” Lillian said to Carol.


    Carol pulled her knit hat off and shook out her short hair. Most of all, she smiled. “We got worried when you had to wait that long to make it out.” Concern creased her face. “We’ll only be here so long as it takes us to drop you off. Sorry. I wish it was longer.”


    Lillian tried to not let that news disappoint her too much. The last few months had seen her alienated from everyone except a very small circle. She couldn’t trust anyone or share what they were going through, not without great risk.


    “It’ll take us two hours to get to where the summit is being held. We need to change vehicles at least once. I’ve got everything you asked for here in hardcopy.” Andy grabbed a briefcase off a hook and set it on the floor between them.


    “What are we looking at?” Noah turned toward Lillian. “You all know the score. I don’t.”


    “Go on. He needs to know.” She leaned her head against the side of the van.


    “Okay.” Andy shrugged and placed her binder on his lap. “We have six countries represented at this intelligence summit, three of those by the head of their agency. We also have a handful of private entities who have approached us to offer intel, services, etcetera. SICA is bad for their business and they have what we need—a global view of what’s going on. With their help, Lillian is going to present the full dossier on what we have uncovered about SICA. Locations, resources, people, past jobs, names, photographs—almost everything we’ve got.”


    Lillian took a thick binder from Andy and began flipping through the pages.


    Carol leaned forward. “I went through and added personal data not in your files.”


    “That’s fantastic. Thank you,” Lillian said.


    “I put together some suggested talking points for you based on what we know. You obviously have access to more current events than we do. We trust you to do what’s best,” Carol said during one of Andy’s few pauses.


    “No, that’s great. My head feels so scrambled. Notes are good.”


    “What’s our aim? What do we want to accomplish here?” Noah glanced at Lillian. “We could only talk so much on the plane.”


    “We want them to realize that this threat is real,” Lillian said. “It’s not just a nightmare scenario.”


    Andy leaned forward. “We need a plan that goes beyond us. We need a joint task force that can take our ideas for shutting SICA down and pull it off in one go. SICA is a parasite. They operate by using legitimate agencies’ hard work to fund their goals. We want to coordinate arresting every individual connected to SICA in every office around the globe at once. We do that, the satellite locations will shut down in confusion and we can wrap them up one by one.”


    “That sounds like a neat plan,” Noah said. “You think they’ll bite?”


    “We’ve been planning for this,” Lillian replied.


    She closed her eyes. She could do this. She’d taken on powerful people every day doing what she could at Matthews Corp. This was no different.


    She wasn’t alone. He was with her. He was the last person she’d expected to throw his lot in with her, but here he was. She couldn’t be more grateful.


    “There’s an agenda for tomorrow. I hope it’s what you wanted. We had to give them something. In it we scheduled one-on-ones with the six agencies. I figure you can start talking about their weaknesses and potential risk without shining a light on it for the others.” Andy pushed up into a crouch and peered out through the front of the van at the street ahead. “You ready for this?”


    “I have to be,” Lillian replied.


    Carol pressed buttons on her watch, the little screen illuminating her face. “We won’t be going inside with you. The attendees know you’re coming and they’re waiting. Someone is supposed to have a change of clothes ready for you at the door.”


    Lillian would have liked to spend the time with her best friend catching up, but there were too many details to iron out. She’d missed a lot and put undue stress on Andy and Carol. It was time for Lillian to take the reins back. For the remaining drive the other couple did their best to update her.


    By the time they reached their destination they had switched vehicles and were in a delivery truck with only cell phones for illumination. There were a hundred things Lillian wanted to say to Carol and she had time for none of them. They spared a few moments for a tight hug, putting aside their new roles as secret agents and for a blessed second being just two friends.


    “Good luck,” Carol whispered.


    Lillian let go of her friend. “Stay safe.”


    The back doors opened and two figures dressed in black tactical gear stood outside, their gazes focused away from the van.


    Lillian needed more than luck if she was going to pull this off on no sleep and little prep.


    Noah got out, grabbing her suitcase, and offered her a hand getting out. No sooner had her feet touched the ancient paving stones than the van accelerated and was gone. She stood there a moment longer, blinking away the red dots in her vision from the taillights.


    Noah tugged her toward the open door. “Come on. We need to get you inside.”


    “What is this place?” She stared up at the large stone-and-brick structure. It looked like something out of a Jane Austen movie.


    Noah led her inside, as though he knew what they were doing. How was he so calm about this? The guards decked out in black never spoke to them. Not a word. It was unnerving.


    They entered a large kitchen. Serving dishes sat on every counter, their lids sealed on tight. A young man in slacks and a button-down she didn’t recognize entered through another door and paused.


    “Lillian?” he asked.


    “Yes—”


    “They’re ready for you.” He grabbed a hanger with a suit jacket and other articles hanging off it. “If you hurry, we can stay on schedule.”


    She took the hanger. “Can I have a minute to prepare?”


    “There isn’t much time. Tonight is just a round of introductions, some light Q&A. Nothing you should have to study for,” he said.


    She glanced over her shoulder at Noah. Could he help argue the point a bit?


    “You change and I’ll make notes for you.” He said it like it was the most obvious solution.


    “I’ll leave you to it, then,” the young man said.


    Lillian watched the guy walk out through the door again.


    “I knew this was going to be fast but this is crazy,” she whispered to Noah.


    “This is what you’ve been preparing for.” He pulled a pad of paper out. “Change and tell me what you want to cover tonight.”


    She looked around the kitchen. The windows were covered, there wasn’t a soul to be seen.


    “Lily? Hey.” When had he gotten that close to her? “You can do this. Everything you need to know is in your head. All you need to do is decide how to say it.”


    She nodded, a shiver running through her body. Because of his touch, or the situation? She couldn’t be sure.


    “Come on. Let’s get started.” He let his hand fall from her cheek and backed up to where he’d left the binder. “What do you want to say to them? Introductions?”


    “No, most of these people already know each other in some kind of official capacity. I’m the one being introduced. Will you just flip to the profiles on the attendees and skim the notes for me? I think if I know my audience I can talk to them.”


    “Of course.” Noah began reading the notes on each attendee, his voice rougher than normal. The important facts were all top-loaded, while the latter items were purely of interest value. Several times she told him to move on to the next person.


    Lillian blew out a breath and pulled the clothes off the hanger. She faced away from Noah and began changing, first her shirt then the pants, while Noah read. She interrupted him to ask him to make a few notations from time to time, but it was coming back to her. This was what she knew, what she was good at.


    She closed her eyes and ran her hands down the lapels of her suit jacket. Carol had good taste. The garments were both utilitarian and well made. They would help create the illusion that Lillian had her shit together.


    “How do I look?” She slid her feet into the pumps then pivoted to face Noah.


    He looked up from the binder, his gaze doing a slow once-over.


    “The jacket’s not quite centered and the blouse is bunching on the left. But you look good. Professional.” His gaze swept her body in a way that scrambled her thoughts.


    “What about you?” She adjusted the top first, then the jacket.


    “I think it’s best if I stay out of sight for now.” He handed her the binder.


    She hugged the book to her chest. “I couldn’t have done this without you.”


    “Sure you can. You’re Lillian-fucking-Matthews. You don’t need me.” He reached out and smoothed her hair on one side.


    She chuckled. “Seriously?”


    “Okay, maybe I helped you a little.” Noah grinned. “While you’re wowing the important people I’m going to have a look around, check the site, see what we’ve got going in terms of security. I’m not going anywhere without you, got it?”


    “Promise?”


    “We’re in this together, Lily.”


    She nodded, her head buzzing a bit.


    He took a step back. “Go knock them dead, tiger.”


    Lillian pushed her shoulders back and strode through the doorway.


    The same young man from before waited in the hall. He looked up from his phone, gaze going to her hair, then her clothes.


    “Open with telling them your plane was delayed. They’ll empathize with that, if they remember what flying commercial is even like. This way.” He pushed off the wall and walked with her down the carpeted hall.


    “You might as well have said I look like shit.” She smoothed her hair down and followed behind him.


    “Hmm?” He paused long enough for her to catch up to him.


    “Nothing.” She kept her stare straight ahead.


    “I’m Jeff, by the way.”


    “Who do you work for, Jeff?” She was uncertain what an admin type might have working with her friends.


    “A little of this, a little of that. I specialize in bringing people together.” Jeff smiled, but it wasn’t an expression that invited warmth.


    “You’re a neutral third party. You do this for anyone who has the funds to pay you, don’t you?”


    “There are a lot of people who just need to have a quiet room to talk their problems out. Negotiate things. I make sure a location fits the needs, is secure, and most of all—private.”


    “How can I trust you?” Lillian could practically weigh his worth in those statements.


    “The enemy of my enemy is my friend.” Jeff smiled. “The people you’re after have robbed me of business by killing my clients. It’s in my best interest that they’re…eliminated.”


    “I see.”


    “This is you.” Jeff stopped outside an ornate set of double doors, the surface carved with flowers and flourishes. “I’m not participating in whatever you’re doing, merely facilitating. I’ll be here when you’re done.”


    Jeff opened one door. Muttered conversation from inside died off and she could feel the gazes of every person focused on that entry.


    Here went nothing.


    Lillian took one step, then another. Her heels clicked on the hardwood floor. About a foot inside the room, a thick carpet muted her stride. She stopped and gazed around the room, taking in the powerful men in attendance. Somehow she had to get them all on her side and working as a team.


    At least there was one friendly face. Shemar Donovan sat in a cluster with two other people in the corner of the room.


    The door shut softly behind her.


    Once more, the windows were covered and she couldn’t see out of this space. There was a certain quality to the ambient sound, similar to her basement. Had Jeff managed to make this room soundproof, too?


    They were waiting on her to speak.


    Lillian cleared her throat and walked to a small writing desk with a clear enough surface for her to lay the binder down.


    She met the gaze of each man looking at her. It was easy to pick out the heads of agencies from the private sector. The suits versus the jeans. They were two divided forces, and she had to bring them together.


    Noah was right. She was Lillian-fucking-Matthews, and she could do this. She’d been fixing situations for people since the day she understood that the Matthews Corp was her birthright. Every move she’d made in life was devoted to giving her the skills to do this. Camilla might be the public face of the company, but she only succeeded because Lillian and the others were good at what they did.


    She could do this.


    “Good evening. I’m sorry to have kept you waiting. Thank you all for agreeing to this meeting. I hope—”


    “Who the fuck are you?” A man in jeans, a leather coat, and sporting an American Southern accent stared at her.


    “My name is Lillian Matthews. I’m here to help fix this.”

  


  
    Chapter Ten


    Thursday. Security Summit Safe House, United Kingdom.


    Noah couldn’t decide if he was impressed or alarmed by the location. By his best guess, they were somewhere north and east of London. A storm had rolled in on their heels and now rain beat against the roof and rattled the windows.


    He wanted clearer lines of sight, a look at the grounds, some idea of the number of people on the property and what they were packing. Jeff wasn’t letting Noah in on any of it, the prick. The moment Noah had ventured outside of the house he’d had an armed escort assigned to him. He couldn’t properly assess things with babysitters, so he’d returned to the house. Just like they wanted him to.


    There was a lot of ground to cover inside, and many more people than he’d expected. It appeared that each attendee had several support staff on hand. For what purpose?


    Noah paused to note down a few more things on the paper map he’d drafted. Everyone here could be an enemy. That was the rule they had to live by now.


    He’d walked the upper floors, marking important entry points or possible escapes on the map he intended to give to Lillian. The suites there had been divided in such a way as to spread everyone around as far as possible. Everything on the lower two floors was guarded by their host and was more or less off-limits to Noah.


    He’d figure out a way to have a look later.


    He pocketed the map and kept strolling the first floor. He rounded the corner and stopped in the middle of the hall.


    The doors to the room where Jeff had taken Lillian earlier stood open.


    Noah crept toward the entry, but there was no one inside. The lights were off and all evidence of the meeting swept away.


    “She’s upstairs.”


    A chill went down Noah’s spine.


    He hadn’t heard the man approach.


    “Yeah? Which wing?” Noah glanced over his shoulder at Jeff.


    “Fourth floor.”


    “Servant’s quarters, huh?”


    “We’re almost at capacity.”


    “And where do you have me?” Noah pivoted to face the guy.


    “Next door to her. You’re her security, correct?” Jeff clasped his hands in front of him.


    Jeff was easily in his early thirties. This wasn’t the kind of work someone went into on their own. It was the type of thing a guy like Jeff landed into, either by luck or other means. He was slick, pleasant, and generally faded into the background.


    He wasn’t the boss. There was someone running him.


    Someone pulled Jeff’s strings while allowing Jeff to appear as the one in charge.


    Andy likely knew whom they were truly working with. Noah would be surprised if the paranoid bastard missed something like this, so whoever the person behind the curtain was, he was on their side.


    “Good night, Jeff. Try to not get us killed, huh?”


    Noah pivoted and strode down the main hall toward the front stair. Jeff didn’t follow.


    There were more guards out in the hall now. They stared at Noah as he climbed to the third then fourth floor. Unlike below where things were quiet, the fourth floor was more boisterous. Doors were open and people chatted back and forth. The only two doors not open were at the very top of the stairs. Light shone from under the one on the right.


    He knocked and leaned in.


    “Lily, open up.”


    He felt the vibrations of her footsteps more than he heard them.


    The lock clicked and the door opened, granting him a peek inside. Lillian leaned around, her hair hanging down in damp locks.


    The invisible fist that had tightened around his throat eased.


    There she was. The most beautiful woman in the world.


    “Where have you been?” Her voice was strained, eyes round.


    “How’d it go?” Noah stepped in and she slammed the door shut behind him.


    “It felt like a disaster, but Donovan said it went well.” She strode across the room, towel drying her hair.


    Noah didn’t recognize the yoga pants and T-shirt, but then again, he hadn’t inspected the clothing Carol provided her. She draped the towel over one of the bed’s four posters then faced him, hands on her hips.


    “It went a lot like meetings with clients still stuck in denial.” She blew out a breath and he could almost see her shake off the negativity. She was amazing. “Tomorrow will go better. If I can give them facts, show them the reality of the situation, I should be able to get through to them.”


    He leaned against the ancient dresser. “Sounds like you’ve got it all under control.”


    “I’m used to working in the background, not being out front. I just need to handle them like ornery clients.” She peered at him and crossed her arms over her chest. He didn’t care for the shutters that seemed to go up. “How about you? What were you up to?”


    “Having a look around. This place is pretty big.” He kept his tone easy. She’d had a tough go of it and he wouldn’t push her. Maybe what she needed was space and time to herself?


    “Yeah, I had no idea until Jeff showed me the room.”


    “Security is tight. It should be safe enough while this is going on. I wonder how much we can trust Jeff. We need to start making a plan for our next move.” He had no bolt holes, nothing prepared beyond his bags.


    “Yeah. Okay.” She nodded and looked around the room.


    “Lily? What’s wrong?” He rocked forward onto the balls of his feet, everything in him wanting to go to her.


    “Nothing. I just… I was going stir crazy up here by myself.” Her voice softened. “But now you’re here.”


    “I see.” He was focused on her. Hooked. This was why he avoided personal connections.


    “Being alone makes me anxious now. Awesome, huh?” She pushed her hair back behind her ears and closed her eyes. “Sleep will help, right?”


    “Yeah.”


    If she could sleep. He wasn’t going to.


    Noah needed distance. He recognized his unhealthy attachment to her. It was right there from the moment he couldn’t kill her to this odd desire to make her feel more at ease. It was growing worse. The attraction, the kisses, every casual touch, they were eroding his carefully erected barriers.


    Lillian needed support. Someone to encourage her, calm her fears.


    In his world, these were two needs that could not coexist. So whose won out?


    Hers.


    Without a doubt, Lillian came first.


    “I’d prefer if we had adjoining rooms.” He was going to hell for this. “I’d sleep better if I could keep my eyes on you.”


    “Do you want to do what we did on our road trip?” She chuckled, a weak attempt to hide the hope shining in her eyes. “Bunk together?”


    Noah was fucked.


    “Sure. I’ll get my things,” he said.


    Lillian’s smile chased him from the room.


    People went up and down the hall, most in pajama pants, carrying on like it was some kind of co-ed fraternity house.


    He was dangerously close to the line with her. She affected him in a way he wasn’t prepared to deal with. Remain professional, focused on the job at hand. Any deviation from that opened them up to mistakes, which could get them killed. That was why he couldn’t have feelings for her. Feelings made him weak.


    Noah grabbed his bags from the darkened room next door and returned to Lillian. She sat curled up on a hideous, green brocade armchair that had seen better days, the binder open on her lap.


    She smiled. “It sounds like a party out there.”


    Her shoulders didn’t hunch this time and that worry wrinkle between her brows was gone. Because he’d agreed to a sleepover? Or because something in the binder put her at ease?


    “Thanks for staying in here. I didn’t want to admit that I am scared to be alone right now.” Her gaze dropped to the ground and she toyed with the corner of the book.


    Him staying with her, then.


    “Everything is going to be okay.” He set his bags down next to the dresser, his mind warring with the urge to cross the room and pull her into his arms. That just wasn’t like him.


    “You think?” she asked.


    “Well, yeah. I’m here.”


    Lillian rolled her eyes, but at least he got a chuckle out of her. That was something.


    A smile, a bit of a laugh, a sigh of contentment, these were things that shouldn’t matter to him. And yet, they did.


    Noah had been attracted to pretty women, but Lillian was different. The thing that drew him to her wasn’t her body, that magnificent hair, or how she dressed. Sure, she was a knockout with those curves, and maybe that was what had fooled him into complacency with this magnetic pull between them. He was the frog in the pot, only now realizing things weren’t what he’s expected. He still didn’t know what set her apart, why her, and maybe that didn’t matter as much as the way she changed him.


    He wanted to forget the world, steal her away somewhere safe and just be with her. They couldn’t. She would never allow such an idea, but it was always in the back of his mind. That alone was dangerous for the both of them. A guy like him couldn’t have personal ties. Look at Rand. Instead of participating in this, he was in hiding trying to protect his baby. Carol slowed Andy down, no matter how much she did. And yet, none of that mattered when Noah looked at Lillian.


    What did it all mean? What was he supposed to do with this? Was this why he hadn’t acted on Hector’s orders? Because of this thing between them? Or was it all him?


    “What?” She closed the binder. “What is it?”


    “We need to talk.” There had to be ground rules. He couldn’t keep going like this.


    Her eyes narrowed. “That doesn’t sound ominous at all. What’s wrong?”


    “Toronto. In the bathroom?” He grabbed the bedpost and stared at her, unable to say any more.


    “Oh.” She set the binder on the windowsill beside her then placed her hands on her knees, her gaze on the ground. When she spoke her tone was flat. Emotionless. “I was emotional. I’m sorry. I don’t know what I was thinking.”


    She might have been the one to make the first move, but he’d responded to her. He’d wanted that kiss.


    The silence stretched on, neither speaking.


    “Liar,” he whispered.


    “What?” She opened and closed her mouth, her cheeks growing pink. “Why do you think I kissed you then?”


    “You run when you’re stressed.” He’d studied her. Both before and after meeting her then again when Hector gave him the job. Noah knew her.


    “How do you know that?”


    “It’s my job.” He crossed the room.


    Yeah, he was going to hell.


    He stopped in front of the chair and held out his hand.


    She put her hand in his. No hesitation.


    He pulled her to her feet, their bodies so close they might as well be embracing.


    “Tell me the truth,” he whispered.


    Her gaze flicked down to his mouth then back up to his eyes. “No.”


    Lillian’s body betrayed her. Her hands slid up to his shoulders and he wasn’t even certain she realized what she was doing.


    “Want me to go first then?” He brushed her wet hair off her face. “I wanted to kiss you. I might have if you hadn’t kissed me first.”


    “O-oh.”


    He grasped her wrist and kissed her palm. Her fingers stroked over his cheek while her eyes studied him. She had an uncanny way of looking at him, as though she could see beyond the skin.


    Lillian tipped her chin up, her eyes on his mouth. He could practically feel her touch again, the way she’d held onto him and wanted.


    “I’m not a good person,” he whispered.


    “I never asked you to be.”


    He squeezed her hip.


    When had he reached for her?


    Lillian lifted up on her tiptoes. She still wasn’t tall enough. He had an opportunity to stop this. And yet, he bent his head. Not much, but it was enough.


    Her lips slid over his, seducing him.


    Noah slid his hand around the back of her neck, tangling in the short strands of her hair. He pulled her to him and let himself sink into the kiss. The taste of her. All of it. There wasn’t any of the frantic quality to the way she held onto him. No, this was a woman reaching for what she wanted, not what was closest.


    He spun her until she was trapped between him and the bedpost. She wrapped her arms around his shoulders, holding on tight, and opened her mouth. This wasn’t a simple kiss, this was hunger. He could taste the desire mirroring his own.


    Her leg hooked around the back of his calf. He flexed his hips, grinding against her soft body. She groaned into the kiss and dug her nails into his shoulders, pulling at his shirt.


    Noah tightened his hold on her waist and picked her up, just enough to set her on the thick rail of the footboard. She spread her knees and he stepped into the V of her thighs, their lips never once parting. Her limbs wrapped around him, holding on tight. There was no going back from this. He wouldn’t forget these moments. They would be burned into his mind for eternity. Every time he looked at her he’d think of the way she groaned into his mouth, the feel of her nails, how even her legs held onto him.


    Lillian grabbed his hand and pushed it up under her shirt until he palmed her breast.


    Fuck any good intentions.


    He slid his fingers into the satin cup, meeting flesh. He caressed her stiff nipple and she shuddered, arching her back.


    “I want to see you,” he murmured against her mouth.


    Lillian didn’t hesitate. She let go of him, grasped her shirt and pulled it over her head. He stared at his fingers buried in her bra and the white silky material cradling her. She reached around back and unclasped the bra, letting it fall down her arms, and tossed it on the floor.


    His mouth dried up and all he could do was stare at her. Goddamn, she was perfect.


    Lillian grasped the front of his jeans and tabbed them open. Whatever was driving her to act wasn’t going to allow her to stop. She slid her hand inside and grasped his cock, her fingers sliding along his length.


    “Fuck,” he choked out.


    “I know, I’m forward, but—whatever, right?”


    “I like forward.”


    “Oh. Good.”


    “I’m developing plans for these breasts.” He squeezed one mound and her eyelids drooped.


    “I want you now.” Her hand squeezed him and it took every bit of his control to not groan.


    “That’s not forward, that’s direct. Where do you want me?” He caressed her other breast. “Here?”


    “Against the bed?” One side of her mouth hitched up.


    “Is that what you want?” He toyed with her nipples, enjoying the way pleasure rippled across her features.


    “I want you inside of me,” she said.


    “Here then?” He cupped her mound, pressing his fingers against her center.


    “Yes,” she hissed.


    The blood rushed past his ears so hard and fast he could barely think.


    Noah took a step back and pulled Lillian to her feet. He went to a knee, hooking his fingers in her pants and underwear, yanking them down, too. When they’d fled D.C., he’d wondered if they would be able to stand each other. He hadn’t anticipated the burning desire that had taken root.


    He kissed her mound, her thigh. Lillian twined her fingers through his hair and pulled him up to his feet. He grasped her upper thighs, just below her ass and lifted, taking her with him, wrapping her around him. He took a step toward the bed. His foot caught on something and he stumbled, dropping Lillian into the same green chair she’d sat in before.


    She sputtered a laugh, not the least bit bothered, and grabbed handfuls of his shirt, pulling it up over his head. He knelt on the floor in front of her and kissed her breasts and down to her stomach.


    “Noah…” She tugged on his hair, but he ignored it.


    This was worth doing right.


    He thrust his fingers into her pussy and they both groaned. He shifted lower, kissing her mound and the neatly trimmed patch of hair there.


    “Not too much.” She pulled on his hair.


    He slid another finger into her and she yanked his face up. Her scowl was as fierce as he’d ever seen her. He pumped slowly and bit by bit her features relaxed, her lips parted. Damn, that was a beautiful sight.


    Noah leaned in and kissed her while easing his fingers out of her. She clutched him closer, her tongue slipping between his lips, her nails digging into his skin.


    “Condom?” she whispered.


    Fuck…


    He hoped there was at least one in his bag.


    “Hold that thought.” He let go of her and pushed to his feet, tucking his erection in his jeans for the moment.


    Noah yanked the zipper down on the smaller bag. It contained more toiletries, trivial things, and was his best bet for a condom. The latex was a multipurpose tool in his line of work, but right now he needed it for its intended purpose.


    A strip of packets was shoved down in one of the pockets of his toiletry bag.


    He ripped one off and kissed it.


    Noah pushed to his feet and faced Lillian.


    She sat in the chair, right where he’d left her. Her knees were closed, ankles crossed in a demure pose, but the way she stared at him was full of sinful intentions.


    He shoved his pants down and kicked off his boots. He strode across the room in nothing but his boxers. She leaned forward and grabbed the waistband.


    There was something damn hot about a woman with no hesitation about what she wanted. Maybe this was a mistake, but right now he didn’t care.


    “I’d ask if you’re sure, but—”


    “Don’t.” She shoved his underwear to the ground.


    He grinned and ripped the condom open. She grabbed the latex disc with one hand and his cock with the other. He watched her roll it on, fascinated with the way she touched him, how intent she was on the task.


    She got up and turned around, perching one knee on the seat and staring over her shoulder at him.


    “Fuck me,” he muttered.


    She didn’t just want, she demanded. She knew what she wanted and how.


    He didn’t stand a chance against her. From the moment he’d agreed there shouldn’t be a wall between them, they were locked on this path.


    Noah braced his hand on the back of the chair and bent, pressing a kiss to her spine. Her breath warmed the skin of his forearm.


    “Get on with it.” Lillian’s voice was laced with frustration.


    She really was impatient.


    He chuckled and bent over her, wrapping her hair around his free hand. He bent her head until he could kiss her lips. She rocked back against him, his dick trapped between her firm ass and himself. He pressed his hips against her, using his greater weight to shift her so she lay bent over the back of the chair, almost onto the windowsill.


    Noah broke the kiss and let go of her hair. The air seemed to buzz. He grasped his cock and guided it through her slick folds. She tilted her hips and he slid into her. Noah closed his eyes and focused on the hot, wet sensation of her body hugging his. He grasped her hip and thrust, sinking into her.


    “Fuck,” he groaned.


    Lillian pushed back against him, driving him deeper until it seemed as though they’d always been joined. Her internal muscles squeezed him tighter, drawing him in as far as he could go. He rocked against her, savoring these first few moments.


    There was only one first time.


    Noah leaned forward and kissed her cheek.


    She twisted around until he could kiss her parted lips. She groaned into his mouth, the sound sweet to his ears. That was the moment he thrust, rocking her forward. She moaned and braced her hands on the window, her spine arching, her ass nestled against him.


    “Yes,” she hissed.


    He thrust, rocking her forward against the chair. At first she moved with him, but he had better leverage and more strength. After a few moments, all she did was hold on while he stroked in and out of her body to the tune of her moans of pleasure.


    There was no way this could be a onetime thing. It should, but he knew it wasn’t going to be that way. The way their bodies fit, how good it felt, he’d want this again.


    Lillian laid her head against her hands, eyes closed. Her face was lined with pleasure because of him. And not because she knew a prefabricated version of himself. No, she knew some of his darker truths and she’d still wanted him.


    Warmth spread across his lower back.


    His orgasm was close.


    He couldn’t come yet. Not until she had.


    Noah let go of her hair and bent over her until he could brace his left hand on the chair. He flattened his right palm against her stomach and slid it down to her mound. Her skin was damp and he felt her muscles quivering.


    Was she close? He hoped so.


    He stroked her folds as he thrust, paying attention to the way her breathing hitched and the pitch of her moans. He drew her arousal back over the nub of her clit and circled it with his fingers.


    “Oh—oh, God. N-Noah…”


    Her whole body seemed to vibrate. He felt her muscles constrict in her abdomen and her foot kicked up. Inside, her pussy tightened around him.


    “F-fuck,” he whispered as her orgasm spurred his.


    He wrapped his arm around her waist, rocking into her as his world order broke apart and reknit itself around her. His legs were jelly. He pivoted, taking Lillian with him until they sat in the chair, bodies still pressed together. He held her close, his face buried in the crook of her neck as he caught his breath.


    What the fuck had they just done? Did he really want an answer?


    They sat there, neither speaking.


    Lillian mattered to him. How and why he didn’t quite know, but she did. He stared down at her lashes casting a dark crescent against her cheek and realized that the decision to save her life was deeper than just a whim. There was something there.


    “Don’t go to sleep yet.” He stroked her hair.


    “Don’t want to move,” she whispered.


    He chuckled. How could she be dead sexy and cute all at once?


    “If you’re going to sleep, at least get in bed. Come on.” He’d have to function for both of them.


    Noah slid out from behind her and got to his feet. She curled up into a tight ball, stubbornly refusing to budge.


    “Come on.” He chuckled and grabbed her hand. “Do you want me to carry you to the bathroom?”


    “No.” She stood, grumbling about it under her breath, her eyes still mostly closed.


    He nudged her toward the bathroom, collecting her clothes as they went. The room to his knowledge were the only ones with an en suite on this floor.


    He dressed in sweatpants and a T-shirt, then let himself out into the dark hall. The party was over, everyone asleep, and tomorrow the real work would begin.


    He’d thought this was just letting off a little steam. When she’d come to him, kissed him, he hadn’t realized the depth of this thing that bound him to her.


    Shit.


    What the hell had he just done?


    Noah paced down to the darkened bathroom and shut himself inside. He knew she wouldn’t be long, but he had to think. It was one thing to want her and an entirely other matter to act on it.


    This was potentially a big problem down the road. He should have kept to the other side of the room, pushed her away, said no—anything but get more involved with Lillian than he already was.


    He cleaned up, all the while his mind circling the problem at hand. He’d always had issues denying himself what he wanted, but as a rule he stayed away from women. But he and Lillian were joined at the hip. He couldn’t put distance between them if he wanted to. How was he going to protect her if he was emotionally compromised?


    He braced his hands on the counter and stared at his reflection.


    She deserved a better life with someone who would put her first. Noah didn’t know how to be that person. He wasn’t any good for her, but here they were.

  


  
    Chapter Eleven


    Thursday. Heathrow Airport, London, United Kingdom.


    Hector took his time sliding his passport back into his pocket and checking his belongings. Demetrius finished with customs and proceeded toward him, but slowed a few feet away.


    “That way.” Hector nodded to the left.


    Demetrius glanced down the corridor, then at Hector.


    There was no way in hell he was turning his back on this man.


    Demetrius ambled in the direction of the man with the red coat sitting on the first bench by the doors leading out to the tube.


    Hector hated watching his back. The time he spent making sure Demetrius didn’t kill him could be better used ensuring they found Lillian and Noah. Hector still didn’t know how he was going to explain this absence to the office, but he’d figure it out. Right now they had to find the trail before it went cold.


    The team at Heathrow should have easily taken both Noah and Lillian. Hector should be here merely to verify their identities, not trying to figure out where to start an international manhunt.


    The man in the red coat stood and turned.


    They continued this slow-paced leading act out into a short-term parking structure. A surveillance van waited for them on the third floor with the team who’d allowed Lillian and Noah to slip through their fingers.


    Their guide in the red coat opened the doors and held them while Hector then Demetrius climbed inside. A man sat behind the wheel and a woman manned the console with several video feeds paused, ready for playback.


    “What have you got?” Hector asked.


    The woman didn’t miss a beat. “The CCTV was put on a loop, so we have no airport video. We do have surveillance from the bank cams and the tube platforms, which give us an idea of where they went and with whom.” The woman gestured to a center monitor. “The targets arrived a little after nine, but not together. The man came through first. We lost him in a crowd, but later we found him and this man on the tube platform. The woman was by herself until here. You can see this figure come out of the frame and pull her onto the platform. We never get a look at her face.”


    There was a line of blond hair along the back of the second figure’s cap.


    He’d be willing to bet money he knew who that person was.


    Their boss was going to rage when he heard they’d allowed Carol Sark to escape. That one woman had done a lot of damage with her algorithm, unearthing SICA’s agenda within the CIA and exposing it. She was the root cause of everything.


    “They passed into this hall, then nothing. We’re blind in terms of video, but our people followed them to an employee staircase that led down to a subterranean employee garage. They had a van waiting. We have one good shot of it, here.” She gestured to a still of a white van taking a tight turn.


    “We’re working on the van, who it belongs to, where it’ll pop up. That’ll give us a lead,” the man in the driver’s seat said.


    “No, it won’t.” Hector grimaced. “They’ll have swapped the plates somewhere without cameras, maybe dressed the van up so it’s not as obvious. More than likely they changed cars at least once. You’ll never find it, or if you do, it’ll take too long to be of any use.”


    “What’s our next move then?” the woman asked.


    “Did you get a look at any of these people? Anything you could use to run a facial recognition on?” Hector gestured at the two bodies in the frame still frozen on the garage. Their people had exchanged fire with armed men and killed two unknown suspects.


    “They haven’t found anything up in the CIA database,” the woman said.


    “Send me their pictures. I’ll handle this.”


    She tapped a few buttons on a tablet. “There. You should have it.”


    “We’ll be in touch.” Hector pushed to his feet, the hours of travel wearing on him, and opened the back door.


    The garage was quiet this time of night, just about empty.


    Demetrius exited behind him and shut the doors.


    “You want me to take care of them?” he asked.


    “No. We’re going to need even the incompetent ones. Come on.”


    “Where to now?”


    “You aren’t being paid to ask questions.”


    Hector crossed to a black Land Rover. The keys were in a box under the fender. He unlocked the vehicle and climbed behind the wheel. Driving on the wrong side of the road was going to fuck with his head.


    In a matter of moments they were on the road, headed away from the airport. It was slow going, even this time of night.


    His phone rang and the skin on the back of his neck prickled.


    Hector knew who it was without looking, but he did anyway.


    “Answer that.” He shoved the phone at Demetrius.


    “What’s up?” Demetrius held the phone between them, the speaker function activated.


    “Well?” Shadow Man asked.


    “They were here. Looks like Carol was, too. A team got them out clean, but we killed two of theirs. I’ve got photographs to run through our non-American agencies, see if we can get a lead that way.”


    “Send them. Get somewhere and lie low for a few hours. The Paris op is about to begin.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    The call ended without further instruction.


    “Paris op?” Demetrius asked.


    Hector ignored the question.


    Things were in motion, big things. He just hoped they were on the right side of it all.


    …


    Friday. Security Summit Safe House, United Kingdom.


    Lillian stared at the pages she’d removed from the binder for the morning session. She’d come downstairs ready to tackle the intel meeting and slammed into an unexpected disaster.


    “What exactly happened?” Director Donovan of the CIA leaned back in his chair.


    “Last night, around ten, a covert French DGIE office in Paris was attacked. They have an eyewitness who claims it was the blond American man. The president’s son?” The head of MI5 delivered the information without inflection. Data. Facts.


    “I thought Mitch Fowler was supposed to be our ally?” Jan Schulz, the German diplomat to the US and personal friend of Carol, paced the room. He was the German representative in this matter for now. He stared at Lillian.


    Lillian pressed her fingertips to the surface of the writing table to ground herself. “This wasn’t Mitch.”


    “How are we supposed to trust you?” Jan asked.


    Lillian and Noah knew Jan was the one who’d brought the international players together. He’d been the one to tell Carol other agencies were talking. They knew the CIA had problems, and as allies they wanted to fix this. His agitated behavior this morning was a surprise. Lillian had hoped Jan would be their ally in all this.


    The leather-wearing mercenary sat forward.


    “Why are you the one doing the talking and not him?” Brandon nodded at Donovan. Brandon ran Medusa, one of the most efficient private security companies in the world. He was an ally they’d need what with his global resources. He wasn’t her biggest fan, that was sure.


    “No offense, miss, but you’re too young and inexperienced for a job like this.” Jan pivoted to face down Donovan.


    Lillian stared at the back of Jan’s head. “Actually, if you’d—”


    “Donovan, I want to hear from you,” Jan said.


    “I’m not the one in charge of this. She is.” Donovan nodded at Lillian. He was as cool and collected as ever.


    “Who is she?” Jan examined her, from head to toe, as if she were a thing. A tool. Not a human at all.


    “I’m Lillian Matthews—”


    “And what the fuck does that matter?” Brandon asked.


    She grit her teeth. This was going to be a long day, and so help her God she’d knock their heads together if she had to.


    “I want answers,” Jan said.


    “Hey!” Noah banged a silver platter on a windowsill. “You want to get something done, or do you want to waste our fucking time bickering like old women? Sit down, shut up, and if you want to ask a damn question, raise your hand. Okay? You don’t know who we are, and that’s a good thing. If you don’t know us, then the bad guys probably don’t, either.”


    Silence stretched on for a few moments while Noah glared around the room.


    “It seems we’ve come to an understanding.” Noah nodded at her. “Ms. Matthews?”


    “Thanks.” She smothered the urge to smile. The front page of the newspaper lying on the desk killed any good humor. “What happened last night was horrible, but it goes to prove that the organization we’ve identified as SICA isn’t just an American problem. They are a global parasite.”


    “You keep saying that. What does sick-a mean?” Brandon leaned forward.


    “We’re working on that. One of our operatives was able to trace the money back to this company name in several countries. It could be an acronym or a collection of initials. But we’re going to crack it.” Lillian almost shivered at those words. Camilla used that line to instill confidence in clients. It felt good to say them. “Through some digging, we have unearthed at least one registration of a company name using the acronym S-I-C-A in every one of your countries. And others. Some date back to the seventies.”


    “How do we know this is connected?” Donovan asked.


    “The registrations used a variation of the same street address—101 Main Street. Doing a little digging showed that all of these are bogus, but someone went to a lot of work some time ago for a reason we don’t know yet.”


    “Is there one here?” the head of MI5 asked.


    “Yes, I have the full rundown to give you later.” Lillian glanced around the room. “We’re here today to compare notes, to lay what we all know out on the table, and help each other. Some of you have experienced a hit to your bottom line, while others see the interference of SICA in their day-to-day operations. We thought they were an American problem, but what we’ve discovered is that this agency isn’t just embedded in the CIA. They have people in other countries, too.”


    “Can you prove that?” Jan sat down in an armchair.


    “I believe I can, sir.” Lillian didn’t relish her meeting with that man. He wasn’t going to like what she had to tell him. According to their research, SICA had penetrated his country’s security network.


    She nodded at Noah, who flipped the switch on the projector. An image of the SICA company structure filled a previously blank, wooden wall.


    “These are the cells and groups we have identified. Keep in mind, this is just the tip of the iceberg.”


    …


    Friday. Munich, Germany.


    Irene skimmed the notes Noah had sent about the first day of the summit. She was still on the fence about how much they could trust the man, and she had massive problems allowing him to sit in on these meetings, but his attention to detail was incredible. After being there in person or getting conferenced in, this was the next best thing.


    She’d always appreciated Noah’s thorough approach. While they hadn’t been a great fit as handler and asset, she knew he could do great work. Still, there was something between the words she wasn’t seeing. He was different.


    A rhythmic knock on the door signaled Mitch’s return.


    She sat up a bit straighter.


    Things had been tense between them since the other night, and they couldn’t continue. Not like this.


    “Hey. It’s getting cold out, so I went ahead and grabbed something for dinner later.” Mitch plopped a canvas bag down on their tiny kitchen counter and shed his coat.


    She watched him strip down to just jeans and the long-sleeved knit shirt.


    Mitch was a good-looking man with gray streaking his blond hair and lines developing around his mouth and eyes. The beard he’d grown helped hide a strong jaw and worry lines. He’d age gracefully. She could see how he’d have made an appealing political candidate if he’d chosen to follow in his father’s footsteps. Then again, being the president’s bastard, “coat-closet son” would always be pinned to his record.


    Mitch stopped emptying the bag and faced her. “What? What’s wrong?”


    Irene shook her head. “Sorry, just thinking. I read Noah’s report on today.” She gestured to the laptop. “It sounds like SICA is trying to frame you for the attack on the Paris office. We probably want to lay low for a while.”


    “What?” Mitch frowned.


    “They know we’re up to something, and you’re the most visible target out of all of us.”


    Mitch leaned over her and began scanning the paragraphs, muttering words under his breath.


    This close she could smell soap and the beard oil he’d begun to use to keep his skin moisturized. She wanted to lean into him, but that merely put them back into the problematic territory they were fighting.


    Mitch straightened. “Goddamn it. What the hell?”


    “We’ll figure it out,” she said.


    “How?”


    “I don’t know yet, but worrying about it won’t solve our problems.”


    Mitch paced to the other side of the room and braced his hands on the windowsill.


    The other night she’d come out of the shower to find Mitch gone. For a few moments it had shaken her. She’d thought he’d up and left, not that she could blame him. All she’d done was push him away, time and time again. She’d crawled in bed and cried.


    The truth she didn’t want to face was that Mitch mattered to her. They’d begun as something closer to enemies and grown to be partners. She hadn’t wanted it and she sure as hell hadn’t been looking for it, but here he was.


    Irene didn’t believe in fairy godmothers or miracles. Her mother had always said to make her own dreams come true, and Irene had taken it to heart. She’d studied criminal justice and thrown in ancient literature as her electives. Her parents had been hesitant about Irene’s goals to go into law enforcement. When Irene had been recruited by the CIA for a special task force appointment no one had believed her in the beginning.


    She’d worked for the agency nearly twenty years. She only needed half of that to tell her it was time to wake up and accept that this situation they were in, up against a terrorist force, wasn’t going to go away.


    And neither were her feelings for Mitch. She’d fought them. Tried smothering them. But each time she kept coming back to the truth that he meant something to her.


    She stood, collecting her meager courage, and crossed the room to him.


    Her ex-husband had always accused her of being closed off and cold. She’d had to be to survive at the CIA and he hadn’t made it easy to come home and be vulnerable. But Mitch was different. He proved it every time she hurt him.


    She slid her hands around his waist and felt his exhale.


    “Not now.” He wrapped his hand around her wrist.


    She squeezed tighter and closed her eyes. “Listen? Just for a minute?”


    Perhaps if he didn’t look at her she could say what she needed to.


    For a moment they stood like that, Mitch poised to push her away. In the end he pressed her arm tighter against him. Because that was who he was. He was the kind of person who held on and didn’t falter when things got tough. He wasn’t perfect, but he was a damn good man.


    “I’m sorry. I’m very good at being the bitch. I’m not good at letting people in.” She steeled herself for the next bit. No one at work knew, at least not from her. “I have an unfortunate history of pushing people away. My ex-husband never let me forget that after our baby died. Don’t. Don’t turn around, please?”


    Slowly Mitch relaxed, but his hand still held hers.


    “Like I said, I’m not good at letting people in. I want to try to be better. I care about you, and that scares me. The last man I cared about…” Irene searched for words to explain herself, to make him understand that deep down she was afraid of failing not just at this mission, but with him.


    Mitch slowly rotated until he could slide his arms around her. She blinked away the urge to cry. Tears had no place here. They served no purpose.


    “I know about your ex.” He lifted his hand and stroked her cheek. “He was a piece of shit, and you deserve better than that, Irene.”


    A knot lodged in her throat. There was more she should say, but she’d reached the end of her ability to speak.


    “I care about you, too. It doesn’t have to be more complicated than that.” He kissed her forehead and she leaned into him.


    She’d fought these feelings for so long, but she couldn’t keep at it. They were destroying each other when what they really needed was hope.


    …


    Friday. Security Summit Safe House, United Kingdom.


    Noah climbed the stairs sideways while everyone else on their floor went down. One of the few perks about being a core member of the summit was first crack at the food when it was delivered.


    He rounded the landing and stared up the last flight. Lillian was behind that door.


    Invisible fingers crept down his spine. They hadn’t yet spoken about last night. She’d been so tired it was all he could do to get her up and out this morning.


    He should have kept it in his pants.


    Noah saw a break in the foot traffic and darted up the stairs. He crossed to her room and put his mouth right up against the jamb.


    “It’s me,” he said.


    Lillian opened the door and stood back. She’d pulled her short wisps of hair up into a spiky ponytail and changed into more comfortable clothing. He stepped inside and she took the tray from him, shoved a bunch of odds and ends aside, and set the tray down on the bed.


    He closed the door and twisted the lock.


    “Everything okay?” He peered at her, looking for any signs of stress. It hadn’t been an easy day.


    Lillian shoved her arms under his and squeezed him tight. He froze, holding his breath, and stared down at the top of her head. He hadn’t known what he was walking back into, how she’d receive him. Bit by bit the uncertainty faded away. He folded his arms around her and took an easier breath.


    “Now that you’re here? Yeah,” she mumbled against his chest.


    “Food took a while to get here. Any more thoughts on today?”


    “I’m so annoyed with myself.” Lillian let go of him and began pacing the room. “It took me most of the day to realize these people, they aren’t angry with me—they’re scared. Which means, what do we not know?”


    “Has anyone shared information?”


    “Nothing substantial. Table scraps. It’s like they’re waiting for one of them to go in big, you know? So instead of getting much done, all we’ve really accomplished is figuring out who is more scared than the others.” Lillian dropped to the floor at the foot of the bed, her gaze drifting to the muted TV.


    “That tells us something. Whoever is scared has something to hide or lose.” Noah picked up the tray and carried it to where she sat.


    “You think?” She took the tray from him and set it on the ground.


    “If one of your clients behaved the way these people are, what would you do?” He sat down next to her, legs stretched out, the food between them.


    “Dig into them. Find out their secrets.”


    “Which we have, for the most part.” Noah gestured to the binder. “What we need isn’t in that binder, though. What are we doing with that, by the way?”


    “There’s a secure case under the bed. When it’s not with me I leave it in there. It’s thumbprint activated with like three methods to destroy the guts of the binder if someone tries to open it without my thumb.”


    “Oh. Well, that’s thorough.”


    “Right?” She chuckled. “Back to secret mining. What do we do?”


    “Phone a friend.”


    “Who?” Lillian opened and closed her mouth.


    He wished this room could be their safe space, but they had to operate as though someone were listening. They had at least discussed and decided on that point this morning.


    Noah held an invisible pen and bobbed his hand in the air.


    Lillian nodded and reached blindly behind her, on top of the bed. She pulled a notebook and pen into her lab and scribbled away.


    AC, RS?


    Noah shook his head. Those two teams were off the grid and wouldn’t make contact until the end of the summit, at least. That only left one option. Irene and Mitch would be plugged in, gathering every detail they could.


    Lillian nodded and set the paper and pen aside.


    “Hungry?” Noah lifted one of the dishes and pried off the plastic lid. They’d rated one of the pre-plated trays instead of spooning it out of serving dishes.


    “I think I’m too nervous to be hungry, which means I likely need to eat.”


    “That’s the spirit.” He set the white ceramic bowl back on its plate and passed it over to Lillian.


    “What is up with this mushy, green stuff with every meal?”


    “It’s peas.” He pointed at the pad of paper.


    “Mashed peas?”


    “Mushy peas is what I think they call it.” He scribbled away below her line.


    “Why was it served with breakfast? This is so weird. I mean, it’s got more flavor than any peas I’ve ever eaten. It’s just weird.” She peered over his shoulder.


    I’ll take a walk, ping them w/ intel request. Tomorrow-M should know more.


    Lillian nodded and gave him a thumbs-up. Noah ripped the page off and dug in his pocket for the lighter he’d liberated from one of the guards on duty earlier. In moments the flames ate through the paper, nearly singeing Noah’s fingertips. He blew out the last bits and left it on the tray. The important parts were gone, erased for all eternity.


    “Eat.” Noah handed Lillian a spoon.


    “What kind of all-in-one monstrosity did we get this time?”


    “Shepherd’s pie.”


    “Oh, well, that’s not so bad. Whatever that thing was at lunch? I never want to eat that again.”


    Noah chuckled and pulled his food into his lap. Lillian un-muted the TV and they both stared at the anchor unfolding a story about children’s safety jackets on playgrounds. After a few moments he tuned the story out.


    He’d learned a little through the day, nothing groundbreaking that was for sure. She was onto something with the fear. He could practically smell it this morning. Was it because they’d all seen how easily an organization like the CIA could be infiltrated? Were they scared that they, too, were harboring the enemy in their midst? What if one of the many aids in attendance was one of SICA’s people? What then? It didn’t leave Noah with any warm, fuzzy feelings.


    Case in point, Jan. According to the others, he’d come to Carol, wanting to help. He’d spearheaded much of the collaborative effort, and yet during the brief period Noah had been in the room, he might have been the most antagonistic.


    What did the German have to hide? What was he afraid of? What about the others?


    “Pretty certain everyone has an opinion about my hair,” Lillian said after a stretch of silence.


    “It doesn’t look bad.” Noah looked at her, his gaze snagging on the spiky tail. “Well, when it’s down.”


    “Jesse always says he can tell when I’m in a groove because I put my hair up.” She lifted her hand and touched her hair.


    “It’ll grow back.”


    “I know. It’s just hair.” She shrugged.


    “I got a tattoo for a job once.” Not something he should talk about, but he wanted to take her mind off things.


    “Of what?” She stared at him, lips parted.


    “A swastika. I needed to be able to show them my colors to get the job. Part of their signing bonus? Laser tattoo removal.”


    “You’re kidding…”


    “Dead serious.” He pulled up his sleeve and showed her his forearm. “See that area that looks like it might be a bruise? That’s it.”


    “So it wasn’t entirely removed?” She ran her fingers over his skin.


    “It was thick and black. It’ll fade over time.”


    “Did it work? For the job, I mean?”


    “Maybe? No one really tells me anything. Contract guy, in the field. The more I know, the more of a liability I am.” He shrugged and took another bite of dinner.


    They veered away from personal questions to the topic of movies, then food. The more he got Lillian to talk, the more she ate. She visibly unwound bit by bit.


    Noah checked the time. He’d jotted down the guard rotation. His best chance of getting off property to contact Mitch and Irene was during that switch.


    “I’d better take this down to the kitchen.” Noah caught Lillian’s eye and nodded at the window.


    “Oh, okay. Coming back here after? Or are you going to try to make friends with Jeff again?”


    “I don’t think he’s my type.”


    That earned a chuckle from Lillian.


    “I’ll probably hit the hay after.” He thumbed at the wall and his bedroom next door.


    “I would feel better if you were here,” she said slowly, eyes on his face.


    Noah swallowed. Those words were beautiful and horrifying.


    “About last night…” His throat closed up, preventing him from saying any more.


    “Can you just—stop right there?” She held up her hand and stared at the ground, her cheeks tinged pink. “In the bigger picture, we have a lot to figure out, you know? Can we not make a big deal about last night?”


    Her words were a strong jab to his jaw. If he’d been standing he’d have staggered back, completely dazed. She lifted her chin, finally meeting his gaze.


    “We’re adults, right? Can we admit that this is a stressful, unique situation and agree that last night happened? There’s nothing to sort out or anything. We did what we did, and that’s okay. If it never happens again, or if it does, whatever. We’re attracted to each other. It’s okay.” She bit her lip.


    Had she practiced that speech? Was she trying to let him down easy? Or was she hiding behind strong words?


    “Okay,” he said after a beat of silence.


    “I’d feel better if you came back here after dropping this at the kitchen.”


    “Then I’ll be back up in a bit.”


    He gathered their dishes, each scraped clean of food, and let himself out of the room. In the hallway he paused to take a deep, long breath. The last time he tried to have a girlfriend who wasn’t part of a cover, he’d been between deployments. He couldn’t remember much about her. Lillian, on the other hand, was the kind of woman he’d remember until his dying day.

  


  
    Chapter Twelve


    Friday. London, United Kingdom.


    Demetrius squeezed his eyes closed and pressed his ear to the bottom of the cup a little harder. The door was made of thin material, but the cup helped amplify the sound. Just because most of his jobs were about killing people didn’t mean that was his only trick. He’d learned the glass-to-a-door trick from his baby mama. It was a wonder the things that crazy woman had taught him before her train completely jumped the track.


    Hector’s people had discovered something but they weren’t sharing it with Demetrius. No, they’d shut him out of this discussion, leaving him out here in what looked like a waiting room of the warehouse they’d come to when their immediate leads dried up.


    The white van had left them a trail, and one of the bodies they’d been gifted had traced back to a company. Medusa, something? He couldn’t make it out enough to give him a lead to go on.


    Whatever these people were planning, it wasn’t good. And the longer they kept him working for them, the more he knew and the less likely it was they’d let his babies go alive. He couldn’t wait for this job to be done and these bastards to stick to their end of the bargain. No, Demetrius had to work both sides. The only problem was he didn’t know who the other side was save for a few pictures.


    It was time Demetrius got to the bottom of this. His babies couldn’t lose both parents.


    …


    Saturday. Security Summit Safe House, United Kingdom.


    Lillian couldn’t believe she was awake, let alone outside, at this hour. The sun had barely tinged the horizon a pale gray. Fog hung low on the grounds, obscuring anything more than a few feet ahead of them.


    Once again she wished they could have this chat with Irene and Mitch in the comfort of their room in the house. The warm sheets, being wrapped up in Noah’s arms. Much better than creeping through an endless sea of grass and fog.


    Noah squeezed her hand again and they crept forward another ten paces, then stopped.


    How far were they from the house? Fifty yards, maybe?


    She’d seen the lawn. It was the size of a football field.


    Voices drifted through the mist. Lillian hunched her shoulders and pressed herself against Noah’s back. She held her breath for fear it would disturb the fog.


    What would happen if they were discovered?


    The secrecy made sense. After the Paris attack and the prime suspect being made out to be Mitch, they couldn’t lead the biggest names in intelligence straight to one of the most wanted people on the planet.


    The voices drifted away again.


    Noah squeezed her hand twice.


    He leaned forward, still holding tight to her hand, and bolted. Lillian had no option but to jog after him or fall on her face. The chilly morning air burned her lungs as she pushed herself to keep up with his burst of speed.


    “Up and over,” Noah whispered.


    “What?” He’d never mentioned climbing to her.


    Noah let go of her hand and in what looked like a single bound vaulted over a tall wooden gate. Lillian groaned inwardly and put her foot on the lowest slat.


    “What was that?” a man who wasn’t Noah said somewhere to her right.


    A cold sweat broke out along her spine. She hauled herself up while Noah ducked out of sight. She swung her leg over the top of the gate.


    A flashlight reflected off the mist, creating a halo of light.


    Fuck. She stared down at Noah with his arms up. Like he was going to catch her.


    What choice did she have?


    Lillian shoved off the gate and plummeted to the ground. Her feet hit first, then she went to her knees. Noah grabbed her and dragged her sideways, almost into the hedges lining the dividing point between the two properties. He stood face to face with her, his finger across his lips, gaze locked on a point over her shoulder.


    Footsteps rustled the grass just on the other side of the tall bushes.


    “Did someone come this way, mate?” a man asked.


    “Not that I saw…”


    “Then whose footsteps are those?”


    “Probably one of those snobbish bastards out for a snog.”


    “Still, better radio this in.”


    Lillian looked down.


    Sure enough, all the moisture on the grass left a plain as day trail where they’d gone.


    “Yeah, this is Team Three over on the west perimeter. We have a pair of tracks leading to the neighbor’s house.” The radio beeped.


    A voice answered through the radio. “Copy that Team Three. Stay clear of that area. Authorized exit.”


    Was that Jeff?


    Lillian stared up at Noah who shook his head.


    “Understood,” the disembodied voice on the other side of the bushes answered.


    Authorized exit?


    The two guards moved off, their voices fading into the morning fog.


    “Come on.”


    “What just happened?”


    Noah didn’t reply. He just gripped her hand and led her through more pastures until they reached a much smaller house than the mansion. They tucked themselves behind a low tree with branches spread wide, right up against the house.


    “We have maybe fifteen minutes.” Noah glanced back over his shoulder, as if he could see through the branches.


    “Did you tell someone we were leaving?”


    “No. One problem at a time, okay?”


    He pulled out a tablet from inside his coat and tapped the screen a few times. In moments a little jiggling telephone appeared. It flickered, and the image of two people filled the screen. Lillian had only ever met Irene the once. She’d never so much as spoken to Mitch.


    “It’s good to see you guys,” Irene said.


    “The same.” Noah nodded. “We don’t have time for a chat. What do you have for us?”


    “Sent over a file just a few minutes ago.” Irene leaned forward. “We did some digging into the entourages. It’s not much. I wish it was more.”


    “It’s more than we had,” Lillian said.


    “Lillian? What can you tell us about the behavior of the group sessions?” Mitch asked.


    “They were tense. Jan was antagonistic. Even the director wasn’t entirely on board with us. I can’t decide if it’s because he’s hearing these things for the first time or if he’s trying to be objective and impartial.” Lillian was going to need something strong to drink after today’s sessions.


    “I’m worried. We anticipated this summit going much smoother. We should consider the possibility that SICA has an inside man somewhere working against us, or someone there.” Irene’s face creased, as though those words hurt her to say.


    “Yeah, I was wondering the same thing,” Noah said.


    “Really?” Lillian frowned at him.


    He gripped her knee and whispered, “You didn’t need that weight on you.”


    “Listen.” Irene pulled their camera toward her. “If today doesn’t go well, I want you to consider pulling out of there. We can’t risk Lillian.”


    “Agreed,” Noah said.


    Irene and Mitch shared a look. “I don’t like hearing that Jan isn’t supporting us.”


    “We’ll handle it.” Lillian didn’t know how, but between her brains and Noah’s skill, they had to be able to do something. “How are you two doing?”


    “You mean after yesterday?” Mitch blew out a breath and scratched his chin. The beard made him look like a completely different person. “It helps that they’re circulating a picture that’s over a year old, but…”


    “We’ll be taking another trip today and then relocating,” Irene said.


    “Be careful,” Lillian said.


    “We will be—”


    A boom shook the windows over their head. Lillian ducked and peered back toward the mansion. The sky was a touch lighter, which made it easier to see the plume of smoke rising from the top of the hedges.


    “What was that?” Mitch leaned toward the camera.


    “Noah, get Lillian out of there.” Irene’s voice rang with the fear building up inside of Lillian.


    “Come on.” Noah snatched her hand and bolted, dragging her with him.


    “What was that?” Lillian gaped over her shoulder as thick black smoke took to the sky.


    A sound she vaguely recalled pelted through the morning calm.


    Bullets. Those pinging, blast sounds—someone was shooting.


    A scream tore through the morning, chilling Lillian’s blood.


    “Lily, come on.” Noah pulled her from under the tree limbs.


    Once more, Lillian was running away from death and destruction.


    They circled the still sleepy home to the gravel driveway in front. A red four-door car that looked like a box on wheels sat there. Noah jammed a key in the car door and opened it.


    “You have their keys?” Lillian gaped at him.


    “Seemed prudent at the time. Get in!”


    She circled the small compact car that had seen better days and got in the passenger side.


    “If that’s SICA—and do we think it’s anyone else?—they will be on us in minutes,” Noah said. He reversed out of the drive slowly.


    “Go,” Lillian snapped.


    “No. We can’t rush away like we’re the ones they’re looking for. Okay? You don’t run from predators, even human ones, if you can help it. It draws their attention.”


    She twisted to stare out through the back.


    The entrance to the mansion property was another fifty or sixty yards away. Two big black vehicles blocked the entrance.


    Noah pointed the car away, toward the city center and drove.


    Lillian watched the two vehicles until they were out of sight.


    SICA. They’d followed them from the airport here, and for what? To kill people who wanted to make the world a better place?


    She sat in the seat, stunned, cold, unsure what the hell was going on. “They killed everyone, didn’t they?”


    “That detonated at seven fifteen. Everyone would have been in the dining room for first dibs on breakfast.” Noah met her gaze, face grim. “That’s what I’d do. Maximum impact.”


    “Oh, God.” She slid down in her seat, cradling her face.


    She’d had these grand ideas of helping to save people, doing the right thing, being a patriot, and the only thing that had happened so far was that the people who helped them got killed.


    They drove until the sun was slanting through the windows, nearly blinding her. Noah whipped the car into a crowded lot and squeezed them into a distant parking spot way in the back.


    Lillian remained sitting where she was. If she got out, would she be signing someone else’s death warrant? Would SICA bomb the whole town just to get at her? What did she really know?


    The passenger door opened and Noah knelt at her side.


    “I know a lot just happened, but you can’t fall apart on me now. You’re strong. You’re a survivor. We have to get on this train and get into the city. We can lose them there. Let’s go.” Noah grasped her hand and held on tight.


    If she stayed where she was, SICA would win. More people would die doing good.


    If she stayed where she was, anyone around her was a risk until she was dead. And then SICA would continue to kill.


    If people were going to die, there should at least be someone willing to put it all on the line to stop the bad guys.


    That was what she’d signed up for, and she couldn’t stop now.


    …


    Hector strode through the blown-out side of the stately old mansion. Bits of broken bodies littered the floor, the walls, everywhere. They’d underestimated the number of people in attendance.


    “Sir?” One of the tactical team approached Hector. “The representatives have barricaded themselves into an inner room.”


    “How long until we pry their tin can open?” Hector figured they had minutes until the local police were on them.


    “Do you want them alive or—”


    “Dead. Take care of it. Now, anyone found the woman? Or the man?” Hector had priorities. This opportunity to hit the heads of several agencies at once was a gift tossed in their lap. This many deaths at an unofficial and unsanctioned meeting would cause an incredible amount of unrest across Europe and America.


    “Nothing yet. We checked her room, no one was there.”


    Hector nodded and dismissed the man.


    What were the chances that Noah had spirited Lillian away from them?


    With this gift it honestly didn’t matter anymore. They could use this opportunity to bury anything useful those rogue agents had in their pocket. The Paris job had sufficiently discredited anything Mitch might come forward with later, which left the others.


    Hector pulled out his phone.


    Across the house, another blast detonated, shaking dust and debris down on the damaged side of the building. Hector walked back the way he’d come.


    Lillian and the others were still a problem to be addressed.


    Now, where would Noah go from here?


    …


    Saturday. Lambeth, London, United Kingdom.


    Noah hooked his arm under Lillian’s and hoisted her up with him. The tube began to slow and signs for the Elephant & Castle stop whizzed by.


    “This is us,” he said.


    The rush hour press of bodies was one of the worst Noah had ever experienced. It did make getting lost in the crowd easier. For now.


    “Stay with me.” Noah wove his way to the doors as the recorded voice announced, “Mind the gap.”


    Lillian clutched his hand so tight the knuckle he’d broken last year ached. She had to be exhausted, but she had yet to complain.


    They merged onto an escalator headed to the ground level, hugging the right side. He gazed down at her, but only got to see the brim of her slouchy hat. They’d paused a number of times to change out an article of clothing, add some, whatever it took to make them look like they weren’t themselves.


    “I can’t tell the stations apart anymore.” Lillian peered behind them then up at Noah.


    “This is our last, hopefully.” He needed to get them off the street. Lillian had to rest and they couldn’t risk flying by the seat of their pants anymore. A plan was a must.


    Once again, they were a dozen steps behind SICA and had barely escaped with their lives. As far as Noah could tell, they might be the only ones who had.


    They reached the street level, scanned their passes, and exited the tube station out onto London Road. Noah moved with traffic, headed south, searching for anything slightly familiar.


    It’d been ages since he’d worked in London. The last undercover job he’d done there was spying on a group of white supremacists as part of a joint operation to outlaw the organization. It had also made him a bit of a specialist when it came to these groups. He knew how to blend in, speak their language even if it disgusted him. The gig had gone well and led to the op he’d been working in the States. Most of the members were in jail. But there were still a few fringe guys who haunted the same places. It wasn’t ideal to go to these guys for help, but he was scraping the bottom of the bucket.


    Lillian trudged with him across the street going with the flow of people. “How far are we walking this time?”


    “Just a little ways, I swear.”


    “I’m pretty sure you’ve said that a couple times today. My feet disagree with your assessment of a little ways.” The corners of her mouth quirked up. It was brief, but he’d caught it.


    She could crack a joke. That was good.


    He searched the crowd over his shoulder for anyone taking too much interest in them. They’d spent most of the day hopping on and off the tube, buses, and taking short cab rides. He’d almost burned through the cash on him, which wasn’t good.


    They’d lost everything.


    Their passports.


    Their equipment.


    Their money.


    The binder.


    At least the last one was taken care of. He’d seen the case Lillian was talking about and he wasn’t sure it could be cracked. Besides, most of the information was done in a shorthand code not even he could read.


    The phones and tablet had been dumped shortly after leaving the mansion, which meant they’d escaped with their lives, the clothes they were wearing, and the money in Noah’s pockets. That wasn’t a great way to start this off.


    “Where are we going?” Lillian asked.


    “About that…” Noah pulled her around a corner, winding through the streets instead of taking a straight course.


    “About what? Say something.”


    “I know a place, but it’s not somewhere I want to take you.”


    “What’s so bad about it?” Her lower lip pinched between her teeth.


    “I worked a CIA gig over here a couple years ago. There was this group that has now been outlawed, National Action? They’re a Neo-Nazi, far-right group. The job over here is what got me the gig I was working on in D.C.”


    “We’re going to go ask a bunch of racist skinheads for help?”


    “Yup. It’s as unexpected as I can think of, which means there’s a chance SICA won’t think of it either. It’s not ideal, I know.”


    “How about a hotel?”


    “They’ll want an ID.”


    “Shit.”


    “Look, it’ll just be for a night, if they’ll even put us up. Just…don’t talk a lot, okay? In fact, don’t say anything if you can help it.”


    “What’s that supposed to mean?”


    “These guys, they have a way of talking. Just—let them talk. You’re going to want to react to what they say. I need you not to, understand?”


    “Like what?”


    “White jihad? White is right? You know, your standard stomach-churning propaganda talk.”


    “Wait—white jihad? That doesn’t make sense.”


    “Don’t think about it too hard. Eyes on the bigger picture.”


    Lillian nodded.


    “Good girl.” Noah reached over and squeezed her hand.


    They left the main streets and wound their way onto the smaller lanes with houses squeezed up together. They did a few loops, changed directions and picked up some street food they could walk and eat before Noah was satisfied they’d not been followed. Only then did he guide Lillian down the tiny lane behind a few tenement houses to a dump of a place. The red bricks had seen better days. Only half the shutters remained. More than a few windows were covered over in cardboard from where they’d been broken.


    “You can’t be serious,” Lillian muttered.


    “Stay behind me. Don’t talk.” Noah let them in through the garden gate.


    An older gentleman he didn’t recognize sat on the back patio smoking a cigarette. There was no swastika on his shoulder or physical sign of his allegiance, but Noah knew his type on spot.


    “What do you want?” The man’s words ran together, one on top of the other.


    “Evening.” Noah lifted his hand. “Looking for a friend. Is Jimmy around?”


    “No.” The man’s gaze narrowed. He spat on the ground.


    “Is he coming back, or…?”


    Noah knew Jimmy was in prison. It was Noah’s actions that had put the former hub coordinator in jail.


    “Nope,” the man said.


    “Oh.” Noah frowned, aware Lillian was watching him.


    This was the song and dance he’d expected. Following the operation he’d been part of and a series of undercover gigs that exposed National Action, the group had to be extremely careful.


    “Look, I stayed here a few years back. Jimmy was who I talked to then. I was hoping we might crash here tonight. Just one night.” Noah spread his hands.


    “I ain’t Jimmy.”


    “I can see that, but…” Noah glanced at Lillian again then took a step closer to the old guy until his knee touched the porch. The best thing to do was use the truth and bend it a little. Good thing they’d been watching the news as closely as they had. “Look, we got into some trouble back home and had to leave fast.”


    “What kind of trouble?”


    “There was this thing in Jacksonville a few days ago. I don’t know if they cover American news over here or not…” He was willing to bet the so-called news sites that catered to this crowd had picked up the news and ran with it. The key was in how Noah presented their involvement.


    The man’s brows rose a touch.


    “You were involved in that?” the man asked.


    “Not saying we were, just that it seemed prudent to take a trip, you know?” Noah tilted his head.


    “What’s your name?”


    “Kenny. Kenny Parker. This is my girlfriend, Jessica.” Noah nodded at Lillian.


    She gave the man a tight smile and a little nod of the head right on cue.


    “Stay here.” The man pushed to his feet and lumbered inside the house, into the ground floor apartment.


    “What’s going on?” Lillian whispered.


    “He’s checking us out. Don’t look at the window, look at me.” Noah put his back to the window and shielded Lillian.


    “But…?”


    “I’ve taken care of everything.”


    Or at least Irene had.


    Part of the reason they’d needed to take a trip around the city was to provide Irene and Mitch time to build enough of a backstory for these temporary names to withstand a simple information check.


    There was no Nazi authority that kept a database of its members. A Google search and a few calls were what it would take to vet Noah and Lillian. A good handler like Irene had resources outside the CIA. Resources who wouldn’t care where her allegiance fell so long as her money was good.


    Lillian rubbed her stomach. “I don’t remember the last time I ate so much fried stuff.”


    “We’ll get a room, some rest, and you’ll feel better in the morning.”


    “Then what?” she whispered.


    Noah didn’t have answers yet. He slid his arm around her waist and tugged her up against his chest, pressing a kiss to the top of her head—not just for show for the men undoubtedly watching them from inside, but for himself. They weren’t out of options, but they didn’t have many. He just hoped Irene and the others had come up with an extraction plan to get them out of the country.


    After cooling their heels in the growing darkness for half an hour, the old man beckoned them inside. He gave them a key to the flat upstairs, told them to be quiet. The other residents they were sharing with worked a night shift and weren’t awake yet.


    Noah went into the apartment first and did a quick check. Sure enough, two men slept in bunk beds in one room while the other was as barren as a dorm room.


    “Well, isn’t this charming?” Lillian sat on the edge of the mattress.


    “It’s better than nothing.”


    “Right.”


    Noah stared at the walls, the radiator, the bed. One of National Action’s beliefs was that the residents of the UK were facing an impending war with the various immigrant groups. What Noah found ironic was that the group studied terrorist structure from the very people they hated, even borrowing the word jihad for their own purposes.


    Lillian watched him. “What?”


    He pointed to his ear.


    Even though they’d been given a room, that didn’t mean their hosts trusted them to not listen in. It was what Noah would do if he were running this place. Given how badly the group had been infiltrated—by him—and almost shut down entirely, they had to be far more careful.


    Where would he hide a microphone or camera?


    In the States, central air ducts were a prime place, but these old houses didn’t have the same kind of vents. Hell, this apartment didn’t have an AC unit.


    “Kenny?” Lillian said slowly. She tilted her head to the radiator.


    Noah crossed to the window and peered behind the heating unit. There, tucked out of sight, was a small transmitter. It wasn’t secured or even positioned that well. Perhaps their host had needed to place it in a hurry.


    “I’m going to shower. Why don’t you try to get some sleep?” Noah said over his shoulder.


    “Yeah, that sounds like a good idea.” Lillian scooted across the bed, the mattress creaking under her.


    “I’ll leave the door open. Yell if you need anything.” Noah reached down and flipped the device off. He closed the bedroom door, careful to not make a sound, then sat on the bed next to Lillian.


    “Okay, what now? Aren’t they going to realize their microphone isn’t on?” she asked.


    “I’ve used this unit. It’s sound activated. If we aren’t making sound, it won’t transmit. It’s not foolproof, but it could buy us a few minutes.”


    He pulled out the latest burner he’d picked up from a stall and jabbed in the last number he’d had for Irene. He prayed something went right. They needed a serious break.


    The phone rang a few times. He plugged in the headphones that had come with the phone and gave one earbud to Lillian.


    “Hallo?” The woman’s accent on the other end of the line was good.


    “It’s us.” Noah didn’t use their names.


    “Glad to hear you made it.” Irene blew out a breath. “That storm up north seemed bad.”


    Translation: things at the summit had gone to hell.


    “Yeah, tell me about it. What’s the weather forecast saying?”


    “You haven’t seen the news?” Genuine surprise.


    Shit.


    What had they missed?


    “Oh, I heard from your friend, Harleen. She seems to have gotten out before the storm hit, too.” Irene continued casually, but he wasn’t connecting the dots.


    Lillian’s eyes were wide.


    Harleen—what had he missed? There wasn’t anyone in the meeting named Harleen.


    “Anyway, we decided to skip our trip. Doesn’t mean we aren’t sending you anything.” Irene continued to chat away without prompting.


    “That’s nice of you,” Noah replied. He was so fucking lost.


    “Well, I wouldn’t want you to try to say we didn’t think about you.”


    “Hold on one moment, will you?” Noah jabbed the mute button and stared at Lillian. “What the hell is she saying? What am I not picking up?”


    “The Medusa mercenary guys? The ones who looked like a biker group? The guy in charge of them is named Brandon. He’s big into Harley motorcycles. It’s in his file. Harley Quinn, Harleen Quinzel?”


    “I…still don’t know what you’re saying.”


    “In the DC comics Harleen Quinzel becomes Harley Quinn. She’s telling us that Brandon contacted her, that the Medusa team got out and have something for us.”


    “How the fuck was I supposed to know that?”


    “That clue wasn’t for you. It was for me. Their guys must have got out and contacted one of the others. That’s what she’s trying to say.”


    “Okay. Whatever.” Noah jabbed the mute button again. If Lillian was certain that was what Irene was saying, he’d trust her. “Back. So what did Harleen have to say about the road conditions?”


    “Treacherous. Said she’d come to you.”


    “I see. Well, thanks for the heads up.”


    “Look for your package tomorrow.”


    “Sure thing. Later.”


    Noah ended the call and tossed the phone on the bed. They needed a longer talk to really figure out their next steps, but not now. They knew things out there were bad, they had a place to lay low, and possible help was on the way. It was about all they could hope for at present.


    “Okay, so Brandon is helping us?” Lillian asked.


    He shook his head. “If you say so. That code was all you two.”


    “It makes sense to me. Promise.”


    “I’m trusting you.” Noah reached for her hand. “You doing okay?”


    “Holding it together.” She smiled, but it was tense.


    “I need to turn the transmitter back on. Want to talk before I do?”


    “No.” She shook her head a little too hard. “I need to compartmentalize. If I talk too much I’m going to cry and I can’t right now.”


    Noah leaned in before he could think better of it and kissed her. He didn’t want her to have to bottle up those emotions, but the fact he didn’t have to tell her to do just that made him all the more proud of her.


    “Five more seconds?” she muttered, eyes still shut.


    “We can’t make them suspicious.” He pulled her to him and kissed the top of her head. “If anyone asks, I went and took a shower while you tried to sleep. That’s why there wasn’t any audio recorded. Got it?”


    “Yup.”


    He reached over and flipped the transmitter back on. He pitched his voice a little louder, ensuring the recorder would activate. “You aren’t asleep yet?”


    Lillian lay down. “No.”


    Noah stretched out next to her, one arm curled under his head. Lillian rolled toward him. There were dark circles under her eyes. The stress of it all was taking its toll on her. Still, she was going forward, doing her best and had yet to complain. Lillian was proving to be a pleasure to work with. He just wished the situation wasn’t so dire.


    With any luck Irene would send them further instructions now that he had a new phone in hand. Once they knew what tomorrow held, they could make a plan. They could still beat this. It might be hard, but everyone had a weakness. They just needed to find SICA’s.

  


  
    Chapter Thirteen


    Sunday. National Action Safe House, Lambeth, United Kingdom.


    Noah crept down the stairs. He’d heard their flatmates get up some time ago and leave. Now it was their turn. They couldn’t come back once they’d left, not with their flimsy story. If their host did a lot of digging he’d discover their paper trail wasn’t that thorough.


    He set foot on the lower landing and peered outside.


    The porch was clear.


    The lights in the two lower flats were off.


    This might be their only chance to slip out without someone watching.


    He waved at Lillian to follow.


    She padded down the stairs, making next to no noise at all. He let himself out the back door and stopped short.


    Their host sat in a chair on the tiny patch of grass, a bottle in hand and an ashtray perched on his thigh.


    “Morning,” he said.


    Noah pasted on a brief smile. “Hey. Thanks for putting us up last night.”


    The door creaked as Lillian stepped through.


    “No problem at all. Where you headed?”


    “We’ve got some people to see,” Noah replied. He reached for Lillian’s hand and helped her down the rickety stairs.


    “Thank you,” she murmured, either to Noah or their host, he wasn’t sure.


    Noah tugged on her hand and they crossed to the garden gate.


    “Who was it you said you knew in Jacksonville?” the man called out.


    Noah peered over his shoulder. “I didn’t.”


    They locked gazes for half a second.


    Fuck.


    The guy had suspicions.


    They needed to get out of here.


    “Thanks again,” Noah said. He planted his hand against Lillian’s lower back and propelled her forward through the gate and onto the street.


    “What was that about?” she whispered.


    Noah pulled his hood over his head. “He knows something is up. Come on.”


    Irene wanted them to stay put, but Noah hadn’t been able to shake the feeling telling them to run. He’d survived by trusting his instincts. They were moving. End of story.


    They cut through the main streets, heading north toward the Thames and the heart of London. If nothing else, they could get lost in the press of tourists, pick up a new disguise, and head elsewhere. By the time they reached Westminster Bridge the sun was peeking up over the horizon.


    Noah’s phone vibrated. He peered at the screen but didn’t recognize the number. He jabbed the button and pressed the phone to his ear.


    “We’re outside,” a smooth, American voice said.


    Brandon from the Medusa company. The surly, leather-wearing mercenary that had given Lillian a hard time.


    “Yeah, so are we, but not where you are.” Noah glanced down the street. This so-called friend could be a setup.


    “Where the fuck are you?” the man asked.


    “How’d you get away? How do we know this isn’t a trap?” Noah studied the small compact cars approaching them. Those weren’t going to cut it for a group of mercs. He grabbed Lillian’s hand and they ducked halfway down the stairs toward the London Eye Ferris wheel. They needed to get off the street.


    “Same as you, I reckon. Can’t do business over a network owned by someone you don’t trust. Some of my men were staying at a house a half-mile away. I was there to take care of a few things before we started the circus.”


    “And?”


    “And what?”


    “You could have someone else oversee business. You’ve got a network of almost two hundred guys, not counting your contracted labor. You’re not a small-time operation. Try again.”


    “I’m not telling you anything else,” Brandon said.


    “Then have fun.” Noah would do this without the merc’s help.


    “Wait!” Brandon grumbled under his breath. “My girlfriend had a baby last week. I’ve barely seen my kid. Happy?”


    That was a detail Noah could research. It was also personal and potentially dangerous to the mother and child. These were not details someone would fabricate. Brandon was telling the truth.


    “We’re at the Westminster Bridge. Head up the 302, roll your windows down.” Noah ended the call.


    Regardless of how dark and dangerous the world could get, life went on.


    “What? What happened?” Lillian asked.


    “That mercenary, Brandon?”


    “Brandon Jones.”


    “Did you know he has a girlfriend?”


    “Yes. M-something.” She closed her eyes. “Mol. Just Mol. Not Molly. She’s going to have a baby, I think.”


    “She already had it. Brandon was down the street with her when the house was attacked. We’re about to trust Brandon’s people with our life.” Noah nodded at the street. “Come on.”


    He jogged up a few steps while Lillian remained rooted to the spot. He followed her slack-jawed gaze to a newspaper dispenser.


    Lillian’s face stared back at them along with a sketch of Noah.


    Fuck.


    “Come on. Now.” He snatched her hand and dragged her up the stairs, glancing over his shoulder toward Westminster.


    They had to get off the street.


    “Did you see the headline?” Lillian peered up at him.


    “Yeah.” He reached over and tugged her hat down further.


    Terrorist Cell Strikes Again


    The dead heads of intel agencies weren’t the newspaper headline, which meant the story was being controlled. Noah knew how this worked. In a few days, the attendees would slowly have accidents, explainable tragedies that would spread out the time of death. Whoever was spinning the story also had ties to SICA and that was where their identities came from. It would benefit them to point fingers at Lillian and Noah.


    The paper told them one thing at least: SICA didn’t have an updated photograph of her. The dark hair could help them hide for a bit longer. He’d get her some nonprescription glasses. Some makeup could help disguise her face. From here on out they had to be much, much more careful.


    A dark SUV slowed, coming straight for them, windows down.


    “I think this is our new friend,” Noah said.


    Sure enough, the SUV stopped at the curb and the back door swung open.


    Noah nudged Lillian in, then slid onto the bench seat.


    “Go,” Brandon barked from the front passenger seat. He twisted to look back at them. “You shouldn’t be out, walking around.”


    “Yeah, we got the memo. Thanks,” Noah said. “What else is the news reporting?”


    “They’re pinning the death of the head of MI5 on you.” Brandon passed a newspaper back to Lillian. “You’re working with that Mitch Fowler character. It’s all some big scheme.”


    “Where are we going?”


    “Somewhere we can better coordinate.” Brandon twisted to face forward.


    They rode for half an hour out of the London city center in mostly silence. Eventually their driver pulled off the road, through an older home with a tall, ivy covered fence around it, and parked in a detached garage.


    “Come on,” Brandon said.


    Lillian nodded, not a single crack showing. He didn’t trust these people, but if he was going to protect Lillian he had to work with them.


    They entered the house through a small mudroom. The residence appeared updated and well maintained from the glimpse Noah got over their heads.


    Across the house a baby wailed.


    Brandon was telling the truth.


    They followed their hosts in through the kitchen. The breakfast nook held two computer bays and three men peering at the screens.


    “More people, Brandon?” A woman sighed and the baby’s cries grew closer.


    “In here.” Their chauffeur nodded toward the formal dining room at the front of the house.


    Still yet more people were posted up, looking at maps, charts. None of them paid Noah or Lillian any attention. He was beginning to understand why Medusa had been included in the summit. They had mobile command center capabilities, manpower, resources, and money. All things Noah would like right about now.


    “Sorry about that.” Brandon strode into the room and closed the double doors behind him. “We created a timeline for yesterday.”


    They clustered around three sheets of paper taped together to form a long sheet.


    “This is when I left, this is the time of the bombing, this is when the news began reporting it and when you two became the stars of the show.”


    “Pen?” Noah took the offered writing utensil and jotted down when they’d left the property and then when they’d seen the front entrance barricaded.


    “Makes you wonder what would have happened if those two guards had come after us,” Lillian said.


    Brandon frowned. “What?”


    “Oh, uh…” Lillian stammered.


    “The perimeter guards saw our trail, radioed it in, and were warned off that spot.”


    “That’s awfully convenient,” Brandon muttered.


    “It was.” Noah hadn’t thought about that. “What if Jeff knew they were surrounded? What if he knew he couldn’t get everyone out, but he let us go?”


    “I might have to like him, but there’s no way we can prove that story.”


    “Actually…” Noah looked at the others in the room.


    Brandon addressed the rest of the room. “I’m going to need everyone to leave. Go get breakfast, stay out of Mol’s way, okay?”


    The men around the table got up and left. They were like robots, doing exactly as they were told, taking no interest in their surroundings. It was a bit creepy.


    Brandon crossed his arms over his chest. “Now, what aren’t you saying?”


    “Jeff worked for someone. I don’t know who, but I promise you someone that young and soft didn’t get to the point where SICA notices him at his age. Someone was running Jeff like a business, and we need to know who.” That person could be an asset, someone with real power and resources.


    “Okay, how do we find this puppet master?”


    Noah would be shocked if Andy didn’t know already. “Leave that to our people.”


    “Then what’s next? Everyone in the UK will be gunning for the two of you.” Brandon glanced from one to the other.


    “They have effectively cut off our means to go forward with our plan,” Lillian said.


    “Which was?” Brandon asked. “We never got there.”


    “We were hoping to present what we knew to the group and individuals to try to coordinate a cross agency sting, arresting people we believe work for SICA all at once.” Lillian stared at the timeline. She was right. That attack was a death sentence to their credibility.


    “Wait—cross agency?” Brandon leaned forward.


    “That’s what I was talking about with each agency. Our evidence that SICA is not just an American problem, they’re everywhere.” She gestured at a world map tacked to one wall.


    “Fuck.” Brandon shook his head. “I’d guessed, but I liked thinking it was a contained problem.”


    “We need to talk to the others. Put together a plan.” Lillian looked at Noah.


    “Right.” He grimaced. They didn’t know what Brandon knew of their people, who he’d spoken with.


    “I was supposed to touch base with Irene after I picked you two up. She’s expecting me.”


    Well, that was one question down.


    Brandon circled the stately table to a sideboard where yet another computer setup was located.


    “You’ve got an awful lot going on here,” Lillian said.


    “We’ve been trying to track these SICA bastards in real time. We’re hoping to get them to take some bait tonight. A contact of ours is sweating over moving some weapons we opted to not buy, but not before we planted a tracking device on them.”


    “Why do you think SICA would want them?”


    “Because our contact stole the shipment from SICA.” Brandon grinned.


    “How do you know it was theirs?” Lillian asked.


    “We identified one of their men and have been keeping tabs on him. More about him later.” Brandon gestured to the end of the table farthest from the doors. “Have a seat.”


    Noah pulled out a seat for Lillian and took the chair next to her. He reached for her hand and squeezed.


    It took Brandon a few moments for the call to go through. When it did, Noah only saw Irene. No Mitch. She was sitting with her back to a plain, white wall, her face in shadow.


    “It’s good to see you three.” Irene shifted, leaning closer to the camera.


    “Morning. You somewhere safe?” Noah asked.


    “Yes.” Irene didn’t offer more information.


    “We were just chatting about Jeff.” Brandon turned his attention to Noah.


    “Who does—did—Jeff work for?” Noah asked.


    “I don’t know who, but I know someone who will. Why?” Irene frowned.


    “Because whoever they are could help us. I think Jeff might have helped us escape.” Noah squeezed her hand under the table.


    “I see. I’ll dig into that. Right now, we need to get the two of you out of the country. The latest breaking news is that the two of you are part of a new terrorist group. That you were working with Mitch Fowler.” Irene’s brows rose. It was one of her tells. A little tick that told him to play along.


    So Brandon did not know Mitch was one of them. Interesting.


    “Leave that to me,” Brandon said.


    “We have someone ready to create new documents for the both of you, but you’re going to have to do something about your appearance. Some dye isn’t going to cut it.”


    “I’m on it,” Noah replied.


    “I think that brings us to planning?” Lillian picked up a discarded pencil and tapped it on the table. “Our plan of a coordinated strike isn’t going to work anymore.”


    “No, it’s not,” Irene replied.


    “What is your fallback plan?” Brandon asked.


    Irene sighed. “We don’t—”


    “We hit SICA where it hurts,” Lillian said, surprising Noah. Where was she going with this? “We need to discredit SICA’s intelligence, damage their credibility, and disrupt their flow of cash. Brandon, you think they’ll take the bait tonight?”


    He spread his hands. “That’s what we’re planning on.”


    Noah nodded. God, she was brilliant. “What if we used that tracker to follow their shipment routes? Figure out where they’re housing people, resources, things we aren’t aware of?”


    “Yes, exactly,” Lillian said. “We were hoping for an explosive short game, now we have to play the long game.”


    “So long as I get to blow up their asses, I’m in,” Bandon said.


    “I think I’m going to like you.” Noah grinned at the other man. He didn’t often get to say that about people.


    …


    Lillian sat back in her chair. She’d spitballed the only idea she had left. With her face in the papers and no resources, was she even useful to the team any longer? Unless she could come up with something that worked, she’d become dead weight and that didn’t sit right with her.


    “I need to get the men back in here watching the shipment.” Brandon flipped the notebook closed. “I think it would be best if you two stayed out of sight as much as you can. There are rooms upstairs.” Brandon glanced between the two of them. “The guys who are here are trustworthy, but we still need to do something to help you two blend in.”


    Noah looked at her. “Yeah, I was thinking about that.”


    Brandon pushed to his feet and stretched. “Tell me what you need and I can get it for you.”


    “I’ll have Lily make us a list.”


    “Sounds good.” Brandon cocked his head to one side. A bell rang through the house. “The team’s here. If it’s a vehicle that’s not ours, you’ll know the sound.”


    “Should we head upstairs now?” she asked.


    “Probably a good idea.”


    “We could do with a rest.” Noah threaded his fingers between hers then stood, tugging her to her feet.


    Brandon pointed at another set of doors. “Through those doors, up the stairs and help yourself to any unoccupied room.”


    “Thanks, man.” Noah reached across and shook Brandon’s hand.


    Lillian let Noah lead her out into what must be the entry to the home. A set of wooden, ornate stairs led up to the second floor. She trudged up the stairs. A nap didn’t sound like such a bad idea. The night spent in the city hadn’t exactly been refreshing.


    They reached the second-floor landing. The sound of a baby crying was louder now.


    Lillian peered left then right. The house was larger than she’d realized, with a T hallway dividing the house down the middle.


    A door at the end of the hall ahead of them opened and the woman who must be Brandon’s girlfriend Mol stepped out, baby in arms.


    “Can I help you?” the woman called out.


    “Spare room for us to crash in for a while?” Noah asked.


    “Oh, right.” The woman pointed to Lillian’s right. “Second from the end at the rear is free.”


    “Thanks.” Noah tugged on Lillian’s hand and together they retreated down the hall to their room for the moment.


    Noah opened the door Mol had indicated and nudged Lillian inside. The tiny bedroom was utilitarian and neat. The door shut behind her, blocking out most of the noise from downstairs.


    “Come here.” Noah wrapped his arms around her and pulled her in for a hug.


    She leaned into him and shut her eyes.


    They were safe. For now. She doubted they could completely trust Brandon’s people, but for now they were in this together.


    “You’ve done fantastic,” Noah murmured.


    “You think?”


    He leaned back and looked down at her. “I know.”


    “Thanks.”


    He let go of her and she peeled the sweatshirt off, then another layer, until she was down to the T-shirt.


    Noah perched on the edge of the bed, watching her.


    Last night he’d held her and in the darkness he’d whispered things to her. Told her he wouldn’t let anything bad happen to her.


    She’d gone from not trusting this man to needing him. He’d left everything for her sake. She wasn’t entirely sure she deserved that kind of sacrifice.


    “Do you want to take a nap?” He patted the pillow.


    “Not really.”


    She took a step closer.


    “Lily…”


    Whatever he was thinking he didn’t say.


    She bent and kissed him, letting her lips linger.


    They were on the run together. Things were complicated, but right now, in this moment, they were simple. At some point she’d let down her guard and begun trusting him. More than that, she cared for him now. Deeply so.


    Noah grasped her by the waist and pulled her toward him, guiding her to sit across his lap. Her arms wound around his shoulders and she leaned into him, her insides quivering. Right now, she just wanted to be safe. With him.


    He continued to kiss her, his tongue teasing hers, wreaking havoc on her insides.


    She cared about him. This man she’d thought was a nuisance and a bother was now one of the most important people in her life.


    A small voice tried to argue that it was their situation, the stress of it all that had her diving into his arms. Stress didn’t make her feel wanted. When she reached for Noah’s hand it wasn’t because she was scared. It was because she trusted him.


    Noah cradled her to his chest and rolled with her. He stretched out on the bed, taking her with him.


    She broke the kiss, sucking down air, and buried her face against his shoulder.


    Caring for Noah came at a price. What if she lost him? What then? How badly would that destroy her?


    She understood his sentiment that caring for people was a weakness.


    He kissed the top of her head and stroked her hair.


    “How long do you think we have?” she whispered.


    “A few hours.” He swept a piece of hair off her cheek and behind her ear.


    “Can we just…stay here?” The peace they’d found wouldn’t last, but she wanted it to.


    “I’d like that.”


    She lifted her chin and looked up at Noah staring down at her. A line wrinkled his brow. She reached up and smoothed her thumb over the sign of his unease, willing it away.


    “I wouldn’t mind if you kept kissing me.”


    “Wouldn’t you now?” He lowered his head, a mischievous half smile curling his lips.


    He kissed her again, taking his time and exploring her mouth. She held onto his shoulders, aware that she was in danger of being swept over the edge of sanity and into something deeper and more consuming. His hand coasted down her body. He gripped the back of her knee and hoisted her leg up over his. His thigh pressed against her, the warmth of him sinking into every fiber of her being.


    Was this smart?


    Did she care?


    She didn’t want to resist. Not when they weren’t promised another minute on this planet.


    Noah’s hand slid up her shirt, coming to a stop against her side.


    “You can tell me to stop,” he said.


    “I don’t want to.”


    His hand slid up her ribs to her chest. She leaned away from him, giving his hand more room to play. His finger traced the edge of her bra over the swell of her breast. She shifted, her nipples tightening at the promise of his touch.


    One finger delved past the fabric to tease her flesh. She groaned and covered his hand with hers. She was on the knife edge of arousal before she’d realized it was there. Even that little touch was too much.


    The more this went on, the more intertwined with him she’d become. And she didn’t care.


    For whatever cosmic reason, they’d been thrown together. Right now, she wasn’t going to think about it too much. They had plenty of problems. This one thing could be good for both of them.


    Noah wiggled his fingers under her palm, sending electric jolts of awareness through her body. She groaned and covered her eyes. They were so far beyond the clear cut lines and she wanted this, now, with him. She pulled her shirt up and over her head.


    He pushed up onto his elbow, looking down at her. His hand pressed against her stomach while his eyes focused on her face.


    “Some things are worth savoring,” he said.


    Lillian bit her lip to keep from groaning.


    He pushed up to kneel on the bed. He kissed the place where her ribs flared, then her stomach and her hip. She pressed her fingers into the comforter while he took his time.


    Noah unbuttoned her pants with a flick of his fingers. He sat up, his eyes twinkling with that mischief she knew so well.


    He was back with her, here in this moment.


    He crawled over her until he stood next to the bed and then dragged her jeans down her body, leaving her in the bra and panties she’d put on in the darkness to go to their fateful meeting. She reached for him, barely able to hook her fingers in his pocket and tug him the crucial few inches closer.


    Lillian slid his belt free of the catch while he tossed his T-shirt off and onto the floor. The simmering arousal was beginning to burn in her veins. She wanted to feel him, to forget the world for just a few moments.


    Noah pushed her hands away and unfastened his jeans himself.


    An urgency settled into her. She needed Noah now. She didn’t know why, but waiting wasn’t an option.


    She sat up and released the catch on her bra. His clothes hit the floor. She tossed her bra over the side of the bed.


    Noah pushed her back until she lay there, almost naked. He hooked his fingers in the waistband of her underwear and drew them down her thighs. She kicked them off and reached for him, pulling him onto the bed.


    He hit the mattress, wrapped his arms around her and rolled until she was sprawled over his chest. She kissed him, drinking him in. She straddled his thighs, his erection pressing against her stomach.


    She didn’t know what it was about him that made her feel this way, but she wasn’t going to overthink it. There were too many things to labor over, her feelings for Noah weren’t going to be one of them.


    “Condom?” she whispered against his lips.


    “Wallet.”


    He groped on the nightstand for where he’d tossed it during their race to disrobe. He opened the leather wallet, a gold foil packet tucked between a few pound notes and his metro card. She plucked the condom out of his wallet and sat up. She ripped it open then grasped his cock.


    Noah took the condom out of the wrapper and rolled it on. She glanced at his face and found him looking at her. Not her breasts or anywhere else. He was watching her face.


    What did he see? Did he know she’d gone and fallen for him?


    She felt the blunt head of his cock against her. She shifted her hips and shut out the little, nervous voices.


    Right now this was about living. Being together. Feeling whatever the hell she wanted to feel.


    There.


    Lillian pressed down and he slid inside of her. She gasped for breath. Noah’s hands grasped hers, steadying her as her body stretched and her balance wobbled. Her eyes slid shut as she rocked her hips.


    Noah placed her hands against his chest then grasped her by the hips. She opened her eyes and looked down at him still watching her.


    What did he see when he looked at her? In these moments? Did he care about her the same way she was growing to care about him?


    He thrust up into her and she gasped, her muscles turning to jelly for the span of a few moments. She went down to her forearms, their bodies fully joined. He dug a hand into her hair and dragged her mouth to his. While she struggled to catch her breath, he rocked his hips, grinding against her.


    She broke the kiss and pushed up, relishing the slight tug on her hair as he was forced to let go. Noah would never be what she’d call a gentle lover. He was rough in more places than his edges, and he didn’t hide that from her. She wasn’t sure if there was anything they were hiding at this point—except her feelings.


    Lillian rose, her thighs quivering a bit. Despite her effort to keep her eyes open, her lids drifted shut as he slid from her channel. She sat back down, driving him into her, sending fissures of pleasure through herself.


    One thing was clear, she wasn’t going to last long.


    Noah wrapped his arms around her waist and pulled her down again, only this time he rolled until she was under him. He grasped her hands, threading their fingers together, and kissed her. His tongue slipped into her mouth and he thrust, filling her with him.


    The twisted, complicated sense of attraction, lust and whatever else made up the knot in her chest tightened. It seemed as though everything else were being squeezed out of her. All the things that didn’t matter had no place, because she was full of him.


    Noah broke the kiss. His breath warmed her cheek and his grip on her hands tightened. He surged into her, all the while murmuring words she couldn’t hear. She hooked her calf around his thigh and moved with him, losing herself in the feel of his skin sliding against hers, the way he seemed to touch all the parts of her body and soul.


    She stared up at him. It was as though everything else, the whole world, had ceased to exist outside of this moment. Whatever this was, she wasn’t alone in it. Noah might not care for her the same way, but he felt something. She could see it shining back at her.


    He drove deeper, harder, triggering an internal spiral into pleasure. She finally squeezed her eyes shut, groaning as release swept through her, unleashing a sense of longing so deep tears prickled her eyes.


    Lillian didn’t know how long she could hold onto Noah. Whatever time they were granted wouldn’t be enough.

  


  
    Chapter Fourteen


    Sunday. Washington, D.C.


    Dave slid the headset on. He’d like to oversee this opportunity from the command center, but Director Donovan’s sudden and untimely death had created an opportunity far too ripe for Dave to miss out on. Which meant he was at his desk by five o’ clock, before more people were out of their beds, watching the body cam of one of their men in Thailand.


    They’d lost the trail of the woman with the baby, but after yesterday’s hit their targets had scattered like birds disturbed from a field. And that was why they had a team in some sleepy Thailand town.


    “All teams in position?” a voice asked over the headset.


    One by one the others chimed in.


    Last time they’d locked in on Rand Duncan’s location they’d missed the trio by moments. This time there would be no such close call.


    “All teams, proceed,” the lead on the op said.


    The camera Dave had tuned into moved forward, toward a house on stilts. The concrete foundation could double as an open-air living area. A motorcycle sat leaned up on one side. The upper floor was where their quarry hid. The house was situated off by itself on a plot of ground that in wet months might be for growing rice.


    Voices muttered, keeping each team appraised.


    The bad thing about this location was how exposed it made the team. If Dave had the luxury, they’d have waited for nightfall. He wanted these three off the map worse than he wanted this to go down quietly.


    Dave sat back in his desk chair.


    They’d tie off these ends, then close in on the others.


    “Going inside the house,” the team leader said, creeping up the rickety stairs.


    Soon—


    Several voices cried out. The body cam footage showed flashes of the sky, the ground, bits of burning debris then nothing but static.


    “What the hell? What just happened?” Dave pressed his hand to his ear.


    The control room came off mute and voices buzzed in the background.


    “Finding out now, sir,” someone in the control room said.


    Dave fisted his hand. “We didn’t just lose a whole team, did we?”


    “The support vehicle reports that the house was rigged to explode—”


    “The targets? What about them?” Dave prayed they were caught inside.


    “They’re sending some people out to check and gather the wounded.”


    “I don’t want to answer questions. Burn the bodies. Get rid of them all.”


    Dave yanked the headset off and ended his connection to the control room. These pesky people were becoming a real problem. It was logical that over time, some would become aware of their organization. It was the price of doing business on this level. The difference was that these people weren’t going away. They kept cropping up, and if Dave didn’t nip this in the bud soon, they could have a whole new problem on their hands.


    He snatched up his phone and brought up the resource reports.


    They were down people. The one resource they couldn’t manufacture. Losing another team meant they had to find warm bodies to fill those places. Bringing on new ones was a risk they had to take.


    Maybe once they offloaded the weapons shipment he could retask the UK people with recruiting, quietly. They didn’t want the competition to think they were hurting or anything.


    …


    Sunday, London, UK.


    Noah studied the bridge of Lillian’s nose, as though he hadn’t spent hours staring at her face. The dark wisps of hair against her cheek accentuated the golden hue of her skin. Her lips were parted, and when she inhaled she snored softly.


    At least one of them was getting rest.


    He wanted to live here, in this bubble, together without the rest of the world barging in.


    That was a luxury they weren’t permitted, which meant Noah couldn’t ignore the nagging facts he’d pushed to the back of his mind rather than deal with them.


    Noah cared about Lillian. He wasn’t just attracted to her and it had taken root long ago. Maybe the first moment they locked eyes over a dead body in her conference room. These feelings for her were why he hadn’t even considered killing her. And he wouldn’t stand by while someone else protected her. If he were smart he’d have realized days ago what that meant. Instead he’d stuck his head in the sand and pushed forward, telling himself this was normal.


    It wasn’t.


    He’d fallen for Lillian. He’d never fallen for a woman like this. There’d always been a defined line between business and pleasure, but Lillian was both.


    A man in his occupation didn’t get the luxury of love. At least not without a price.


    Rand would forever be on the run, looking out for his wife and child.


    Andy had it marginally better with only Carol to keep safe, but even she was a liability.


    People who did what they did made dangerous enemies. Trying to have it all would only get someone killed. Which was why Noah couldn’t allow himself to be in love with Lillian. He could keep her safe, he’d do whatever it took to make sure she made it through this, but after that he had to walk away. For both their sakes. He had too many enemies to risk her like that.


    There would come a day when Lillian could return to a quiet life. Maybe not in the States and probably not as Lillian Matthews. She’d have to be someone else, but whoever that was could have a nice, long life away from all this danger. And he would have to stay far, far away from her.


    He’d miss her. There weren’t many people who could look at him, see through his bullshit, and call him on it without him wanting to put a bullet between their eyes. He’d have put up with Lillian and enjoyed it.


    A squeak of floorboards outside the door brought Noah to attention.


    Someone tapped on the door.


    “Brandon would like you to join us downstairs,” a man said.


    “In a minute,” Noah replied.


    Lillian stretched, the sheets rustling as she shifted. “Hmm?”


    “Go back to sleep. I’ll see what Brandon wants.” Noah leaned toward her and brushed a kiss against her lips. He’d have to leave her someday, but not soon. Until then, he couldn’t help himself.


    “I’ll come with,” she mumbled.


    “Sleep.”


    “No way.” Lillian sat up, clutching the sheet to her chest, and glared at him.


    He reached over and took her hand. He wanted to tell her it would be okay, she was safe here, but they both knew the truth.


    “Okay, let’s get dressed,” he whispered.


    They dressed in their rumpled clothes, neither speaking. Together they left the room and descended to the first floor.


    There were fewer people around this time, most of them were in the dining room where Brandon’s command center was set up. Noah and Lillian hung back in the double door entry from the foyer.


    Brandon straightened from where he was looking over the shoulder of one of his techs.


    “Package arrived for you.” He nodded at a padded envelope at the end of the table.


    Noah picked up the bundle and frowned at the script.


    He didn’t recognize the handwriting or the names, but that didn’t mean anything. The package’s country of origin was Germany.


    Irene and Mitch had been in Berlin.


    He tore the package open and peered at its contents.


    Two American passports.


    Two Canadian passports.


    A phone.


    Two bundles of cash.


    A collection of bank cards.


    Noah handed it to Lillian for safe keeping. They’d have to go through it later, discuss their next move. Some clothes and other supplies were in order, even if they remained with Brandon’s people, which Noah wasn’t a fan of if they could help it.


    “You haven’t watched the news yet, have you?” Brandon asked.


    “No, why?” Lillian reached into the package and thumbed through some of the items.


    “Don’t.”


    Noah caught Lillian’s eye and shook his head. Whatever was being said about them on the news, she didn’t want to see it. They had to stay focused on what was next.


    “Any word on the shipment?” Noah pulled out an empty chair for Lillian while watching Brandon leaned over his tech’s shoulder.


    “That’s what we’re watching right now,” he said slowly. “My people at the marina said a couple of guys have been eyeing it all day. We’re wondering if they’ll move on it tonight.”


    “What kind of tracking measures are you taking?” Noah asked.


    “For now, just visual. We’ve got a tracking system in the crates that we’ll turn on remotely once they’ve been moved so if they perform any kind of sweep the tracker we don’t want them to find will remain hidden.”


    “Noah?” Lillian flashed him the cell phone from the package.


    He frowned and leaned back, peering over her shoulder.


    At our summer home. Your former host’s friend reached out to offer his services with the pest problem. – AC


    Andy and Carol were safe, wherever the summer home was. The friend had to be Jeff’s boss. Having Brandon and this other person on their side would help a great deal, but was it enough? They’d had the support of several intel agencies, and look what’d happened.


    Brandon straightened and finally looked at them.


    “If they make a move on this shipment the plan is to follow them to wherever they go next and assess their resources. You in?” he asked.


    “Firsthand information on what we’re up against would be a good thing.” Lillian looked at Noah. “We will need to discuss with the rest of our people.”


    “No offense, but I was thinking your guy would go with us while you stayed here.” Brandon braced his hands on the back of an empty chair.


    “We’re a package deal.” Noah kept looking at Lillian. He wasn’t letting her out of his sight.


    “The shipment is being loaded,” the man at the laptop said.


    “What?” Brandon leaned over the man’s shoulder. “Looks like we’re in business.”


    Noah locked eyes with Lillian.


    This could be the break they needed.


    …


    Sunday. National Action Safe House, Lambeth, United Kingdom.


    Demetrius kept his head down as he strolled the narrow London road. Hector and his boss had Demetrius by the balls. He had to find an opening, a way out of this. Nothing had presented itself yet, but he had to remain vigilant.


    Whoever they were after had these guys scared, which meant Demetrius needed to make some new friends.


    He ticked off the house numbers until he reached the one.


    It was a bit more run-down than its neighbors. The boarded-up and blacked-out windows didn’t help. What gave it away was the son of a bitch glaring at Demetrius from the back porch.


    The man flipped Demetrius off on his way inside the three-story building.


    Demetrius checked the time.


    If everything was going according to plan, the cameras were off. He would have five minutes to get the answers he needed before Hector came to scoop him up with the rest of his friends.


    Demetrius ducked between the two cars in the drive, watching the tiny window at the back of the house. According to Hector, that was where the old man lived and this was where their targets had stayed last night. With any luck, Demetrius wouldn’t find them here.


    He crouched behind the nose of a small car, staring through the screen door into the open apartment.


    The old guy was the one with the answers. The rest were collateral damage.


    He waited for a count of five without any sign of human movement. He vaulted the stone fence rather than risk the gate and landed in an ash heap on the other side, no one the wiser. The rest of the house was similarly quiet. According to Hector, there were five people who lived here. Five loose ends to tie up. He stepped up onto the porch and quickly ducked into the first-floor landing.


    The hinges squeaked, not a lot, but enough that Demetrius cringed.


    “Get me a fifth, will ya?” the old man called out.


    “Sure thing, Pop.”


    Demetrius stepped into the first-floor apartment, gun up.


    The old man whirled, his balance wobbling.


    Demetrius fired. Despite the silencer, the sound was still deafening in the small space.


    He didn’t wait to see if the old man died. He ducked up the stairs, taking them two and three at a time. Feet pounded the boards overhead. The other occupants were aware now, not that it would matter. He’d been doing this work for a long time.


    The door on the right of the second-floor landing banged open. Demetrius fired off three rounds, two into the first man, one into the person behind him.


    Three down, two to go.


    He jerked the door to the other apartment open and entered. The lights were on, but the living room and kitchen were clear. He crept toward the bedroom.


    A man lay in bed, headphones on, oblivious to the world.


    Demetrius sighed and aimed.


    Fish in a barrel.


    Something banged against the side of the house.


    Demetrius leaned out the open window.


    A man dangled out a front window, clinging to a piece of rope with one hand and the windowsill with the other.


    “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me,” Demetrius muttered.


    These guys wanted to play at being a big, bad white supremacist organization. Demetrius had grown up in apartheid. Their secret club and shitty hideout had nothing on the horrors he’d lived through.


    Demetrius crossed into the other bedroom and stared at the panicked man clinging to the rope and the windowsill.


    “You want me to help you out?” he asked.


    “Please don’t kill me.” The man stank of fear.


    “If you had this gun, you’d kill me.”


    “N-no I wouldn’t!”


    “You’re living in a white supremacist walk-up and you tell me you don’t want me dead?” He shook his head and yanked the rope.


    The man yelped and let go, hanging onto the windowsill by his fingers.


    Demetrius could shoot him, but a body on the sidewalk would draw the kind of attention he didn’t want. He grabbed the man by the shirt and hauled him into the apartment, letting him fall on the floor. The man scrambled on his hands and knees, like a cockroach. Demetrius aimed and fired, putting a bullet into the back of the guy’s head.


    These haters, there was no point to it. Mass genocide didn’t make sense. Hate made less sense. This was why Demetrius had wanted out of this work. The killing never stopped. There was never a justifiable reason, only what a customer wanted done.


    Demetrius checked the four tenants and ensured they were dead before returning to the first floor.


    Groans met him.


    Good. He hadn’t killed the old bastard.


    Demetrius kept his gun out. Just because the radio talked about men with knives and acid being the scariest thing on London streets didn’t mean there weren’t a few guns floating around out there.


    A long streak of blood betrayed the old man.


    Demetrius followed the trail into a large bedroom.


    The old guy lay in the middle of the floor, panting for breath.


    Demetrius crossed to the bed and perched on the edge.


    “You got any kids?” He leaned forward, elbows on his knees.


    “Fuck you,” the old man said.


    “That’s not a very nice answer.” Demetrius leveled the gun at the man’s head. “I asked you a question, do you have any kids?”


    The man stared at the gun a moment, no doubt weighing his hatred against his desire to live.


    “No,” he finally said.


    “I’ve got two. Little girls. They’re beautiful. They’re why I got out of this line of work. Men like you make me wonder if I made the right decision.” Demetrius shook his head. “There are some men who are going to hurt my little girls unless I get something from you. It’s nothing personal, even if you are a racist bastard.”


    “Fuck you. I’m not giving you anything.”


    “There’s where you’re wrong. You see, you’re dying one way or another. You can go peacefully, or I can make it hurt. Your pick. You should know, I’m very good at making it hurt. All I want to know is, where’s the recording of the couple you put up last night? I know you record your people after they slipped one by you. Smart, and lucky for me.”


    “I’m not telling you shit.”


    Demetrius groaned inwardly. He just didn’t have it in him to dig into this man, make it hurt. The apartment was small. The guy had to keep whatever surveillance equipment nearby. Demetrius stood and studied the bedroom. His tenants likely came to his apartment, hung out in his living room, drank beer. But the bedroom was a strange place to be if you were a couple grown men hanging out.


    He stood and stepped over the man to the closet. A few clothes hung on the rod, but most of the space was taken up by a set of shelves.


    “It’s your lucky day, man.” Demetrius fired a shot, putting them both out of their misery.


    He shoved the gun into the holster tucked inside his pants, then began going through the digital recorders. His hands were sweating inside the gloves, causing him to fumble a bit. His phone vibrated, alerting him to the ticking clock.


    “Come on,” he muttered.


    “You aren’t asleep yet?” a man asked.


    “No,” a woman responded.


    Bingo.


    Demetrius shoved that recorder into his pockets. The rest of the devices went into a canvas bag from the floor of the closet. He paused to pilfer the old man’s phone before getting out of there. He jogged all the way to the end of the street to a waiting van and climbed inside.


    “Well?” Hector prompted.


    “That’s everything.” Demetrius shoved the bag at Hector and slumped in his seat.


    “Reload and get ready. We got a hit on where that mercenary got away to. We’re headed there now,” Hector said.


    The recorder pressed against his thigh. With any luck, he’d get a lead. Something that would help him find these people before Hector and make a couple new friends.


    …


    Sunday. London, United Kingdom.


    Lillian tapped away at the laptop, following the bread crumbs, tabbing through public records. She appreciated Brandon making room for her on the team and giving her a job to do. It kept her mind off Noah being out there on top of a roof, making himself a target.


    Here it was.


    The documents on file were for what was technically a shipping company with an address registered to the building where the stolen gun shipment had been whisked away to last night after business hours.


    Lillian copied all of the data into a shared file the other techs were working on. Together their combined efforts had yielded everything from rental records to fast food deliveries and even a list of license plates parked in the lot.


    It was a wealth of information that told them nothing without the proper context.


    The only thing Lillian could see in the data so far was that they could establish SICA as maintaining assets outside the CIA’s control as far back as four years. It would take longer to identify threads between agencies and what kind of work happened inside the building.


    They didn’t have that long.


    The passenger side door at the front of the van opened and Brandon climbed in, hauling a container of coffee with him.


    “How long are you leaving him with your mom?” He had the phone pressed to his ear.


    Lillian ducked her head and tried to not listen.


    She couldn’t begin to fathom how difficult it must be to run a company whose bread and butter was danger, manage a relationship with Mol, and now raise a child on top of everything else. It made the everyday turmoil of Lillian’s adolescent life simple by comparison. She’d never had to worry about either of her parents getting shot, blown up, or killed as a regular part of their work.


    “All right. If you need anything send the boys out for it. Take it easy for a few days. We’re going to be a bit tied up.” Brandon hunched over and murmured more words before ending the call and aiming his focus on the rest of them. “What do we know?”


    Lillian felt eyes on her. She glanced up to find Brandon looking at her for answers.


    “We’ve compiled a lot of data, but we’re still just guessing at what they’re doing. We need more information.”


    Brandon set the coffee container on the driver’s seat and began pouring cups. “Give me your best guess.”


    “We know SICA has been around for a while. This could be some sort of hub or headquarters for their operation outside the States.” Even as she said it she didn’t think that answer was accurate.


    “What’s that look for?” Brandon handed out the last cup of coffee.


    “There’s not enough security or activity for this to be a major hub.” She feared that if they were going to learn anything, they would have to go inside.


    “Has my tracker moved?” He directed that question to the other side of the van.


    “No, sir,” one of the robotic techs answered.


    “Then I guess it’s time to plan a visit,” Brandon said.


    Lillian knew it was the next logical step after a wait-and-see approach. In a high stakes case with a ticking clock, she’d have made the same call with work. The only difference now was that it was Noah’s life she was risking. If they made the wrong decision he could be the one to pay the price.


    …


    Noah frowned at the brick facade of the warehouse he’d been watching for hours.


    The location was good, in a central part of the city, but out of the way. There was easy access to roads, the airport wasn’t far, and smaller water vessels could be loaded and unloaded a short distance away.


    What bothered him was how few people they’d seen coming and going. If the location was worth having, it should be protected. So either there was a force of people inside they hadn’t yet seen, or those people were somewhere else.


    Doing what?


    Noah wasn’t sure he wanted to know, but he was going to find out.


    “Sound off,” Brandon said through the headset.


    “Ace Team ready,” Noah replied.


    The other teams called in the affirmative. With this many hours invested in surveillance, they were all chomping at the bit to do something.


    “Ace, on your mark,” Brandon said when they were done.


    “Copy that.” Noah studied his five-man, plain-clothes team.


    The men nodded.


    It’d been a long time since he worked with a unit like this. It wasn’t his favorite. People depending on him meant he had to rely on them. That was a recipe for someone fucking up and Noah getting shot in the back. He couldn’t do this gig alone without risking Lillian, and right now they had to hit SICA hard or they’d keep coming.


    “Ace is on the move,” Noah said.


    He and his group crossed away from the loading bay of an adjacent building and strolled down the sidewalk.


    At this late hour, there shouldn’t be as many people inside the building. A few cars had left the premises, and that was it.


    Noah kept his head down and his eyes on the steel doors ahead of them.


    Still no movement.


    “We are entering now,” Noah said.


    “All other teams, go,” Brandon barked.


    Noah placed a magnetic disc on the door where the fastening mechanism and keypad were connected. He jabbed the button on top and took a step back. Three loud beeps later the locks disengaged, overridden by the device.


    “We’re in,” Noah said.


    He jerked the door open and drew his Glock. His team proceeded into an open office area, except he doubted anyone truly worked here. The space was too well staged for a warehouse. A real place of work would never be this clean.


    Two sets of doors led in different directions.


    Three guys split off to follow the door at the back of the offices while Noah and the other two proceeded through the other exit into a long hall.


    He cocked his head and listened.


    Muted footsteps, heavy breathing.


    “Someone’s here,” he said.


    “We’ve found the crates and what looks to be a ready area,” Brandon said.


    Noah broke into a jog down the hall.


    If someone in the building were of the fighting kind, they’d have gotten off shots by now. Which meant whoever it was knew enough that they didn’t want to fight. And in this game, knowledge was power.


    Noah sucked in a breath and caught the smell of smoke.


    “I smell fire.” He bolted forward and down a hall.


    Through an open door he saw a slim man standing behind a computer tower.


    Noah lifted his gun, aimed, and fired.


    The cloud of smoke grew thicker, burning his eyes.


    He rushed into the room. Flames rose from two towers. Their data was gone, useless, but the others around the room could be saved. Noah shoved one then the other off the desk and onto the ground.


    “Shots fired! Shots fired!” someone else reported through the comms.


    Noah went to the door and put his back against the wall, staring down the hall.


    The hair on the back of his neck rose.


    His eyes stung from the acrid smoke hanging in the air. He sucked down a breath and shook his head.


    The hall was clear. Noah headed back to the terminals. This had to be some kind of command room.


    “Threat neutralized,” Brandon said over the comms.


    “I’ve got computers still hooked into a network.” Noah bent over one of the desks. The more they knew, the safer he could make Lillian.


    “Coming to your location,” Brandon said.


    A few moments later the mercenary was there, flanked by two of his men.


    “Fucking hell…” He gaped at the terminals. “This is a gold mine. Get the team in here. Let’s load all this up.”


    “Make sure your people check for safety measures.” Noah peered at the partially melted towers he’d knocked onto the floor.


    “We’ve done this a few times, thanks.”


    Noah crossed to where Brandon stood and stared at the other man.


    “This was too easy,” Noah whispered.


    “Maybe we just got lucky?” Brandon pulled out his phone. “I’ll tell Mol to get the shed ready.”


    “We need to load up and get out of here.” Noah couldn’t shake the feeling that something was very wrong. Nothing could go this well.


    His phone buzzed with a text from Lillian.


    Don’t say anything. The security at the house has gone dark.


    Noah’s gut clenched and time seemed to slow. A million thoughts buzzed through his mind all at once.


    This had been too easy, because SICA’s people were already dispatched somewhere else.


    Brandon’s safe house.


    That’s where Noah would hit. If that were the case, Mol and everyone at the house with her were dead. It was only a matter of time until that same force came down on them.


    Lillian was outside, sitting in a van. It was too much exposure.


    “Why the hell isn’t anyone picking up?” Brandon stepped out of the way as a four-man team with carts entered.


    Noah reached out and snatched Brandon’s phone from his hand.


    “What the—?” He glared at Noah.


    “Listen to me, we have to get everything we can carry out of here. Now.” Whatever was happening at the house, they couldn’t stop it, but they could make sure these people paid for what they were doing.


    “You don’t get to call the fucking shots.” Brandon jabbed his finger at Noah.


    The phone rang.


    Brandon snatched it from Noah’s grasp.


    “Fucking finally.” Brandon tapped the screen.


    Noah didn’t want to see whatever was about to happen. He’d been doing this job for too long for the pieces to not fit. He watched the others, yanking cords and loading equipment.


    “Hurry it up,” Noah demanded of the men.


    He strode to the door.


    “What?” Brandon’s voice hit that note. The one where the person inside shattered, their heart and soul fracturing into a million little pieces. Loss did irreparable things to people.


    Noah had to get things under control before Brandon’s grief-stricken mind started turning out ideas, like revenge.

  


  
    Chapter Fifteen


    Hector strolled into the house. He was rather impressed they hadn’t blown a wall out. They might actually get a moment to pick through the remains of what was going on here, unlike the other day. Of course, maximum casualty had been their goal. This was simply plugging another hole.


    Chunks of plaster were missing from the walls. No doubt from either the initial flash bang grenade or the gunfire.


    He was glad repairs weren’t his problem.


    Demetrius stepped out through a set of double doors. Hector forced himself to remain rooted to the spot.


    “What?” He stared at the blood splatter on the man’s skin.


    “They fried the laptops.” Demetrius jerked his head into the next room.


    “Fuck,” Hector muttered.


    He followed Demetrius into the dining room. Another tech was poking through the melted remains of a laptop. Hector grimaced at the still smoking mess.


    They’d moved almost as soon as they’d gathered the intel on the location, but they were still a step behind their prey.


    “How many were here?” he asked.


    “Five men, one woman,” Demetrius answered.


    “All deceased?”


    “The men shot first. The woman was an accidental casualty.” Demetrius nodded through a wall.


    “Do we know who any of them are yet?” Hector directed that question to the man who’d followed him into the room.


    “None of them are the targets, if that’s what you’re asking,” Demetrius responded.


    “Well, damn.” Hector sighed.


    When they’d landed on the break about the mercenary, Hector had thought they possibly had a solid lead on the targets. He’d known tracking Noah would be a bitch, but he’d hoped for more progress. The longer they went without finding either Noah or Lillian the worse this looked for him.


    Besides, he wasn’t all that certain their leash on Demetrius was snug. Every now and then Hector caught the man staring at him. Demetrius was a killer, plain and simple. Hector had no doubt about how long he’d live if the man slipped his leash. One fuck-up and Demetrius would kill them all.


    The rest of the team were already going over the house, bagging what they thought was important, photographing the bodies. They’d burn the place before they left, which meant they needed to have it all documented.


    Either Hector had to find something soon, or he needed to head back to the States. He didn’t know how most of the SICA agents managed to balance their jobs, but this wasn’t working for him. People had already begun to ask questions, wonder where he was. He was fairly certain SICA wouldn’t cover for him. They’d hang his ass out to dry before they lifted a finger to help him. But he’d known the score when he signed up. At least they were honest about it all.


    If he didn’t hit on a lead soon, he was going back to D.C. and damn what anyone else said about it. Hector was willing to do his part, but he couldn’t put everything else at risk. Those who’d brought him on certainly hadn’t.


    Hector’s phone rang. He pulled it out and frowned at the number.


    What the hell?


    “What?” Hector pressed the phone to his ear.


    “I don’t have a lot of time,” a breathless man said.


    “Who is this?”


    “Five men just broke into the warehouse.”


    Noise in the background drowned out the speaker.


    “What men? Who are they?” Hector gestured at the door.


    If someone was after the warehouse, they were in trouble. He’d taken both of the London units with him, which meant their European intel hub was running a skeleton crew.


    A gun went off and his question remained unanswered.


    Hector ended the call and pried the back off his phone, pulling out the SIM card and battery.


    “One team stays here, the other’s going back to the warehouse. Demetrius, you’re with me.”


    Hector wasn’t used to sweating this much. If they lost the hub on his watch, nothing would bring him back from this.


    …


    Sunday. SICA Intel Hub, London, UK.


    Demetrius pulled his hoodie up over his head. This time of night, everything was dark. The shadows on shadows obscured any number of evening activities.


    They rolled up on the warehouse site without even trying for a stealthy approach.


    The front door swung open, the hinges busted.


    Hector spat curses and orders interchangeably.


    “Half of you go around the back. The other half through the front,” he said.


    Demetrius kept his head down. With any luck, he’d slip out with the others and explore what had been left behind. He needed to find his own lead on the targets, and he couldn’t do that if he was attached at the hip to anyone else.


    The van came to a stop and the two positioned at the rear of the vehicle pushed the doors open.


    “Demetrius, stay here,” Hector said.


    The others exited the vehicle and split into two groups. Despite their plain-clothes appearance, it was obvious they were hired guns by the way they moved. The average person wouldn’t pick up on it, but he did and so would anyone watching for them.


    Demetrius faced Hector, loath to say anything he didn’t have to.


    “Have a look around. Whatever you find, keep it between us, understood?” Hector’s gaze bored into his skull.


    “Sure thing, boss,” Demetrius replied.


    He slid out of the van and closed the doors. It was nice to know he wasn’t the only one feeling the heat.


    Demetrius circled the building. The broken front door was too conspicuous. If there was anything left to find, it wouldn’t be there.


    He cut through the courtyard that doubled as an employee parking area and delivery space. It was mostly empty for now, which wasn’t surprising. He entered the building by way of a small door that had also been taken offline and its hinges destroyed.


    Demetrius stood in the dark and drew his weapon. He didn’t want to fire, but he’d protect himself first if it came to that.


    Sounds of people moving drifted down the concrete and brick halls.


    He tilted his head and listened for what didn’t want to be heard.


    For all he knew, they were hours too late. But in case they weren’t, Demetrius wanted to meet these people. Killing them would only put the nails in his coffin, and he had too much to lose.


    Whispers drifted toward him. Feet scuffed on concrete.


    He wasn’t alone.


    Demetrius took the hall to the right.


    There were six entrances to the building. If the security was offline, Hector’s team couldn’t cover them all. Demetrius needed to find these people. The longer it took to get out of this job the greater the chance that he and his babies would end up dead. That was how the world worked.


    His eyes adjusted to the near pitch darkness of the rooms. Some light filtered in through the dirty windows near the top of the wall, but not a lot.


    “Get those. Now,” someone whispered ahead of him.


    These people were on his level. If he were in their shoes, he’d shoot first. He wouldn’t wait.


    Demetrius dug in his pocket and pulled out the recorder he’d lifted to listen to the tapes.


    He reached the opposite wall and pressed his back to the bricks, listening to the hushed voices. They knew they were running out of time. They’d be gone in an instant.


    Demetrius pressed play on the tape and turned the volume all the way up.


    “God, it’s so early,” a woman said.


    “I know. Come on,” a man replied.


    The recording sounded far louder in the dead silence with all that brick and concrete to reverberate off.


    Demetrius pulled the door open a bit more.


    “Who’s there?” a man who sounded an awful lot like the man on the recording asked.


    “I want to make a deal.” Demetrius hung his gun off a finger and thrust his arm into the hall, holding his breath.


    “Go. Go now,” the man said to someone who wasn’t Demetrius. “Stop the recording. Come out here.”


    Demetrius held both hands up and stepped into a long hall.


    A set of double doors were open, the moonlight casting a square of light. The other man stood back, in the deeper shadows. It was his pale hair and skin that gave him away, not that it mattered. He had two guns in hand trained on Demetrius.


    “What do you want?” the man asked.


    “You don’t want to know how I got this?” Demetrius pressed the stop button.


    “You have it. That’s all I need to know.”


    Someone yelled from the other side of the building.


    They didn’t have long.


    “You want to know who I am and what I’m offering? It’s on this.” Demetrius held up the recorder. The hair on the back of his neck rose.


    The blond man didn’t move. He was rock solid.


    Goose bumps broke out along Demetrius’s arms. This Noah character was a cold bastard. Demetrius knelt and slid it across the ten or so feet between them.


    He straightened and took a step back, then another.


    “I can buy you a few minutes.” He jerked his head to the doors. “I’d leave now if I were you.”


    He ducked through the open door, adrenaline pumping through his veins.


    Most of the time, Demetrius was the one dealing death. It wasn’t often he met his match. Whoever this man was, Demetrius wanted to be on his side.


    …


    Sunday. Safe House, London, UK.


    Lillian stared at the brick row house. There wasn’t anything about it that was special. Maybe the purple blooms on the sill, but that was it. The curtains were closed and only a little light filtered out.


    She watched down the street where the other van had disappeared around the corner. Noah was in that vehicle, headed into more danger.


    Everything was a blur. From the surveillance to hitting the warehouse and then narrowly escaping before SICA arrived. She hadn’t yet seen Noah, put her hands on him, assured herself that he was okay. She needed to, for her own peace of mind.


    One thing at a time.


    “Where are we? What is this place?” she asked the tech next to her.


    “It’s not one of ours.” The man shrugged, his eyes never leaving his screen.


    They’d lost people today. The warehouse sting might have gone off without a hitch, but the attack on the safe house was devastating. The support staff left behind to keep working. A young mother. And this guy couldn’t even look at the world around him?


    Lillian wrapped her arms around herself. She wasn’t cut out for this. The others could lose someone and not bat an eyelash. Not her. These lives mattered. These people were why she’d signed on when Carol asked her to be their communications hub.


    “All quiet on the eastern front,” a voice said through a walkie-talkie.


    No, that phrase was wrong. The movie was All Quiet on the Western Front.


    “What does that mean?” Lillian asked.


    “It’s clear.” The tech all but sighed at her.


    The van started and they eased down the street, following the path the other van had taken. They circled the end of the street onto a narrow lane until they were looking at the backsides of the pretty row houses. A garage was open, two men standing at either side, keeping their eyes on the street. The van turned into the garage, squeezing into the leftover space while the door closed behind them. Lillian couldn’t make out anything in the thick darkness besides what was illuminated by the glow of computer and phone screens. The driver unlocked the van and the back doors opened.


    Someone flipped on a single light. Its weak glow provided some insight to their new location. Lillian searched for Noah.


    Brandon’s voice was the only one. He paced the width of the garage, his phone in hand. “Don’t go to the house. Take the baby and go somewhere. Scotland. Paris. New York. I don’t care. Do not stay in London and do not tell me where you’re headed, understand?”


    Lillian’s heart broke for him and that little baby. If she could go back, would she choose to have never gotten involved? Or would she still make the same decision? No matter what she did, people were still dying.


    Noah leaned on the door leading into the garden, his gaze on her.


    He was okay. They’d made it through another day.


    “I need everyone to stay alert.” Noah straightened. “We’re meeting Jeff’s boss and hopefully developing a new friend. Brandon, Lillian and I will go inside, alone, and handle this. Keep the engines running and be ready to go if we have to make a fast exit. Understood?”


    The people in her van muttered their assent.


    “Good. Lily?” Noah nodded at her.


    She slid past the other tech and practically threw herself at Noah. He caught her by the elbow and helped her out of the van.


    “Brandon’s barely holding it together. This will go better if he stays here,” Noah whispered.


    “I can imagine.” She felt for Brandon, but this was bigger than any of their personal losses.


    “Come on.” Noah took her hand and led her between the vehicles.


    She peered over her shoulder at Brandon, still on the phone. They owed their lives to him. His resources and people were why they hadn’t been captured. She could also see how Noah and Brandon might not be the best mix. Neither were accustomed to taking orders.


    “Wait up,” Brandon called out.


    Noah hesitated at the door. Lillian peered out through the glass insert at the small well-tended garden.


    “What do we know?” Lillian asked.


    “Nothing.” Noah kept staring through the glass. “Someone claiming to be Jeff’s boss reached out to Andy and extended an offer of safe haven to us. Andy said it checked out, so here we are.”


    “We’re going in there blind?”


    “No worse than anything else we’ve done so far.” Noah glanced back at Brandon, who’d finally joined them. “Stay close.”


    “Why are we doing this? Can’t we just go somewhere else?” Lillian didn’t like the way Noah was looking at her.


    “We need all the friends we can get.” Noah squeezed her hand and pushed the door open.


    They followed the paved walk through the garden up to the house. From this side she could see light shining through the decorative windows, but nothing moved inside.


    Was this another trap? Was this partnership necessary?


    “Stay here.” Noah let go of her hand and crept up the stairs to the back door.


    He drew his weapon and twisted the doorknob. The hinges didn’t make a sound as he swung the door open. Antiques, wallpaper and lots of polished wood were her first impression of the place.


    “Hello. Come inside,” a man’s voice said.


    “Who’s there?” Noah leaned around and peered inside.


    A small table with a laptop sat facing the door. The way the screen was tilted made it almost impossible to make out more than the shape of a person. But that voice… She knew that voice.


    “Is Lillian Matthews with you?”


    She climbed the stairs to stand next to Noah. She stared at the face of the kind-looking, older black man on the laptop screen. His hair was going white and his face was creased with smile lines. Of all the politicians she’d worked with this man had been her favorite.


    “It’s nice to see you again, Ms. Matthews.”


    “Mr. Grant?” She gaped at the current Secretary of State, none of the pieces clicking.


    The dark-skinned man smiled. “I know this is going to come as a shock to you, but we have a lot to cover and we’re short on time. I’ve been following your progress closely. I wish the summit had a better outcome.” Mr. Grant leaned forward. He’d been a much-loved senator before President Fowler’s predecessor brought him on as the Secretary of State. For whatever reason, Fowler had retained Grant in the position.


    “Sorry about your men.” Noah entered the house and approached the table.


    “They were good people doing a good thing.” Mr. Grant’s face creased with sorrow.


    Jeff, and his boss, provided arbitration services to the criminal world. Warlords even. Bad people. How did someone so untouched by scandal or ill word like Mr. Grant fit into all of this?


    “I’m sorry—what the hell is going on here?” Lillian had worked with the Secretary of State, handling the optics, smoothing over the wrinkles in the media. As jobs went, it’d been easy. She’d always thought him so disarming, kind of like a friendly uncle. He was a man, she’d thought, without secrets or skeletons. He was practically a saint.


    “The short version, Ms. Matthews, is that during my tenure on the security council, I worked closely with the CIA. In my early days we saw a need for a mediator that wasn’t connected to any government. Jeff’s older brother was a contractor, like Noah, who fit our needs. He ran the first iteration of the service until his death, at which point Jeff took control. He’s been running their service under my guidance since then. Now half the operation is gone and we’ve got a bigger problem on our plates than before.”


    “So…this is all under the purview of the government?” she asked.


    “No, Ms. Matthews, it is not.”


    Oh, God… What the hell were they into now?


    “How bad is our situation?” Noah asked.


    “It’s bad, Mr. White. Donovan is dead, as are the rest of the attendees. President Fowler is going to succumb to the pressure to point fingers at his son and your team very soon. When that happens, I’m not sure anything can bring him back around.” Grant shook his head. “We need to get your people out of the UK. This group has been one step behind you since you went on the run.”


    “One of their men made contact earlier. I think he wants to turn on them,” Noah said.


    Lillian gaped at him. “What?”


    “When?” Brandon demanded.


    “It happened at the end. Right before we left. There hasn’t been time to discuss it.” Noah glanced at her.


    “We’ll have to investigate that lead when time isn’t so short. Your team is welcome to use this house. Tomorrow I can make arrangements for getting everyone off that island. We’ll have to talk more later. I’ve got to run.” Grant tilted his head. “Stay safe, patriots.”


    The screen went dark.


    Brandon whirled on Noah. “Why didn’t you mention this contact?”


    “There wasn’t time. We loaded up the van, you were on the phone, he made contact, and then we had to go.” Noah’s tone was steel, unyielding.


    “Who was it? What did he say?” Brandon asked.


    “Just that he wants to work with us and he’d be in touch,” Noah replied.


    He was lying. Lillian’s gut screamed at her.


    Noah had more on whoever this was that he wasn’t sharing with Brandon. She didn’t blame him.


    “You should have told me sooner.” Brandon pivoted to the doors. “I’m getting the others.”


    “We staying here?” Noah asked.


    “Where else can we go?”


    Lillian and Noah watched Brandon trek back out into the garden.


    She trusted Mr. Grant even with this new revelation. Everything she knew about that man said he was one of the good ones, and without proof to say otherwise, he was their only friend.


    “Come on, before they all get in here.” Noah took her hand again and led her to the front of the house.


    “What really happened?” she whispered.


    “Just what I said, except the man gave me this.” Noah pulled out a recorder. “It’s the tape from the safe house the other night. They tracked us from there to Brandon’s place. They’re good.”


    Noah pressed play and their voices spoke out of the past, replaying the moments before they’d left the National Action house. She stared at Noah’s impassive face.


    They were doing the right thing, so why did people have to die?


    A few moments of silence went by before a new voice spoke.


    “My name is Demetrius Theron. A week ago two men jumped me and brought me to a secret meet with a man I’d never met before. He has my children. I don’t believe for a second he means to let me go, which is why I need you. I need you and whatever the fuck this is to help me save my babies. If you do this, I’ll help you.” He rattled off a phone number and the tape went quiet again.


    Lillian blinked at the recorder.


    More lives in the balance. More people who could die.


    “I’ll send this to Andy. He can tell us if this guy is legit or not.” Noah pocketed the device then slid his hands around her. “How are you?”


    “Fine. Okay.” Both were relative. Fine in that she was still breathing and alive. Okay in that for now she wasn’t breaking down. She lifted her chin. “You?”


    “I’ve had better days.”


    “Tell me about it.” She leaned her head against Noah’s shoulder, needing his support.


    “We should get some sleep while we can.”


    This was getting more and more complicated every day. How were they ever going to put an end to this?

  


  
    Chapter Sixteen


    Monday, Freighter, Somewhere in the North Sea.


    Noah stared out at the choppy waves. His stomach didn’t like being on the water, and he couldn’t handle being below deck any longer. Not that the fresh air was helping, either. At the rate they were going they’d reach Hamburg by tomorrow morning. A flight would have been quicker, but between their numbers, equipment, and the stolen terminals, they had to avoid public transportation. Police were still looking for him and Lillian, which was a whole other problem they were going to have to figure out. Leaving the UK was at least putting a pin in that for later.


    “It’s freezing out here.”


    Speak of the devil.


    He closed his eyes and it was as though he could smell the scent of soap and fresh hair dye all over again, feel her lips on his. She was quickly becoming his drug of choice.


    He watched Lillian cross the deck toward him. The rolling of the freighter didn’t seem to bother her like it did him. She sidled up next to him, her shoulder fitting against his chest. It was only natural for him to wrap his arm around her waist.


    She tipped her chin up, frowning at him. “I still can’t get over you with red hair. It looks so weird.”


    “I’m too pale to go dark like you. How are the glasses?”


    “I keep pushing them up. It’s annoying, but I’ll get used to it.” She used her index finger to prop the chunky frames back up the bridge of her nose.


    “How is it down there?” He nodded at the hatch leading down to the passenger areas.


    “Cramped and smelly.” She slid her hand into his jacket to rest on his stomach. “Brandon doesn’t have reception right now so he’s less tolerable.”


    “Soon he’s going to be a liability, not an asset.”


    “He’s grieving.”


    “You think I don’t know that?” He understood Brandon better than ever. If it was Lillian who’d died, Noah would be going to war. “We don’t have the luxury of grieving right now.”


    Lillian pressed her lips together. Her compassion was written in the creases of her face. She still cared. She wasn’t cold and hard like he was.


    “What do we do?” she asked softly.


    “We watch our back.” Noah stroked his hand down to her hip and squeezed. “We can’t trust that our goal is Brandon’s. This started out as protecting his business and now it’s personal to the point he can’t see beyond that.”


    “You think he’d sell us out?” she asked.


    “No. But I do think he’d waste an opportunity to learn more in favor of drawing blood.”


    “Okay. How do we…deal with this?”


    “We stay close to each other, keep our eyes open. Once we get to Hamburg we can make additional contingency plans with the others. We can no longer rely on Brandon, and I’m not sure what to think about…you know.” Noah was less shocked by the appearance of the Secretary of State on the laptop than the others. At this stage, he assumed every major political figure had a hand in the covert game.


    “I still can’t wrap my head around that.” Lillian shook her head.


    “You’ll get used to it.”


    “What about what he said about…?”


    Fowler.


    There was a wild card Noah wished wasn’t on the table.


    The president had never truly been in their corner, despite what the others thought. That man was playing all sides. The only question was, when they were forced to show their cards, where would Fowler land? Who would he pick? Which ally would he screw in order to come up on top?


    “I think we should worry about what’s on our plate right now.” Noah tucked Lillian’s hand into the crook of his arm. “Let’s walk.”


    They strolled along the deck. Most sane people were inside or downstairs, which meant this was about as private a chance as they’d get to plan.


    “Yesterday was hard. How are you doing?” He peered down at her.


    It was as though he could see through her eyes, straight to her soul. There was goodness inside of her. Pain. Fear. Longing. And she trusted him with all of it. They weren’t the same people they’d been two weeks ago. Probably never would be, but he’d be damned if he let this change her.


    Noah stopped under an overhang and pulled Lillian to him. He hadn’t wanted to be part of this. Maybe deep down he’d known that he was the one who’d end up changed. Because of this determined, brilliant woman. He didn’t want to be anywhere else. He didn’t want to be with anyone else, and as someone who preferred being alone, wanting another person’s presence was notable enough.


    “I’m okay,” she said finally, her head on his shoulder.


    He pulled her in a little closer. “You’ll tell me if this ever gets to be too much?”


    “I will.”


    “We stick together, no matter what.” He meant it. She was his partner now, and they’d live or die together.


    She looked up at him, a worry line marring her brow.


    “What?” he asked.


    “I’m just… I’m sorry for dragging you into all of this.”


    “I wouldn’t be anywhere else.” He leaned forward and kissed her forehead. He’d follow her to the ends of the earth if that’s what it took. The lines were blurred. This wasn’t a job anymore. It was personal.


    Lillian tipped her chin up. It was a silent request that had his insides knotting up. She wanted him.


    He bent his head and kissed her. The frames were cold on his cheek, but her touch was hot. Warmth that had nothing to do with body heat curled through him and his chest felt too small, his heart straining against his ribs.


    He hadn’t been looking for this, whatever it was, but it’d found him. He wasn’t going to let go of Lillian. Not for anything this world had to offer.


    …


    Tuesday. Port of Hamburg, Hamburg, Germany.


    Lillian’s body hadn’t yet gotten the memo they were no longer on the boat. Her head felt funny and though she hadn’t suffered from motion sickness the way Noah had, she wasn’t ready to eat, either.


    Noah glanced over his shoulder, his gaze barely touching her. There was a strain around his mouth and the way he kept looking around made her want to hunch her shoulders and hide somewhere. It went against her instinct to keep ten feet of distance between them as they strode from where the boat had docked to the streets of Hamburg.


    Their group dispersed as people on their commercial freighter headed for different destinations, some within the marina. By the time they reached the street there were fewer than ten people still with them. Four were Brandon’s people.


    Lillian paused on the sidewalk to take in her surroundings. The air smelled of brine and diesel.


    Noah looked up and down the street and leaned forward.


    He wasn’t…


    He darted out into traffic.


    Lillian groaned and jogged after him. She caught up at the median, where he paused to wait for the traffic to break.


    “Was that necessary?” she asked.


    “Didn’t want them following,” he said without looking at her.


    “Everyone has their own route, right?”


    “Yup.” Noah took her hand and pulled her onto the street.


    She yelped and quick-stepped to keep up, hustling across to the curb. Noah didn’t stop when they reached the sidewalk. He kept going, dragging her along with him, headed away from the marina.


    “What the hell?” She huffed and found her stride alongside him.


    “We aren’t going to the safe house. At least not yet,” he said.


    “What?” That was news to her.


    “I wanted to see Mitch and Irene alone. We need to decide what we’re going to do about Demetrius and find out what they know, without Brandon’s bias.”


    “We can’t work as a team if we’re keeping secrets.”


    “We won’t keep secrets. All I want is the chance to get all the information without him making unilateral decisions.”


    Lillian swallowed her knee-jerk comments. Noah was right. Brandon might burn them instead of helping if it got him some measure of revenge. Even she was concerned about what he might do and how it could endanger everyone they’d brought with them. Already one of his men hadn’t shown up for boarding the boat. If they lost others, would those loose ends become their liability?


    She was beginning to think like them, fitting the jigsaw pieces together. It wasn’t all that different from what she’d done in her professional life. Things weren’t always a matter of right and wrong, it was how you framed the situation. How it looked to the public. She’d come into this partnership wanting to do what was right, except now it was more shades of gray.


    Noah led her further south, into Harburg and away from Hamburg. They walked for blocks, to the point that Lillian’s feet throbbed and she was sweating despite the chilly temperature. She stopped trying to look around at the historic structures and focused on placing one foot in front of the other. They weren’t here to see the sights.


    At long last Noah changed direction so fast she walked past him. He pulled on her arm, leading her into a café that looked like a hundred other shops they’d passed since leaving the port authority. She swallowed her grumbling for the sake of her growling stomach and throbbing feet. Even a little pause was a welcome change.


    Her gaze skipped over a man with a bushy, blond beard to the elegant black woman sitting at the corner table.


    Lillian’s breath caught in her throat.


    She knew that woman.


    Irene…


    She stuck out in a crowd. It was the way she held herself, poised, confident. The black sweater tunic, jeans and shiny boots merely underlined that.


    The bearded man leaned into her line of sight, his eyebrows wiggling.


    Wait a minute…


    Blond hair shot through with silver. Blue eyes. Big build.


    Mitch?


    “Why don’t you go sit at that table and I’ll grab us something to eat?” Noah nodded at the table adjacent to the other two agents.


    “Sure,” Lillian mumbled.


    She shambled to the table and opted to sit with her back toward the door, leaving the other chair for Noah. He was better at this stuff and so far she excelled at keeping her head down.


    “Good to see you,” Mitch said softly as she settled in the chair that was almost next to his own.


    “I didn’t recognize you.” Lillian kept her gaze on the table.


    Irene got up, tucked her newspaper under her arm and strolled out of the shop without meeting Lillian’s gaze once.


    “We’re going to wait a few minutes once we know you weren’t followed.” Mitch tapped at his phone, never once looking at her.


    “Please tell me we’re going somewhere close?” Lillian dropped her head into her hands.


    “Just around the block.”


    “Here you go.” Noah slid into the empty seat and handed her a cup of coffee. He kept the two wrapped sandwiches in hand.


    Mitch’s phone vibrated. A signal?


    “Keep close,” Mitch said softly.


    He put his earphones in and stood, stretching his arms over his head.


    “You good to go a little farther?” Noah asked, his attention on her, as though he never saw Mitch.


    “I guess I have to.” Around the block didn’t sound too bad.


    Mitch ambled out of the café while they were still seated.


    Lillian wrapped her hands around the warm cup and stood, leading the way back out onto the sidewalk. This time they walked at an easier pace. Under the power of coffee she was able to at least lift her head and glance around, taking in what she assumed was an average street with its narrow lane and stone buildings.


    They followed Mitch to an apartment complex. Once inside, Lillian was lost, but Noah seemed to have a trail, winding them up stairs, down halls, and on without hesitation.


    Their destination was on the third floor. A door at the end of the hall was open as though inviting them inside. Even though they were going to meet friends, Noah still pushed her behind him and took the lead.


    Both Mitch and Irene sat at a four-person table situated away from the windows. Irene crossed the room and wrapped her arms around Lillian, giving her quick squeeze.


    “It’s so good to see you,” she said.


    “How have you been?” Lillian hugged Irene back. They’d had one face-to-face meeting and dozens of phone calls. They were unlikely friends. When Lillian couldn’t talk to anyone, Irene understood.


    “Not to hurry things along, but we are on a tight schedule,” Noah said. He shed his coat and took a seat at the table, unwrapping the sandwich without looking at it.


    Lillian kept her coat on. She was still so cold she could barely feel her toes. Mitch pulled out a chair for her and she sat next to Noah.


    “I like the beard,” Lillian said.


    “Thanks.” The whiskers around Mitch’s mouth quivered, as though he were smiling.


    “Is that a counter-surveillance measure? Does it make it harder for people to read your lips?”


    “Hey, I hadn’t thought of that. Did you hear what Lillian said, Irene?” Mitch grinned at the other woman.


    Irene rolled her eyes and shook her head. The difference was in her smile. Lillian wasn’t sure if she ever seen the CIA agent smile before.


    “Were either of you able to track Demetrius? What do we know about him?” Noah took a bite of his sandwich.


    “Demetrius, now there’s a person I could have gone my entire life without knowing about.” Irene shook her head and reached for a tablet sitting in the middle of the table.


    “Demetrius Theron is a thirty-six-year-old South African immigrant. He came to America four years ago on a work visa along with his two children. Officially, there’s nothing sketchy or bad about him. But, if you scratch the surface and ask around, another story unfolds.” Mitch gestured to the tablet Irene laid on the table.


    Irene sat back and crossed her arms over her chest. “According to the dark web, Demetrius used to be a very expensive hit man in South Africa. He did work as far north as Egypt, but he primarily worked in the southern Africa region. His work includes assassinating political figures, business owners, bad boyfriends, cheating wives, you name it, he’s done it. However, all of that work disappeared four years ago when he came to America.”


    “We did find some interesting things about his children.” Mitch tapped the screen of the tablet. “Their documents are good, but someone fixed them. Their names and records didn’t exist before four years ago. Whoever these children are, they had no documented relation to him before coming to America. Could be intentional, could be he took a liking to these kids and decided they were his.”


    “You think he kidnapped these children?” Lillian hadn’t even thought that was a possibility. She’d heard Demetrius put everything on the line for these children and just assumed they were his.


    “I’m not saying they aren’t his children, just that there’s no paper trail. It’s possible that the children’s mother did not want to name Demetrius as the father when they were born because of his job. It makes sense that he would have enemies who would target his family, especially his children. For all we know, it was done intentionally to protect them.” Irene looked to Mitch.


    “That makes sense.” Noah stared at the tablet, but his gaze wasn’t there. “A man who does what he does knows the risk of having a family. If someone got to the mom, if they killed her or hurt her, a guy like this is going to make that person pay and make some hard choices about protecting his children.”


    “We are looking into missing children, but…” Mitch shrugged.


    “Makes you wonder how Rand and Sarah are doing,” Irene said.


    “Yeah, how are they doing?” Lillian glanced at the two CIA agents.


    “About that…” Mitch shook his head and chuckled. “Rand went radio silent on us for a while, and we had no idea where they were. Someone’s had a hard-on for them lately. They’ve been right on their tail, so Rand decided to do something about it. Our boy led a bunch of these guys all the way to Thailand straight into a trap and blew up a house on top of them.”


    Lillian gaped at Mitch. “Oh my God.”


    “Do we know who was after them?” Noah asked.


    “SICA is our guess based on the tech and connections.” Irene grimaced.


    “Before we change topics, what are we going to do about Demetrius?” Noah asked.


    “Without someone to confirm that his children are missing, all we have to go on is his word.” Mitch shrugged. “How much is that worth?”


    “We need a break. Badly. If he’s serious, and if we can trust him even a little, it’s worth considering,” Irene said.


    “We can’t take the risk. Not after what happened in London,” Mitch said.


    “London. How is our new ally holding up?” Irene asked.


    “Which one?” Noah asked.


    “Let’s start with Brandon.”


    Noah glanced at Lillian. Where to begin with that?


    “He’s a wreck.” Lillian hated saying that, but after watching Brandon unravel over the last two days, there were no other words for it.


    “Our biggest fear is that Brandon will prioritize his revenge over our mission. Right now we do not have the same goals. I’m hoping we can align our efforts with a little help. We need him and his resources. He has a team, equipment, money, and no one wants him dead. It’s a lot more than we’ve got.” Noah leaned back in his chair.


    “Those are not small things,” Irene said. “Are we willing to risk it? If we don’t work with him, he could work against us.”


    “What about Secretary of State Grant?” Mitch blew out a breath and picked up a pen. “Now there’s something I wasn’t expecting.”


    “That actually did not surprise me.” Irene crossed her arms over her chest and smiled. “I remember when he used to be the rock-solid intelligence committee chair.”


    “Can we trust him, though?” Lillian asked.


    “What do you think?” Mitch asked.


    “My experience with him was in another area. We were controlling the story around his transition into office. We weren’t fixing or covering up anything. It was all straight and narrow. I never would have seen this coming based on what I know about him.” Lillian had no idea what Mr. Grant had been up to. The knowledge that he was running a secret organization that focused on ending conflict was still a shock.


    “But do you trust him?” Irene asked.


    “I thought I did. I guess I still do.” Lillian didn’t know what to think about anything anymore.


    “I think Mr. Grant is exactly who we think he is,” Irene said. “He is a patriot doing what he can to keep people safe. He has always had the good of others in his heart. If I was going to trust any of the players on the board, it would be him and us.” Irene spoke with passion. If she believed it, Lillian was willing to take the chance.


    “Hector.” Noah looked around the table. “He was one of us.”


    “The only reason he knew what was going on was because of Rand. If he hadn’t been Rand’s handler I don’t think he would’ve involved himself with us,” Irene said.


    “Hector never seemed interested in being a team player back when the shit hit the fan with Rand,” Mitch said.


    “Hector knows more about us and our way of operating than I’m comfortable with. I’m going to throw an idea out there and you guys can shoot me down, but we need to consider it.” Noah held up his hands. “What if we task Demetrius with taking care of Hector?”


    “I’m not comfortable with the idea of ordering the death of a CIA operative, even a dirty one.” Irene shook her head. “I know what people say about me. I will admit that some of it is true, but not this.”


    Mitch and Noah shared a look. Lillian was scared of what that meant. She didn’t want people to die, but Noah had a point. Hector had chosen his side and was after them. Given the opportunity, he’d kill her. That alone proved Noah’s side of things.


    She never thought she would agree with Noah on anything. What did that say about her? When she began this job, it’s been about saving lives. Now she was arguing with herself on if it was a good idea or not to be okay with one man’s death. If she was going to be mercenary about it, Hector was a bigger risk to herself and the American public working with SICA than they were.


    “Okay.” Lillian leaned forward and folded her hands on the table. “What’s our game plan?”


    “Andy and Carol should be here by the end of the day,” Irene said. “Once they are, we can dive into what you guys brought with you from the UK and present our backup plan to Brandon and Mr. Grant. Until then, we should focus on Brandon. We need to control him, or figure out a way around him.”


    Lillian’s heart broke for Brandon, but she hoped they could figure out a way to work together. On the other hand, she couldn’t wait to see Carol again. The brief amount of time they’d seen each other in London wasn’t enough.


    “I didn’t tell you guys this, but Andy and Carol went and got married.” Mitch leaned an elbow on the table and grinned. “I’d like to get them a little cake or something.”


    All the breath went out of Lillian’s lungs.


    Andy and Carol were married?


    Lillian stared. She’d known from Carol’s single-minded determination to rescue Andy that he was more than just the man she was working with. Lillian wished she could have been part of these chapters of her friend’s life. They’d often joked that they were each other’s only friend, and Lillian was missing out.


    “We’ve got to get going. If we don’t get to the safe house soon, Brandon’s people are going to start looking for us.” Noah stood, his gaze sliding to Lillian.


    “Right. Yes. More walking. Can’t wait.” She pushed to her feet and sighed.


    This was her life. The decisions that had led her here were hers. At least she wasn’t alone.

  


  
    Chapter Seventeen


    Tuesday. Safe House, Hamburg, Germany.


    Noah wasn’t sure how much he liked the safe house Mr. Grant had provided. It was too lavish. Too fancy. Someone was going to notice or comment on the number of rough-and-tumble people coming and going. But no one had asked Noah’s opinion on the place so he kept that to himself.


    “Stop pacing, please?” Lillian sat curled up on the sofa, a cup of something hot in her hands.


    “They’ll be here soon,” he muttered.


    He peered out onto the street below.


    The building was in a more affluent area. The company formerly run by Jeff owned the top three floors. There were blind spots, places where cameras didn’t penetrate. It wasn’t as secure a location as he’d have liked. But that wasn’t even his main concern at the moment. The impending meeting and how to handle Brandon were the bigger issues.


    Lillian sighed and pushed to her feet. He watched her reflection in the window, taking perverse joy in the fact she came to him. She closed the distance between them and wrapped her arm around his waist.


    “We’re going to pull this off,” she whispered.


    He hoped so. For her sake. For Andy and Carol. For Rand and Sarah’s baby. They all had a lot riding on this, and it could still blow up in their faces. They could end up dead and buried, none the wiser, no difference made.


    She tipped her chin up. “I was thinking—”


    The door to their room creaked open.


    Noah reacted without thinking. He whirled, drawing his gun, and put himself between Lillian and the door.


    A woman with short blonde hair stepped inside, completely ignoring the gun.


    “Carol!” Lillian practically shoved him out of the way in her haste to get to the other woman.


    The women met halfway. They hugged each other and went through what appeared to be some sort of ritual complete with squealing, rocking from side to side, and a language he didn’t understand.


    Carol’s husband, Andy, entered the room behind his wife and shut the door. Noah caught the other man’s eye and gave him a nod. They’d worked together enough that they were familiar, but they weren’t the kind of men who kept friends. Even this arrangement might be the closest Noah got.


    Lillian finally released her friend. “I still can’t get over how good you look with the short hair.”


    “I’m just about used to it.” Carol ran her fingers through the short fringe.


    “So…Mitch said you two got married?”


    “I wanted to tell you.” Carol huffed at Andy moving in to join her. The stern look was ruined by her smile.


    “She can tell you all about it later.” Andy met Noah’s gaze, his face grim. “We need to do this.”


    Tonight’s agenda sounded simple. They needed to mutually decide what the next course of action would be and where they were going. In reality that would take time. They needed facts, intel, a plan.


    “Are Rand and Sarah coming?” Noah asked.


    “No, but they’re set up if we need them.” Andy gestured at the door. “Ready?”


    “I am.” Noah glanced at Lillian.


    She nodded at him and slid her hand into his.


    “Let’s get this over with.” Andy led the way back to the door.


    “Irene and Mitch told us about the attack.” Lillian squeezed Noah’s hand. He wished he knew what she was thinking.


    “Crazy, right?” Carol lagged behind her husband to walk with Lillian. “I can’t believe they pulled that off.” They piled into the elevator at the end of the hall. “Irene and Mitch, are they here?”


    “They’re here right now, but they’re staying somewhere else,” Lillian replied.


    She was learning to be more circumspect. Noah was proud of her. This wasn’t her world, but she was learning.


    “Brandon is going to be our wild card,” he said.


    Andy stared straight ahead, his voice cold. “I’ve hacked his phone and network. If he makes a call we don’t like I should know about it.”


    “Anything interesting?”


    “He keeps calling the girlfriend’s cell phone.”


    “Oh, no…” Lillian’s shoulders fell.


    That was what he was afraid of. If Brandon allowed grief to blind him to what had to be done, he was a liability, and Noah wasn’t going to let anyone put Lillian’s life in danger.


    The elevator dinged and the doors opened up onto the next floor down. Several of Brandon’s team loitered in the halls. Guards? Or on hand to watch Noah and Lillian?


    He took the lead, showing them into the largest suite. Someone had procured folding tables and the computer towers they’d stolen sat ready and waiting. Both Irene and Mitch were already seated on sofas, and a laptop was open on the coffee table.


    “Where’s Brandon?” Noah asked.


    “In here.” Brandon stepped out from another room. The dark circles under his eyes were worse and he hadn’t changed his clothes, shaved, or showered since the day they’d broken into the warehouse. Noah wasn’t certain the man had even eaten much less slept.


    “Well, we’re all here. Now what?” Noah glanced at Andy then Irene. They had the newest information to share.


    “We figure out plan B,” Lillian said.


    Irene gestured to the seats around the coffee table. “Sit.”


    Lillian lowered herself into an armchair, leaving Noah to perch on the end of the sofa with Irene and Mitch.


    Andy remained standing. He braced his hands on the back of the chair opposite Lillian and looked around at the people present. Whatever they’d been working on behind the scenes, Andy was doing the heavy lifting. Noah knew how both Irene and Andy operated.


    “We don’t already have a plan B?” Noah asked. That wasn’t what he wanted to hear.


    “We did, but it isn’t viable any longer,” Lillian said.


    “Correct. The best scenario for all of us was to go through legal channels. SICA has shut down that option and blacklisted us with every intel organization on the planet after the UK hit,” Irene replied.


    Andy straightened, folding his arms across his chest before addressing the room. “We’ve been tracking SICA shipments for the last few months, getting inside their network, figuring out how many people they have, what their resources independent of another agency are. Up until now it’s been a lot of guesswork,” he said.


    “Maybe us attacking that warehouse was a bad idea?” Noah asked. If they hadn’t, maybe they could have followed the shipments deeper into the web.


    “Not necessarily. We won’t know until we crack those.” Andy nodded at the tables behind him.


    “My team is ready to start working,” Brandon said.


    Andy directed his attention at Noah. “I’d like to take first shot at them. I’ve worked on their tech before. I know what I’m in for.”


    “My team knows what they’re doing,” Brandon snarled.


    “Easy,” Noah said. “No one doubts the skill of your team. What Andy is saying is, let’s not break all our new toys at once, okay?”


    “Noah’s right.” Lillian spoke in a softer, gentler tone than the rest of them. “Once we know how one works, we can divide and conquer the rest. Your people are going to be instrumental in that. We’ve got to work smarter now.”


    Instead of bristling, Brandon nodded and muttered what sounded like, “Okay. Yeah.”


    Irene’s brows rose and she met Noah’s gaze. Yeah, he was pretty sure everyone in the room saw that reaction, and Noah didn’t like it. Before today Brandon had been snarling for revenge. Now he was taking direction from Lillian? Noah didn’t like it.


    “Let’s not waste time then. Noah?” Andy nodded at him. “Give me a hand, will you?”


    “Sure.” Noah hoped Irene didn’t talk Lillian into anything stupid while he was otherwise occupied. Just because she had the magic touch with Brandon for now didn’t mean they needed to throw her in his path. Lillian was good for the team in more ways.


    “Brandon, can you and Mitch go over our resources?” Irene asked.


    “Sure.” A few moments later Brandon led the bushy-bearded Mitch out of the room.


    Irene strolled past the remaining group. “The ladies and I are going upstairs. We’ve got a backlog of data to comb through.”


    “Try not to have too much fun.” Carol smiled, her gaze aimed at Andy.


    Noah watched Andy’s face…change. He didn’t smile, but he did seem different. Noah glanced at Lillian. He didn’t catch her eye, but he still had to wonder, was that what he looked like? Did she know what was happening to him?


    “Stop staring,” Andy said.


    Noah glared at the other man. “I’m not staring.”


    “You know, I was worried about putting Lillian in your hands, but now I wonder if it’s you we should have been worried about.” Andy kept his attention on the back panel of the computer tower.


    “Fuck you.”


    “I don’t think it’s me you want to fuck.”


    Noah curled his hand into a fist.


    Punching Andy might feel good, but it would waste time. If Noah wanted Lillian to be safe, to be free to walk down the street without a gun trained on her, they had to do the work. Nothing else mattered anymore. The fight was personal.


    …


    Lillian tapped another report. The words were beginning to blur together after two hours.


    Maybe what she needed was a quick break.


    She darted a quick look at the other two women, still dutifully bent over their screens, neither speaking a word. Were they robots? Because Lillian was good, but even she needed a break.


    Five minutes and she’d jump back in.


    She powered the screen off and stretched her arms, her body protesting. She hadn’t been able to jog, do yoga, or any normal activities and she was beginning to feel it all over.


    “You taking a break?” Carol asked.


    Lillian groaned. “Yeah.”


    “Oh, thank God.” Irene tossed down her tablet. “I think I went cross-eyed half an hour ago.”


    “You, too?” Carol chuckled.


    “I thought I was the only one.” Lillian leaned her head back against the sofa and stretched.


    “It’s nine. I say we make use of the bar over there and take a breather.” Irene set her things aside and got to her feet.


    The rooms Secretary of State Grant had provided them with were like little apartments. And each included a generous private bar.


    “Please tell me there’s something strong?” Lillian’s nerves were strung tight after days of, well, everything.


    “I have so many questions.” Carol hugged the decorative pillow to her chest.


    “You? What about me? You’re married. And you didn’t even tell me. No invite. No note. You were my one and only chance of getting to be a bridesmaid in this lifetime.” Lillian laid her hand across her brow.


    “You still have Camie.”


    “You think my sister is ever getting married to anything besides work?” Lillian lifted her head and arched a brow at Carol.


    “Wine’s the best we’re going to get.” Irene brought a bottle and three glasses to their sitting area.


    “Bless you.” Lillian watched Irene pop the cork.


    “How is Camilla?” Carol asked.


    “Slowly going crazy.” The guilt monster Lillian was usually able to keep chained up lashed out. She felt the bite of teeth and knew it would sting for days. She was to blame for her sister’s unraveling. “She’s determined to figure out who blew up the office and why. The stress of it made her black out that day and she doesn’t remember everything, which is a small blessing. Keeping all of this from her has been…hard.”


    “I had no idea.” Carol placed her hand on Lillian’s ankle. “God, I’m so sorry.”


    “Everyone in the office thinks it’s a product of stress, that she was going to lose it someday because of how tightly wound she is. I just… This feels like my fault, you know?”


    “It’s not your fault. It’s mine. I’m the one who dragged you into all of this.”


    “I said yes.” Lillian shrugged. “I knew when you showed up and wanted to hire me that it was bad. It was the kind of thing that would be more dangerous than any job we’d ever taken. I…don’t regret saying yes. It was the right thing to do. I just wish things were different. I wish the world was a better place.”


    “Drink.” Irene handed Lillian a glass. “My advice? Make a note of anything you could have done differently that would change things, and let the rest go. That guilt? It’ll kill you, and we’ve got too much work to do. We can’t replace you.”


    “It’s nice to hear that. I wondered after London…” Lillian stared into her cup and swirled the dark red wine.


    “None of us want your job and we don’t have your eye for the details. You’re stuck being the ringleader.” Irene saluted Lillian with her wine.


    “She’s right,” Carol chimed in. “With your history, who would make a better handler? You’re like a young Q in a James Bond story.”


    Lillian chuckled at the comparison. There were times that was what she’d felt like, sending the others out to do their dangerous jobs.


    “I was thinking…” Irene sat, her glass clasped between her hands. “We might be able to cover more ground if we establish a headquarters. Somewhere the three of us along with Mitch and Sarah can work. I know there’s the baby to think of, too. I think we’d free up Andy, Noah, Rand, and Brandon’s non-support people to team up and move faster.”


    “I can see the value in it, but Andy and I are a team,” Carol said.


    Irene’s gaze slid toward Lillian. She didn’t like the idea of being separated from Noah. He made her feel safe, but there was more to it. They had a connection.


    “Maybe? I wouldn’t take the idea off the table,” Lillian said.


    “Well, it was a thought,” Irene said.


    Carol studied Lillian. “How is it working with Noah? He looks at you like he wants to eat you up.”


    Lillian’s cheeks went hot. She bought herself a moment of time by sipping her wine.


    “It’s fine. We’ve figured out a… We’re good together.” She shrugged in lieu of words to describe their complicated relationship.


    “You’re sleeping with him.” Carol set her glass down with a thud.


    Lillian’s gaze snapped to her friend. Was it obvious?


    Irene glanced between them, brows lifted, lips parted.


    “Lillian Matthews.” Carol wagged her finger. “I did not see that coming.”


    “You married Andy.” Lillian threw up her hand, as though that fact defended her actions.


    Carol chuckled. “I hope he’s nicer to you than he is to me or Andy.”


    “What’s that supposed to mean?” Lillian frowned.


    “Noah can be difficult to work with, that’s all,” Irene said, weighing in on the conversation.


    “He has his rough edges, I’ll give you that.” Lillian felt as though she’d seen all his rough places, but more than that, she’d felt his tender side, too. The one he didn’t show to anyone else.


    “I’m glad to see someone’s gotten through to him.” Irene toed off her shoes and propped her feet on the ottoman in front of her armchair. “I always thought he was too alienated. You probably do him good. A man like that can’t exist on his own forever.”


    “I want to hear about you.” Carol aimed her laser focus on Irene. It was funny how Carol was more at ease now, in the thick of danger, than she’d been in all the years Lillian had known her.


    “Me?” Irene swirled her wine in her glass, watching the liquid as though it were the most fascinating thing.


    “Something’s going on with you and I want to know what it is.” Carol sat back on the sofa.


    Lillian breathed easier now the spotlight was off her. She accepted her relationship with Noah was unexpected, but she was in it, wherever it led. And not just because he’d saved her life.


    “Irene…” Carol narrowed her gaze at the other woman. It was strange to think that a man as stoic as Andy had brought out Carol’s more playful side.


    Irene folded her free arm across her stomach. “I have nothing I want to add to the conversation.”


    Carol and Lillian shared a look. She’d noticed the change in demeanor as well. Irene was usually aloof, a bit cold, and to the point. Lillian had chalked that up to most of her interactions with the other woman being through phone and digital correspondence, but there was no denying the warmer tone in her voice tonight.


    “Are you and Mitch admitting you’re together now? Or are we all pretending ignorance still?”


    Lillian watched Irene jolt.


    “Aha!” Carol pointed at her.


    Irene straightened. “That is none of your business.”


    “Well, at least we’ve all got one way of dealing with the stress of this bullshit.” Lillian downed the rest of her wine.


    “You ignore each other too much. That’s what makes it obvious,” Carol said to Irene.


    “I didn’t ask your opinion.” She glared at Carol then Lillian.


    “Mitch isn’t that bad looking. Under the beard. Which is really strange to see on him, I might add.” Carol took their wineglasses back to the bar and rinsed them out in the small sink.


    “I will not be sorry to see that homeless hipster look go.” Irene shook her head.


    “Can a guy in his forties be a hipster?” Lillian asked.


    “It’s not working for him, I can tell you that.” Irene joined them in finishing her glass.


    “Are you in love with him?” Carol asked.


    Irene stared at the coffee table, her gaze thoughtful.


    Did she have to think about it?


    Lillian had liked a few men, but none enough to say she loved them. She’d always thought a feeling like that would come with trumpets and some kind of spiritual knowing. If someone like Irene had to think about the answer to that question, was Lillian wrong?


    “I didn’t want to like him much less love him.” Irene eased back onto the arm of the sofa. “You don’t always get to choose who you love.”


    Her smile slowly spread across her face.


    “I’d drink to that if I had any left.” Carol’s smile matched Irene’s.


    Lillian glanced away, the tight knot of emotions occupying the Noah-shaped hole in her chest shifting around uncomfortably.


    A sharp knock was their only warning before the door opened.


    Mitch in all his hairy glory stepped in.


    “Hope I’m not interrupting, ladies?” He shut the door behind him.


    “Yes,” Irene said.


    He ignored Irene and ambled toward them.


    Carol gestured at his beard. “We were just discussing your new friend there.”


    “I’ve made worse fashion decisions in my day.” Mitch stroked his facial hair. “It’s itchy as hell and everyone thinks I’m homeless.”


    “Is everyone done for the night?” Lillian asked.


    “Andy and Noah finally got the back panel off the tower. It’s slow going.” Mitch perched on the arm of Irene’s chair, legs stretched out in front of him. “Brandon and I made an inventory of what we have here, and what he has available. His biggest hit was manpower, obviously. I talked him into taking something to help him sleep. We might get more done with him after some rest.”


    “Speaking of rest.” Carol glanced at Lillian. “I think we could all use some sleep.”


    Was that a hint?


    Carol’s brows twitched.


    That was a hint.


    “I…need to go.” Lillian pushed to her feet and swayed.


    The wine had hit her when she wasn’t looking.


    “Oh, Lily…I think you’re tipsy.” Carol chuckled and took her by the elbow. “Night, guys.”


    “Night.” Lillian waved over her shoulder.


    Carol guided her out of the room.


    “I am not that tipsy,” Lillian whispered.


    “I know,” Carol whispered back. She looped her arm through Lillian’s.


    “You want to give them time alone, don’t you?”


    “And have a little time with my best friend. I’ve missed you.” Carol peered sideways at Lillian.


    “I missed you, too. You know, some part of me thought this would be over by now?”


    “I keep thinking if we just do this one thing it’ll be over. Instead something else happens.” Carol blew out a breath.


    Lillian got that feeling. The summit was supposed to be it. They’d rally the troops and it would all be over. Finally. Instead they were fugitives and traitors to the very country they were trying to protect.


    “Tell me about your wedding?” Lillian asked. She needed to hear something good.


    Carol detailed the Grecian wedding and the less sensitive adventures she’d been on over the last year since they’d seen each other. One topic led to another and before Lillian knew it, they’d passed away hours. It was almost like old times, except now they were swapping stories about narrowly avoiding death instead of office drama. It was a vast change to their lives.


    By the time Lillian made it to the suite she shared with Noah, she was ready to curl up and sleep. She stepped into the room and flipped on the lights.


    A dark lump lay on the sofa in the front room.


    Lillian pressed her back against the wall as the man groaned.


    That was not Noah.


    “Brandon?”


    Oh, shit…


    The man sat up and blinked at her.


    “I couldn’t find you.” His words were barely audible.


    “You should be in your room. Asleep.” Lillian stayed where she was, with as much distance as she could manage between them.


    Brandon swung his legs off the sofa and covered his face with his hands.


    He’d lost the mother of his child and the love of his life. Lillian’s heart went out to him. She ached for him.


    Why had he come here instead of his own room?


    She crossed to stand behind the armchair.


    “What’s wrong?” she asked.


    Brandon dropped his hands. “Do you think Mol suffered?”


    The question hit Lillian in the gut at a hundred miles an hour. It felt as though a hole were carved through her. She searched for words.


    “No, I don’t think she suffered.” Lillian had no idea, but it was the only answer she could think of that might ease Brandon’s pain.


    “I told her, in the beginning, what I did was dangerous. I told her a baby was a bad idea. Mol wasn’t the kind of woman who listened. She never fucking listened.” He shook his head.


    “That’s why you loved her, wasn’t it? You couldn’t order her around. She didn’t do what you wanted. She did what you needed.” Lillian circled the sofa and sat next to Brandon. She took his hand and squeezed.


    He didn’t say anything, and Lillian doubted her words would ease his pain. They sat like that for several moments, neither speaking.


    Love was dangerous. She got that now in a way she hadn’t before. Noah’s words, his commitment to being alone, made sense. Which meant she was screwed. Her feelings for Noah weren’t yet as deep as Brandon’s were for Mol, and she already knew losing Noah would devastate her.


    “I should…go,” Brandon mumbled after a while.


    “You need to rest,” she said.


    “Everyone keeps saying that.” Brandon let go of her hand and stood. “Thanks.”


    She watched him cross the room without glancing back at her. He opened the door and another figure loomed in the way.


    Noah.


    Lillian swallowed.


    “Brandon.” Noah growled the other man’s name.


    “Night.” Brandon pushed past Noah into the hall.


    “Noah?” Lillian shoved to her feet.


    He watched Brandon walk away down the hall before stepping into the room. Noah’s gaze was…dangerous.


    “He wanted to talk about Mol.” She closed the distance between her and Noah. “He’s barely holding it together.”


    “Did he touch you?”


    “What? No. I mean, I held his hand. I was just trying to comfort him.”


    Noah’s frown deepened and he reached for her, sliding his arm around her waist. “Lily, I’m not mad at you. That man, we don’t know what he’s capable of. Walk me through what happened.”


    Lillian related the few moments she’d been alone with Brandon. As she spoke, other pieces fell into place. “Do you think he planted a listening device or something in here?”


    “No.” Noah’s answer came without hesitation. “But I’ll check.”


    The knot of tension in her stomach relaxed. She leaned against him, glad for these moments alone.


    “Lily?”


    “Hm?”


    He lifted her chin until he could stare down at her. “I’m always going to trust you without explanation until you give me a reason not to. Understand? I am the jealous kind of man, but I’m not stupid. You wouldn’t stand for that, and I don’t want you to.”


    She kissed his cheek. “For the record, I’m the jealous type, too.”


    “Are you now?” He brushed his lips over hers.


    She set her mouth to his and this time he moved, his lips sliding against hers. His other hand cupped the back of her head, his fingers threading through her hair. He walked her back, until she ran into the armchair. She grasped his shirt in her other hand and tugged it up.


    “You have to stop.” He groaned and wrapped his hand around her wrist. “I only came to tell you we’re going to keep going.”


    “Oh.” She swallowed down her disappointment.


    He kissed the tip of her nose. “Later.”


    She pushed at his chest. “Go do amazing things before I change my mind.”


    “I could stay and do amazing things…”


    “Go.” She chuckled.


    Noah kissed her until her toes curled inside her boots.


    “Later, then,” he whispered.


    He took a step back and then another one.


    She leaned on the chair, her knees more than a little weak.


    “I’ll lock the door this time,” she said.


    “You know that won’t keep me out, right?”


    “I was counting on that.”


    Noah grinned. He spun around and strode out of the room, leaving her emotions ping-ponging around in her chest.


    That man was the greatest danger to her and he was her biggest hope.

  


  
    Chapter Eighteen


    Tuesday. SICA Safe House, Washington, D.C.


    Dave lifted the empty teacup to his lips and slurped.


    The two little girls sitting across from him squealed in laughter. Their brown eyes danced with light nothing in this world could dim.


    “Would you like another?” The older girl grasped the teapot with both hands.


    “Now, girls.” Dave peered over his glasses at them. “You promised that if we had a cup of tea you’d go to bed.”


    “One more?” The younger sister frog-hopped around the table.


    Dave stared down at the girl and sighed. Children were his weakness. His one regret. He’d given everything to the company before he realized it was a waste of time, then he and the others began SICA. After that it was too late. Children weren’t in the cards for him. He liked to think he’d have been a good father, given the chance.


    “Please?” The older sister clasped her hands together.


    “One more. After that, you’re going to bed so I can tell your daddy you’re behaving. Hm?”


    “When is he coming back?” A single mention of the girl’s father wiped the smile off the older child’s face.


    “Soon.” Dave picked up his teacup and extended it to the girls.


    The older sister picked up the teapot and poured him the imaginary concoction, but her bright smile was gone. Soon enough, they’d never smile again, and that was a shame. They were beautiful children cursed with an unfortunate father.


    Dave supervised the girls’ routine for bed, read them a story, then recorded a short message of them telling their father good night. So far Demetrius wasn’t performing as hoped, but the value of a motivated team member could never be undervalued.


    The couple caring for the children never acknowledged Dave. They knew the drill.


    He left the house under cover of darkness and got into his waiting car. Unlike the girls, he wouldn’t get any rest tonight. The warehouse hit had left them vulnerable and scrambling to shore up their system, not to mention they had no idea where the targets had fled to. They’d escaped the UK somehow, and Dave intended to find out how. It was just a matter of time until they picked up the trail.


    …


    Wednesday. Safe House, Hamburg, Germany.


    “I think I got it.” Noah pulled the syringe out from the computer tower and stared at the bit of hardening foam. The stuff came out as a liquid and solidified almost instantly. With the sticky texture, it would cling to anything. He was counting on the foam expanding into all the nooks and crannies around the detonator to keep it from going off.


    The SICA towers were booby-trapped to within an inch of their lives. The casing couldn’t be opened without setting off a spark that would catch fire. In a regular computer that wasn’t much of an issue, except these were not typical machines. The outsides weren’t plastic or metal. They were made from some sort of composite material. They’d tested the back panel and the thing had gone up in ash in under sixty seconds. Then there were tiny detonators inside to create shrapnel of what wasn’t burned.


    All in all, Noah had counted eighteen different fail-safe measures and they had yet to turn the machines on.


    “Are we ready to try it?” Andy crouched next to him.


    “I dunno…”


    They’d spent all night getting to this point. Ideally they’d rest and try to crack the system later, but they didn’t have the luxury of time.


    “Let’s try it.” Andy straightened. “Did you document those last charges?”


    “Yeah.” Noah picked up the piece of paper on the ground. “If you’re going to turn it on, you need to be ready to crack it. We don’t know what kind of security measures they’ve got going on.”


    “One thing at a time.” Andy circled the table and sat on an ottoman they’d dragged over to serve as a chair.


    They’d moved the other towers to the far side of the room and gathered every fire extinguisher they could after their rooftop test earlier. If they fucked up and one caught fire, it could send the whole building up in smoke.


    “Here goes,” Andy said and pressed the power button.


    A beep heralded the whirling of the tower fan.


    Andy backed up, giving the table a wide berth.


    Lights inside the computer flashed and nothing sparked.


    “Looks pretty good on this side,” Noah said.


    “Yeah. Here, too.”


    They remained standing, watching the computer until the fan cycled down.


    “Now what?” Noah asked.


    “Let’s see what she’s running.” Andy slid onto the ottoman and began typing.


    Noah kept his eyes on the guts of the machine. They didn’t know when any keystroke or mouse click might trigger a fail-safe.


    “This is going to take a while.” Andy groaned and scrubbed at his face.


    “What’s a while?”


    “Look at this and tell me what you think?”


    Noah circled the table to look at the black screen. A white cursor blinked in the middle of it.


    “What do you want to bet that takes a secure ID token?” Noah crossed his arms over his chest. “Any chance we pulled one off the body at the warehouse?”


    Andy grimaced. “Not that I’m aware of.”


    “Can you break it?” Noah could, but it wouldn’t be pretty and it wouldn’t be quick.


    “Yeah.”


    “How fast?”


    “Couple of hours, maybe a day, if we’re assuming it’s a two-factor authenticator?”


    “What if we called Demetrius?” Noah watched Andy’s face. He didn’t flinch or bat an eyelash.


    “Are you willing to take that risk?” Andy asked.


    “Are you willing to sit here for a few days while those fuckers get closer to Carol?”


    Andy’s jaw muscle twitched.


    Yeah, Noah didn’t want Lillian here longer than she had to be, either.


    “I’ll make the call,” Noah said.


    “Use this.” Andy pulled a phone from his pocket. “The encryption’s the best on the market.”


    Noah took the phone and dialed the number Demetrius had left for them on the recorder. Given how early it was, he didn’t know if their contact would answer. Everything was a risk right now.


    “Hello?” a deep, gravelly voice said.


    “If we’re going to help each other we need some proof you’re on our side,” Noah said.


    “Covering for you and letting you get away aren’t enough?”


    “You know how it is.”


    Demetrius blew out a breath. “What’s the job?”


    “We need a secure passcode. PIN and the token number.”


    “Fuck,” he groaned.


    “You know what you’re looking for?” Noah hoped Demetrius wasn’t just a trigger guy.


    “Yeah. Yeah, I know what you’re looking for. One of the guys leaves a PIN pad sort of thing lying around.”


    “An admin PIN pad?” Damn, Noah was willing to bet Andy could do a lot with that.


    “Yeah. I do this, I want to know how we’re helping each other. This isn’t a one-way street, understand?”


    “We’ve all got something on the line.”


    Noah hung up and stared at the phone for a moment. That had gone better than he expected.


    “Well?” Andy asked.


    “One of the guys he’s with has an admin PIN pad. He’s going to try to get it,” Noah said.


    “Without the PIN it doesn’t matter.”


    “Well, you’d rather break a four-digit PIN than that and the token number.”


    Andy covered his face and groaned. “True.”


    “Let’s get some sleep. We can spare a few hours.” Noah nodded at the doors.


    Besides, he wanted to see Lillian again. Hold her. His jealous streak had reared its ugly head yesterday. She’d soothed him when she said she felt the same, but that didn’t change the fact that he craved her.


    …


    Wednesday. SICA Warehouse Site, London, United Kingdom.


    Demetrius pushed to his feet. The frail cot creaked under his weight. He checked the time.


    Five o’clock.


    He wasn’t made to be awake at this hour, yet sometimes his babies had other ideas. Those two girls liked to rise with the sun, reminding him he wasn’t all that young anymore.


    It was too early for the others to be up, but maybe that would work in Demetrius’s favor.


    Following the raid on the warehouse they’d reinforced the entrances and begun following leads to figure out where their targets had gone. It seemed pretty obvious to him that the targets had skipped the country, and yet they’d spent the better part of a night and day focused on the greater London area and where a person could drive to in that time.


    No one had bothered to ask Demetrius, so he’d kept his opinion to himself.


    When he did a high-risk hit, he always had four different escape plans in place. Getting away from the crime in the first few hours before people figured out what had happened was key. These targets weren’t stupid. They knew what they were doing.


    Demetrius didn’t bunk with the others. Hector didn’t trust him, which was smart. If Demetrius had a man by the balls, threatening his family, he’d be twice as careful. The difference was the others. Hector knew who Demetrius was and why he was there, but the rest didn’t. That made them lax.


    He opened the door to what was little more than a storage closet and peered out into the hall. It was dark and quiet.


    He padded down the hall, the concrete on his bare feet shocking him awake.


    The smell of coffee drifted toward him.


    Shit.


    It had to be Hector.


    Demetrius kept going through the double doors into a main gathering area. The lights were half on, the coffee pot gurgled and the morning newscast played softly in the background.


    A young, pasty man sat at a table, head in his hands.


    Fuck his luck.


    It wasn’t Hector.


    The computer boy. The one with the admin PIN pad.


    “You make enough to share?” Demetrius strolled to the coffee pot.


    “What?” The boy’s head snapped up and he blinked at Demetrius.


    “Falling asleep on the job?” He plucked a cup from the stack and watched the dark liquid drip into the cup.


    “No. No, I’m awake,” the kid said.


    They’d lost the four core tech-support people. Demetrius didn’t know when or how, but from the mutterings he was willing to bet they hadn’t all died. He was willing to bet at least one had simply skipped town. Which left the low man on the totem pole doing the job and learning the ropes.


    Bad for Hector and his people.


    Good for Demetrius.


    “What do they have you working on?” he asked.


    “Facial recognition. Predictive algorithms. Tracking cell signals.” He blew out a breath. “We get lucky every couple of hours and there’s a ping off one of the phones in evidence, but whoever keeps calling it is using an encrypted line. It’s going to take a while to break it, if it’s even valuable.”


    “I see.” Demetrius finished pouring himself a half-cup of coffee. “How did you get into work like this?”


    “Oh, the CIA hired me out of college. Said if I proved myself here, I could get a fast track through the academy.” The kid grinned and leaned back in his chair.


    This wasn’t a CIA operation.


    Was the kid in the dark?


    That would be a cruel wake-up call for him one day.


    “Good for you,” Demetrius said.


    “My parents think I’m interning. They aren’t thrilled, but I keep feeding them the line that it’s going to work out.” He unzipped his jacket then shrugged out of his hoodie.


    A red and white object, the size of a credit card, lay on the table.


    This was too easy.


    Demetrius peered at the doors, most of which were shut.


    “There’s more if you need it. I’ve got to piss.” The kid got up and shambled into the restroom.


    Demetrius didn’t wait. He strode across the room and picked up the PIN pad.


    The number showing was good and all, but without the other part of it this was useless.


    He rolled it over.


    “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me,” he muttered.


    All the security in the world didn’t matter if some fuckwit kid wrote his PIN down on a piece of paper and taped it to the back.


    Demetrius pulled out his cell and snapped a picture of the pin, then the longer number on the display. The two together would create the two-factor authentication needed to access any number of secure machines. And this poor, dumb kid just left it lying around.


    It was Demetrius’s lucky day.


    …


    Wednesday. Safe House, Hamburg, Germany.


    Fucking hell…


    Noah blinked at the desktop.


    It worked.


    They were in.


    For another moment he and Andy sat there staring at the average blue desktop with a smattering of files cluttering up the view.


    Demetrius had scored the passcode.


    “We have to scrape as much data as we can.” Andy leaned forward and began typing, his fingers flying on the keys.


    “How long until they know we’re in?” Noah asked.


    “Who knows? I’m digging, but this passcode could be blown. I’m going to try to fool the system and set up a new account. Go get another one of the terminals up. We need all the processing power we can get.”


    Noah couldn’t disagree. They each had their part to play now. Andy was the techno whiz who’d milk the network for everything it had. Noah’s specialty was booby-trapping the hell out of shit, or in this case, dismantling someone else’s traps. They each had their strengths.


    He checked the time.


    They were officially into the morning hours. No doubt the others would wake up soon and they’d have more people underfoot. He needed to take advantage of the quiet while they had it, before Brandon was demanding answers and the others begging for a plan.


    Whatever their next move was, it had to be informed. They’d done too much on too little information and a lot of people were now dead. Noah wouldn’t let Lillian be the next one on that list.


    He set to work disabling the first point of ignition. The problem with so many physical fail-safe measures on an object like this was that a person had to put them in. And that meant a person could take them out. A couple of screwdrivers, a little spray foam and the first hurtle was cleared. He spread his diagram of the first computer tower out on the table next to him and set to work.


    This part was mindless.


    Find the detonator, surround it in foam, repeat.


    At some point they needed to talk about Brandon and how they were going to proceed. Lillian thought she could manage the guy, but Noah wasn’t comfortable with that and it wasn’t his possessiveness speaking. Brandon wanted revenge and he’d use whatever tool at his disposal. Even Lillian. Her heart was too good to see that.


    He compared his diagram to the insides of the tower.


    “This one’s done.” He straightened and stretched. Computer work shouldn’t be this exhausting.


    He moved on to the next computer. With any luck, they’d be ready to run multiple terminals once the others were awake. By tonight they could have some hard evidence on their side to determine their next best move.


    What was the best move for Lillian?


    That was the question that had begun to nag him.


    She wouldn’t always need him. If they took care of SICA, if they removed those players from the world map, then she could be free to have a new life. Not in America. It was doubtful any of them would ever be cleared of the traitor status. There were plenty of places across the world where she could live out her life in comfort. Away from him.


    She deserved a better life than this. It wasn’t fair to ask her to stay with him. They weren’t truly anything to each other. Need had put them together, but that didn’t mean they had to stay together. If Lillian wanted to strike out on her own, could he let her go? Would he?


    “Morning,” Carol said.


    Noah glanced up and his gaze landed on Lillian. Her lips curved into a smile. Her eyes were still heavy with sleep, and if he wasn’t mistaken she had lines from the sheets still on her cheek.


    “You made progress?” Carol asked.


    Andy was so in the zone he probably wasn’t hearing them.


    Noah tore his gaze off Lillian.


    “We got a passcode, but we don’t know how long it’ll be before they know we’re in. He’s setting us up with a back door and hopefully our own passcode.” Noah nodded at the computer tower on the end of the table he was working at. “When he’s done you can get started on that one.”


    Carol gaped at him. “How’d you get a passcode?”


    Both Carol and Lillian closed in on him from different sides.


    “Like, a two-authentication passcode?” Lillian asked.


    “Yup. Looks like our new friend really wants to be a friend.” Noah was beginning to understand how it could be true. He peered at Lillian out of the corner of his eye. If they took her, he’d do a lot to get her back. Stuff he wouldn’t be proud of.


    “Holy shit,” Lillian murmured.


    “Helping him out has to be a priority once we get a handle on what the next step is,” he said.


    Lillian nodded. “Of course.”


    “Were you briefed on our new friend?” Noah asked Carol.


    “The basics, which I’m guessing you know. They have his daughters.” Carol’s face creased in worry. “From the sound of it, they’ve had their eye on Demetrius for a while. If that’s the case, it’ll be documented. These people operate like we do.”


    “Babe?” Andy said. It was the first thing he’d spoken in over an hour.


    Carol walked away without another word.


    Lillian reached out and took Noah’s hand. “Have you gotten any sleep?”


    “No.”


    “Noah… You can’t keep pushing yourself. You need to rest. Both you and Andy. Lack of sleep leads to additional stress. Stress… You know that doesn’t do anything good to a person.” She tilted her head and squeezed his hand.


    “Don’t worry about me. You sleep okay?”


    “Okay.” She peered up at him through her lashes. “I kind of got used to having you around. It was weird sleeping alone.”


    Noah balled his hands into fists. Now wasn’t the time to push her up against the wall and kiss that pretty mouth of hers.


    “We’re starting the data scraping process,” Carol announced. “I need to find another monitor and keyboard for this tower.”


    Noah wanted her, but he couldn’t have her. “I think there’s one we can steal in that meeting room down the hall. I’ll get it.”


    They were getting somewhere, and with luck they’d end this. After that, he’d have to figure out how to let Lillian go. His career with the CIA was over. He’d be out from under the umbrella of their protection, which left him vulnerable to the enemies he’d stocked up on over the years. Out, working solo, he’d have a target on his back. She didn’t deserve to be in the crosshairs of his enemies because he was fucked up.


    …


    Lillian sat back, her mind mushy, and stared at the five-foot map pinned to the wall.


    Five computers were up scraping data. They’d gone through four logins and Andy was making more so that when their current credentials were shut down they could login with new ones and keep going. It was virtual whack-a-mole and for once they were winning.


    Unfortunately, the picture they were creating with the gathered intel was devastating.


    Initially, they’d assumed SICA’s reach mirrored the CIA’s, and then they discovered that SICA was imbedded in other global organizations as well. What they’d only been able to guess at were the resources SICA managed independently of every other intel agency.


    They were beginning to understand the size of the beast they were up against.


    Mitch and Irene crossed the room with a new set of printouts in hand.


    They’d developed a system.


    Andy kept their access going.


    The techs monitored the data they collected from SICA’s servers.


    Carol sorted the data into batches, finding the patterns and grouping them. When a batch got big enough, she sent a cumulative report to the printer.


    Mitch and Irene pored over that, making notes and highlighting, and when a new batch started printing they delivered what they’d worked on to Lillian.


    She gleaned data from those reports for key pieces, locations, numbers, and assembled it on their map. She had a knack for patterns, much like Carol. They’d both attended the CIA Academy, roomed together, and taken the same classes. It was their life experience that shaped that education. Where Carol had a hyper focus on government and espionage, Lillian had applied her knowledge in a more social context.


    “What’d you bring me?” She didn’t take her eyes off the map.


    Mitch handed the stack of pages to her. “These are all independent sites. Warehouses, I think.”


    Irene perched on the arm of Lillian’s chair. “They might match up—”


    “With the shipping records?” Lillian glanced at Irene. “I was wondering if we’d get something that filled in those holes.”


    “How’s our big picture looking?” Irene asked.


    “We’re getting some idea of their resources.” Lillian gestured at the board. “I’d say they have more physical holdings than manpower, which means they’re likely working with a lot of freelancers, people who don’t know who they’re working for. That might also give them some leeway with the people they lie to and tell them they’re the CIA or whatever other organization they’re impersonating.”


    Mitch tapped a red pin. “Which colors are what? Is red manpower?”


    “Yes, red where we know they have people. I can’t yet tell if those people are double agents working in another agency or if they’re dedicated SICA-only sites. We’re going to need help identifying which sites belong to whom.” Lillian pointed at the black pins. “Judging by their manpower, if we hit their resources their infrastructure could crumble. We’d have to be certain who these locations belong to, though. It’d be easy to create a worldwide incident if intel offices keep getting hit.”


    “Not to mention we’re the ones most likely to get blamed for it,” Mitch said.


    “There’s that, too.” By now Camilla, their family, and anyone who’d ever called Lillian a friend would have seen the news from the UK. She was an internationally wanted woman.


    “Should we warn Jesse and Kevin?” he asked.


    “Yeah. He’s probably already watching my sister, but let’s give him a heads up. Bring Kevin into the loop, too.”


    Jesse’s primary job had been her protection, with Carol’s half brother, Kevin, serving as backup. Right now the two men had no role in things, but Lillian figured the team would need them before all of this was over.


    “I like your plan,” Irene mused. “We know they’re brokering information to the highest bidder. If we knocked their legs out from under them and discredited their people, their intel would be worthless.”


    “That’s what I was thinking, but I’m not sure how we’d manage that.” Lillian knew more than anyone how perception could destroy a person.


    That was what the Matthews Corp was all about. They fixed situations, made the public see a person the way they wanted them to, and when that didn’t work they made a new truth.


    Not all of their clients were as squeaky clean as Secretary of State Grant. Lillian had worked with people who were one step away from being Satan in her book. She wasn’t always proud of the work she did, which was why Carol’s plea for help had appealed to her. Signing on to this group and this mission was the right thing to do. And it was costing her everything.


    If they succeeded, it would be worth it.


    Mitch, Irene and Lillian continued to stare at the map in silence.


    “Do you think…Mr. Grant could help?” She kept her voice low.


    “There’s a very good possibility,” Irene said.


    “Do we have a way of contacting him?” Lillian asked.


    “We do.”


    “I want to take a picture and send it to him. If we can eliminate some of these locations as agency offices we can get a better idea of their independent infrastructure. Once we know that, we could have a better grasp of where and how to hit them.” Lillian could feel the surge of momentum. Her idea wasn’t all that bad.


    “If we got some hacktivist on our side we could hit them from two ways,” Irene said.


    Lillian nodded. “Make people see the situation how we want them to.” This was her specialty. This was what she’d been groomed to do from the day her aunt carried her into the Matthews Corp office with Camilla and told them they were her heirs.


    “I smell fire. What are you cooking?” Noah ambled over and leaned on the other side of Lillian’s chair.


    She stood. “I think…I think we have a plan.” If they destroyed SICA’s reputation, they destroyed their wealth. Without money or intel, SICA was nothing.

  


  
    Chapter Nineteen


    Wednesday. White House, Washington, D.C.


    Dave Campbell kept his hands folded on the leather notebook in his lap and his eyes on the people.


    It wasn’t every day he got to visit a sitting president at the White House. Director Donovan’s death had created quite a stir. With any luck, they’d name Dave’s counterpart, a savvy woman with her eye on the director’s desk, as the next in line. He could only assume that today was about that, or any number of sensitive operations under Donovan’s purview that’d been shifted in the last few days.


    As of yet, Dave’s interaction with President Fowler was only during his days as a senator on the security committee. Dave had ensured he was cordial with the members, but never on a level that might be mistaken as friendship. He’d worked long and hard to attain his Assistant Director position, and he was content here. He had access to the people, resources, and intel necessary to do both jobs.


    A young woman approached him with a smile. “Mr. Campbell? President Fowler will see you now.”


    Dave pasted on a smile. “Wonderful.”


    He pushed to his feet and followed the woman to the door of the oval office.


    The young woman stepped aside at the last moment, letting Dave enter. “Mr. Campbell, sir.”


    President Fowler looked up from his desk, his glasses perched low on his nose. “Dave, good to see you.”


    “Mr. President, it’s good to see you.” Dave held out his hand.


    Fowler pulled the glasses off and set them on his desk. He stood and came to greet Dave with a firm handshake.


    “Sit down, please. We’ve got a lot we’d like to discuss with you.” Fowler gestured at the sofas where his Chief of Staff sat, a binder perched on one thigh.


    “Of course. I must admit, I’m not up to date on what this meeting is about. No one could tell me.” Dave eased down onto the sofa, his leather notebook in hand.


    Fowler settled across from him, those laser eyes focused on Dave.


    A lot of people liked to call Fowler a celebrity-like personality, but those people hadn’t been in a room alone with the man. Fowler was sharp and dangerous.


    The silence stretched on, each of them measuring the other.


    This wasn’t a typical meeting…


    Dave had a sneaking suspicion he was about to be blindsided. Did Fowler know? Did he suspect Dave knew the truth about his son’s activity? Where Mitch was?


    Fowler’s lips spread into a grin, and then he said the most terrifying words Dave had ever heard.


    “I want you to become the next Director of the CIA.”


    …


    Wednesday. Safe House, Hamburg, Germany.


    “Thank you, Mr. Secretary.” Lillian’s hands shook as she jotted down the final notes.


    “Do you know how you’re going to use this information?” His voice was a little distorted due to the heavy encryption, but it was still the Mr. Grant Lillian knew.


    “I believe we do, sir.” She’d thought the security summit was terrifying. This? It was a whole other level of scary.


    “Should you identify other members besides Hector Martinez, I would like to know.”


    “Of course, sir.”


    “Godspeed and good luck to you and your team, Ms. Matthews.”


    Her throat tightened. “Thank you, sir.”


    The line clicked and the call ended.


    She dropped the phone into her lap while her mind whirled.


    The pieces were falling into place.


    Everyone was waiting for her to change the color of the pins and formulate the plan. She was the hub, the one pulling it all together. Because that was her skill. She saw the big picture with clearer eyes.


    They were about to do something crazy, something that needed doing.


    She collected her notes and headed toward the door.


    When she’d begun this journey, it was something she could do from the safety of her home for the benefit of millions of people. The locations had changed, but the goals were still the same.


    Lillian exited the small room. Several of Brandon’s people waited in the hall. They weren’t doing closed-door things anymore. Every person with them was in, for personal or practical reasons, she didn’t know.


    She stepped foot in the long meeting room. Andy and Carol still manned the computers. Noah and the rest were poring over printouts. The rest paused what they were doing. She strode across to the map.


    They’d swapped out the green pins, choosing to hold those in reserve for this moment.


    She checked her notes, locating the first of four locations Mr. Grant had helped her identify besides the London location.


    Warsaw, Poland.


    Tel Aviv, Israel.


    Taipei, Taiwan.


    Toronto, Canada.


    Lillian faced the room.


    Brandon stood dead center, his gaze boring into her. They were doing this for people like Mol. Innocents. They were doing it for a safer tomorrow.


    “Through a process of elimination we now know these four high-activity locations are SICA hubs, likely larger than the warehouse in London, if we can trust the data we’re processing.” She stared around the room. “We know from shipping manifests these locations see a lot of equipment through them. Based on London, there’s no more than a dozen people stationed in each place, and half of those are noncombatants.”


    The room seemed to vibrate with an electric hum. They’d called on just about every team member to create plans, options, variants of plans, but they all came down to one thing.


    “First, Irene?” Lillian turned her head toward where Irene and Mitch were seated together. Andy had set up their remote member with access and a mission. “Was Rand successful in finding the children?”


    “He said he thinks he knows where they are,” Irene said.


    “Our assets in D.C. are en route to scope out the location,” Mitch said.


    Good.


    If this was going to work, they were probably going to need Demetrius again.


    “I propose we stay the course with the divide and conquer attack. If we discredit SICA, if we make their intel and resources worthless, we destroy them.” Lillian spread her hands. Her gaze landed on Noah. He nodded, as though he approved of her assessment. Without intel, an intel broker had nothing. Remove that, and SICA had no power.


    She gestured at three of the pins on the map. “Warsaw, Tel Aviv, and Taipei. Those are the three most valuable sites that give them access to Europe, the Middle East, and Asia. If we knock those legs out from under them, we concentrate their power in North America and bring the fight home to either their Canada location or D.C. Our experiences last year prove that they have a highly mobile office in the area.”


    “Three-prong attack?” Brandon asked.


    “Four, actually,” Lillian said. They hadn’t fully discussed this idea, but it made sense. “We’ve got access to their servers, but their security is too good. They know we’re in there and eventually they’ll end our access. But, we could weaken them. If we could organize a group, pay them if we have to, and target them.”


    “The journalist,” Mitch blurted.


    “What?” Lillian frowned.


    “The journalist Mitch and I have been keeping tabs on?” Irene gave Mitch a rather epic dose of side eye. “He keeps breaking these stories. Secrets too confidential for him to find out about. Mitch and I have a theory that he’s not just a journalist. We think he’s working with a group of hacktivists. And—he just ran a story this morning about Lillian being framed. I think he’s a fan.”


    “I saw that.” Lillian still wasn’t sure how she felt about the story. “How confident are you his sources are hackers?”


    “Even if they’re not, we could craft the perfect story.” Mitch shrugged. “Hack bait.”


    “It could work, if we have the people.” Noah glanced at Brandon.


    Brandon kept staring at Lillian.


    She knew he wanted blood and their covert methods weren’t going to offer the righteous redemption he wanted, but they had a job to do. A goal. And to do it, they needed him. She prayed Brandon understood that he’d still get blood, just not the blood he wanted.


    “Who gets what job?” Brandon asked.


    Lillian blew out a breath.


    He was listening.


    “You, Noah, and Andy divide the men we have between the Warsaw and Tel Aviv site. We’ll need to hire backup for Rand to get to Taipei—”


    “I’ve got some guys cooling their heels in Hong Kong,” Brandon said.


    “Get them on a plane,” Lillian said. Was this actually falling into place? “While we have access to their systems, we can turn off surveillance, see what their manpower is—we’ve got an insider’s view on what they know. That means we have a window. Andy, how long?”


    “At the rate they’re going, twenty-four hours?” He shrugged.


    “That means we have to act fast.” Lillian focused on Mitch and Irene. “The four of us can handle the journalist and run backup on the go.”


    “It sounds like we need to have started moving yesterday,” Brandon said.


    “Yeah. Pretty much.” Lillian nodded.


    “Well, are we taking a vote on this plan, or what?” he asked.


    “I think we just did.” Noah stood, his gaze on her. She could tell he didn’t like this plan, but the truth was she’d slow him down in a tactical situation. What services she had to offer were better used elsewhere.


    …


    Noah shut the suite door. Lillian’s bag was packed and sitting ready to go. He stared at the black duffle and grit his teeth.


    He hadn’t expected her to stay with him even if that was what he wanted. And yet, he’d thought they would have more time. This was for the best.


    “Hey, there you are. You disappeared on me.” Lillian emerged from the bedroom. She’d changed clothes, put on makeup, and even done her hair. The glasses were in place, giving her a whole new kind of hipster look she pulled off rather well.


    “Ready to go?” he asked.


    She stopped abruptly a few feet away, the corners of her mouth curved into a frown.


    “In a little bit. We’re going to take the train to Berlin.” She slid her hands into her back pockets. “I kind of wish I was going with you, but I’d only slow you down…”


    “I doubt that.” He remained where he was, a chasm of space between them in all of four feet.


    “Don’t do that.” She took another step closer and smacked his arm. “Hug me now.”


    “I wasn’t doing anything.” He still wrapped his arms around her. Lillian’s nearness soothed his frayed edges.


    “You’re doing that guy thing.” Lillian laid her head on his shoulder.


    “What guy thing?”


    “You’re being all cool about this when you don’t want to be apart any more than I do.” She peered up at him.


    Busted.


    Who was the spy here?


    “I’ll be back. It’s just for a few days.”


    “I know that.” A lot could happen in a few days. If they somehow ended this, he’d be the one doing the disappearing. He was burned with the CIA. Too many people wanted him dead.


    She leaned back and looked at him. “You’re going to be wherever we agree to meet up after this, aren’t you?”


    He just needed to say yes.


    A lump lodged in his throat.


    The lie was stuck, he couldn’t get it out.


    She jabbed at his chest with a finger. “Don’t.”


    “I didn’t do anything.”


    “Whatever you think you’re going to do, don’t do it. Meet me when we regroup. It’s that or I’m going with you to Poland.”


    “You can’t go with us to Poland.” Even knowing the numbers they were up against, he still thought this was a suicide mission.


    “Then promise me you’ll come back.” She squeezed his waist.


    “Lily—”


    “Don’t Lily me.”


    Noah had withstood torture, interrogation, and worse. But he was no match for her. Lillian Matthews had a direct line past his defenses to the core of him and he could no more deny her than he could tell his heart to stop beating.


    She lifted up on tiptoes and kissed him, a gentle meeting of lips that sealed his fate.


    When this op was done, he would find her. He couldn’t stay. But he’d return to her because she demanded it. He pressed his forehead to hers.


    “I’ll see you after this?” she asked.


    “Damn it. Yes.”


    She let go of him, the frown gone. “Don’t sound so happy about it.”


    Her eyes twinkled and her smile belied the weight she carried.


    “What’s your plan for when you get to Berlin?” he asked.


    “We’ll convince the journalist to listen to us. Run the story. Tomorrow night, we’ll do it.”


    Do it.


    Two small words that didn’t encompass the whole of what they were about to attempt. Cutting off the legs of an international spy organization would not be that easy, but if she wanted to believe it was he wouldn’t burst her bubble.


    “What happens if things go wrong?” he asked.


    “Carol has a place we’ll go.”


    “What if Carol is captured? What’ll you do then?”


    “I…”


    Fuck.


    Their plans had so many holes.


    “I know a guy who can help you if you’re in trouble, but he’ll only help one person at a time. He doesn’t do groups, couples, families. Says it’s too risky. I need you to memorize a number. You can’t write it down.”


    She nodded. “Okay.” No argument or push back. She had to know this was bad.


    Noah finished helping her pack her small bag while drilling the number into her head. He would have liked to have spent the time talking—or doing—other things, but if she had to run and her life depended on it, this number could save her life. It was the only thing he could do to protect her from a distance.


    “I think I’ve got it forward and backward,” she finally said.


    “One more time?” he asked.


    “Noah.” She groaned and sat on the sofa.


    “Just one more time?” He circled to stand in front of her.


    She took his hand in hers and tugged.


    He remained standing.


    “If you sit I will,” she said.


    Lillian drove a hard bargain.


    He perched on the cushion next to her and she leaned against his shoulder, reciting the number again.


    Neither of them spoke after that. They sat there, in silence, holding hands.


    He had to believe that she’d survive this. That if no one else made it, Lillian would. He had to have faith.


    “Noah?” She turned toward him.


    “Hmm?”


    A sharp knock cut off whatever she was going to say.


    “Lillian? We need to leave,” Carol said through the door.


    It was time.


    He had to let go, and all he wanted to do was hold on tighter.


    …


    Wednesday. Berlin, Germany.


    Lillian had knots in her neck and shoulders. Holding her head up made her muscles ache. She shouldn’t have passed out on the train like she had, but there was no fixing that now. She concentrated on putting one foot in front of the other.


    Her boots were the one saving grace about this whole circus. They were comfortable, had held up to everything, and kept her warm. She couldn’t imagine what she’d do if she hadn’t had the presence of mind to grab them. Any other shoe and she’d be hobbling, barely able to take a step after so much walking.


    “How you holding up?” Carol asked, her voice pitched low.


    They were just about the only pedestrians on the street at this hour. It was so late it was early.


    “Okay. You?” Lillian kept her gaze on the corner ahead where Irene and Mitch had disappeared earlier.


    “Good. Nervous, I guess. I don’t spend a lot of time away from Andy.”


    “You’re newlyweds. Isn’t that normal?”


    Carol chuckled.


    They slowed their stride as they approached the corner.


    The sidewalk was barren, not a soul in sight.


    Lillian glanced at Carol.


    Irene and Mitch must have made it inside.


    Lillian and Carol kept their easy pace. The buildings here were old, but not ancient. Shops lined the street, while the upper floors were no doubt apartments. Most windows were open, taking advantage of the warm spell, no doubt.


    They crossed an alley and Carol turned toward a frosted glass door. A crushed soda can wedged it open. She pulled it and Lillian ducked in.


    She still thought she and Carol should have gone first. People might remember Irene or Mitch, but the two senior agents had insisted based on the breaking and entering nature of what they were doing. Lillian couldn’t argue. Those weren’t her skills and Carol couldn’t do everything on her own.


    “Oh, stairs.” Carol sighed. “I miss elevators everywhere.”


    “Modern conveniences, how spoiled they make us.”


    “Noah seemed sad you were going.” Carol dropped that statement as casually as if she’d commented on the weather.


    Lillian peered behind them, doing her part of watching their rear. “Yeah, well, he’s grown on me, too.”


    “Like a fungus?” Carol hugged the wall, her eyes fixed on the upper floors.


    “Ha-ha, Ms. I Married My Kidnapper.”


    “He did give me flowers.”


    “Oh, and that makes it okay?” Lillian paused on the landing and listened.


    “He was persuasive,” Carol whispered.


    They lapsed into silence, slowly climbing to the fourth-floor landing. Lillian remained a few stairs below, peering down.


    “They’re in,” Carol said over her shoulder.


    Lillian nodded and followed Carol down the hall to an apartment door standing open. The interior was dim, the curtains drawn.


    Mitch knelt on a sofa, his arms around another man, one hand over his mouth while Irene had her gun trained on him.


    “Ladies, meet Mr. Jonas Weber. He’s going to help us,” Irene said.


    Jonas held up his hands. He must have been dozing on the sofa in his boxers when the others broke in. He was of medium build, younger than Lillian had expected, and definitely not a fighter.


    “Jonas?” Lillian took a step forward and pulled her glasses off her face. “Do you know who I am?”


    The man stared at her for several moments. The fear was giving way to something else.


    They had him.


    After what he’d written about her following the London disaster she’d been fairly certain he’d take the bait. It was just a matter of seeing him face to face.


    “Take your hand off his mouth,” she said to Mitch.


    “You’re Lillian Matthews,” the man said. His English was good, though heavily accented.


    “I am.” Lillian wiped her palms on her jeans. Her identity was now part of this. There was no out now. “I saw your article. That one got hidden, didn’t it? You were right, though. I was framed, and now you have two options. You can listen to what my friends and I have to propose to you. Or, one of these two will kill you. The people who framed me are dangerous.”


    Jonas held up a single finger. “Option one.”


    “That’s nice.” Lillian smiled. “My friend is going to let you go now. Don’t do anything stupid, okay?”


    Mitch released the man and stood, putting Jonas at a height disadvantage. Not to mention he was the only person in the room unarmed.


    Jonas glanced at Irene, then Mitch. Jonas blinked a few times, kind of like an owl just waking up.


    “What do you want?” Jonas asked.


    “Eyes this way, please,” Lillian snapped. Carol was as of yet out of the limelight. They needed her to stay that way for as long as possible if this plan didn’t work out. “I want to give you a story to run tomorrow.”


    “About what? Who really killed all those people?” Jonas sat forward.


    “Yes. I know who was behind the attack.” She grabbed the rolling desk chair and sat across from Jonas. The others had faded from this conversation. It might as well just be her and Jonas. “What if I were to tell you there is a group using secrets for profit?”


    “You mean, SICA? You aren’t part of them, are you?”


    Lillian struggled to control her reaction.


    He knew?


    How?


    “Who is your source? How do you know about them?” Irene’s questions and gun carried a demand for answers.


    Jonas flinched. “I don’t have a source.”


    “Who?” Irene demanded.


    “Irene.” Lillian held up her hand, her gaze still on Jonas. “What is your source, Jonas?”


    “Dubster,” he blurted.


    Now Lillian gaped at the man, unable to control her surprise.


    No one else spoke.


    She sat back in her chair and shook her head.


    No wonder Jonas hadn’t needed time to research her.


    “For the peanut gallery, what is Dubster?” Carol asked.


    “They’re a hacktivist group who ruined the lives of one of my clients,” Lillian answered. “They accused him of all kinds of salacious things. Turns out, it wasn’t our client who did those things. It was his brother, but after the shit storm Dubster created, the court of public opinion hanged him, and six months later he was divorced, jobless, and committed suicide.” She glared at Jonas when he opened his mouth. She didn’t want to hear his excuses. “Dubster does out a lot of bad people, but they don’t have anyone checking their intel. They aren’t held accountable for the mistakes they make when innocent people get hurt.”


    Jonas was visibly sweating now. “We tried to fix it.”


    “We?” Irene said.


    Jonas’s eyes went wide.


    Lillian couldn’t look at Jonas without wanting to do something. And here she’d worried they were putting a good man at risk. She clearly needn’t have been concerned. “He doesn’t have a credible source. He’s a hacker. He’s part of Dubster. Everything he reports is based on stolen intel. You can’t verify any of it. What do you want to bet he only gets half the damn story sometimes?” she fumed. “You know, that makes a whole lot of sense. You find a crumb, decide you know the truth and run with it. You don’t care if you ruin people’s lives, do you?”


    “There are checks in place now,” Jonas said.


    She glared at him. “Will those bring an innocent man back from death?”


    “No… We—all of us—we’re sorry.”


    “That’s not good enough.” Lillian grit her teeth and tried to settle her emotions. She could be angry later. Right now she had to think about the living. “I’m going to give you intel. You’re going to write a story. And tomorrow you’ll ensure it’s run first thing on the digital edition, understand?”


    One right wouldn’t fix the wrong, but at least it was a right.


    …


    Thursday. SICA Site, Warsaw, Poland.


    Noah stared at the old stone church bathed in golden light. How many people passed by on a daily basis appreciating the beauty without looking deeper?


    His gaze went to the cameras mounted on the surrounding buildings, all of which were aimed at the church. He multiplied those by three for the ones he couldn’t see. The windows were equipped with sensors. All of the entry points would set off an alarm if not properly opened.


    They weren’t going to have as easy of an entry this time around, that was for sure.


    “What time is it in Berlin?” Brandon asked. They’d divided their men up into teams of two around the site and put each in a rental to sit and watch. Noah had opted to stick with Brandon to keep him from fucking things up.


    “Seriously?” Noah glanced at the other man.


    “I walked into that one, didn’t I?” Brandon winced.


    “Yeah, I’d say you did.”


    Berlin and Warsaw were in the same damn time zone. They’d covered that when everyone synched their watches.


    Lillian was likely looking at the same sun rising on a similarly clear day.


    He hoped that when this was done, she could find some place in this world. If he was being honest, he selfishly wanted it to be with him. Noah had never minded his routine, the life he lived or what he had to do until she was thrust into his path. She’d been a road bump at first, curious and out of place. But now she belonged to him and he didn’t want to give her up.


    Not being able to see her or talk to her made his insides knot up. Anything could happen, and he was hours away.


    He couldn’t keep thinking about that or else he’d abandon Brandon and his men in favor of going after Lillian. Who did not need his help.


    Brandon took out his phone and swiped at the screen.


    “What are you doing?” Noah asked.


    “None of your business.”


    Brandon’s tone sent off warning bells.


    “What the hell are you doing?” Noah asked slowly. He’d kill Brandon right now without blinking if he was doing something stupid.


    “Nothing.” He shoved the phone back in his pocket.


    “Are you calling the baby? The grandma? Because I thought the whole point was for them to disappear.” Noah shifted. He could pull his weapon, but would he be faster than Brandon?


    Brandon stared out the window. “No.”


    “Who?”


    “Her voicemail.”


    Noah didn’t have to ask who her was.


    “Are you fucking serious?” He couldn’t believe the stupidity of that statement.


    “My phone is encrypted.”


    “A good hacker can break it with the right tools. These people are going to have those tools. What the hell are you thinking?” He looked up and down the street.


    If Noah were the CIA, he’d sure as hell have someone like Mol’s phone tapped to try to find her missing baby daddy. It stood to reason SICA would as well, and if they’d broken the encryption on Brandon’s, he could be telegraphing exactly where they were.


    “We need to back off.” Noah started the van. “Tell the others to move back a couple blocks, one vehicle every fifteen to twenty minutes, rotating.”


    “You’re overreacting.”


    “And you’re not taking this seriously. They could get Lillian next. Or maybe they’d figure out where Brandon Jr. is and kill him. Did you think about that? They break the encryption on your phone and we’re all fucked.”


    Noah glanced at the digital clock on the dashboard.


    In the next hour, Rand would check in from Taipei. Andy’s team in Tel Aviv was already on the ground, but they were not yet in place. Jesse and Kevin were staking out the house with the children inside. Noah could reach out to Andy first, let him feel this hiccup out. With any luck, they weren’t in danger, but Noah couldn’t risk it. Not with the news article about to drop and Lillian so far from him.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty


    Thursday. London, United Kingdom.


    “Wake up.”


    That voice brought Hector out of a deep, sound sleep. A churning dread in his stomach had him thinking about the gun holstered on his hip. He stared at the dark figure standing over him.


    “What?” Hector sat up and took a quick inventory of his person. He hadn’t even bothered to take his shoes or weapon off before passing out.


    “They found her,” Demetrius said.


    “Her? Which one?”


    “The brunette.”


    Hector pushed to his feet.


    They needed a break. They’d been one step behind these people since he’d tasked his best asset with the hit.


    “Where is she? Is the man with her?”


    “Germany. No idea.”


    They entered the main room. With their now limited resources, they’d condensed everything to one space and focus. The tech team on loan from Warsaw sat in a line, hardly even glancing from their screens.


    Demetrius picked up a sheet of paper from a printer.


    “They got this at a train station last night in Hamburg.” He handed it to Hector. “Only thing leaving in that window was to Berlin.”


    “Is this the only frame we have of her?” Hector squinted at the image. It wasn’t great.


    A woman wearing a knit cap and glasses had her head turned to her left. The camera had captured her perfectly. And still, he wasn’t entirely certain it was Lillian. With the poor quality of the image, it could be her, and it could be another woman. Facial recognition wouldn’t be reliable at this image resolution.


    “You’re going to want to see this,” the tech at the end of the line said. The man’s voice vibrated with a note Hector didn’t like.


    “What?” Hector crossed the room and leaned over the man’s shoulder.


    “A German newspaper just published this in their digital edition.”


    The headline was a bold smack in the face.


    Secret Intel Agency Could Bring World to Knees


    Fuck.


    That wasn’t good, but it told them one thing.


    “Pack up. We’re going to Berlin,” Hector said.


    …


    Thursday. Berlin, Germany.


    Hector strolled between the desks following the receptionist. The open room full of journalists was abuzz with activity. Probably from their sky-high ratings. The story one Jonas Weber had run this morning was bringing in all kinds of attention.


    Jonas Weber was a name Hector had heard before, prior to being recruited by SICA. Jonas had a way of breaking a story he should have no way of knowing. Which meant he had a source. Someone who did a lot of talking. And Hector was going to find out who.


    “Here he is,” the woman said in heavily-accented English. She gestured at a young, skinny man with curly hair.


    Jonas paused in buttoning up his tweed coat. He dressed like a man thirty years older than he was.


    “I’m sorry, I’m on my way out,” he said.


    “Do you have five minutes?” Hector pulled his hands out of his pockets, the tracking device on the pad of his index finger. “Mason Clark, The Sun.”


    Jonas placed his hand in Hector’s and gave it a brief squeeze.


    “I’m sorry, Mr. Clark, I can’t stay.” Jonas slung his bag over his head.


    “When will you be in?”


    “Next week?”


    The boy was going to run. He knew the heat was on.


    “I’ll be in touch.” Hector reached out and gave Jonas’s shoulder a squeeze. He slid his index finger up under the collar of his coat. The adhesive on the tracker stuck, and it slid off his finger.


    “Very sorry, Mr. Clark.”


    Jonas nodded at Hector as he slid by, making a hasty exit.


    With any luck, Jonas Weber would lead Hector to Lillian Matthews and the rest.


    They’d fucked up, and Hector would benefit from it.


    …


    The sun dipped toward the horizon.


    Lillian gulped down her hundredth coffee of the day. She placed the empty cup in the stack of the car’s cup holder and settled in to wait a while longer.


    “He’s not going to show.” Mitch tapped his knee.


    “He’s going to show,” Lillian said. She had to believe something would go right.


    “What reason does he have to trust us?” Mitch looked her way. It was just the two of them. Irene and Carol had found a coffee shop to set up at for a few hours so they could keep tabs on their other teams.


    “It’s not about trust. Why did you join the CIA?” Lillian asked.


    “To get away from my dad.” He didn’t even hesitate.


    She blinked at him. “Oh.”


    “I know most people join for altruistic reasons, and those are nice, but I figured this job was the best way for my dad to forget I was alive.”


    “You don’t like him?” Lillian had always gotten the impression that President Fowler was the one politician everyone could like.


    Mitch scratched at his beard. “He’s not always the guy on TV.”


    “What do you think about…how he’s handled this?”


    “I expected it.” He glanced at her. “Dad does what’s best for himself. He’s not on anyone’s side in this, and that’s what people don’t see about him. When he does burn people, they don’t say anything about it because, like you said, everyone likes him. That doesn’t answer my question about Jonas.”


    “Jonas is motivated by what he feels is a higher calling. It’s why he’s a journalist. It’s why he hacks. We couldn’t lose him if we tried.”


    Mitch pulled out his phone again.


    “The Times is running a piece discussing Jonas’s story,” he said.


    Lillian gulped.


    They’d spoon-fed Jonas partial truths, laying out the big, scary group that was SICA and giving him enough details to make the story believable. With any luck, Hector and his friends were buzzing about the news and not paying as much attention to what was going on in the immediate vicinity of their operational sites.


    She sat up. “There.”


    Jonas stepped out of the glass doors leading into his work office. He looked up and down the street.


    This was the moment of truth.


    He knew where they’d be waiting.


    Jonas peered away from them once more.


    “He’s going to run.” Mitch reached for his gun.


    “Wait.”


    Jonas strode toward them.


    She blew out a breath and grabbed Mitch’s cell phone from him.


    Jonas slid into the back seat of their car, peering back the way he’d come.


    “We need to leave now,” he said.


    “On it.” Mitch hit the accelerator, shifted, and they shot forward into traffic.


    “What’s wrong?” Lillian twisted to look at him.


    “Too many people asking too many questions. Doesn’t feel right.” He twisted to stare over his shoulder.


    “You’re okay.” She said that statement as much for his benefit as hers.


    “One problem,” he said.


    “What?”


    “Dubster wants to run a hack tonight.”


    “And that’s a bad thing? On who?”


    “We identified a location in Canada we believe belongs to them. The others, they want to hit it. Tonight. In person. Soon.”


    Lillian glanced at Mitch.


    “Dubster is here?” she asked.


    “No, but this hack…they want people to be there I-R-L. We’ve been watching this group, keeping tabs on them. Every time we think someone’s about to take them down…”


    “They die.” Lillian stared at a spot on the floor. “I have a question.”


    “What?”


    “What do you think SICA means?” It was the one thing Lillian hadn’t been able to make headway on.


    “Oh, well.” Jonas pushed his glasses up his nose. “We all have our theories. I think they’re initials—”


    Mitch spoke over them. “Can we compare notes later?”


    “Sorry,” Lillian muttered.


    “Jonas, any chance your guys would accept some assistance with the hack?” Mitch asked. “The more shit we throw at them, the better.”


    Meaning, the more they could distract SICA the safer Noah and the others would be.


    “I thought you’d say that.” Jonas sighed and opened his bulging bag. “I can’t just walk the four of you in. Not everyone believes that you two aren’t involved with the Paris and London attacks,” Jonas said.


    “Convince them,” Mitch replied in a tone of steel.


    Lillian clamped her lips shut and shot off a text to warn Carol and Irene their plans had changed. Lillian didn’t have good feelings about this, but if it kept Noah safe and helped the others, she’d do whatever it took.


    “Most people who come wear masks.” Jonas pulled five plastic masks out of his bag.


    “You have got to be kidding me.” Mitch groaned. “Halloween masks?”


    “They want to protect their identities. Everyone will be wearing these.” Jonas patted the masks. “I can pass you off as a few people who I know are off-grid for a while. I could say you’re them.”


    “I’m not going to be the bunny,” Mitch said.


    “You can’t be the white rabbit. I’m the white rabbit.” Jonas scowled at the back of Mitch’s head.


    “You?” Lillian whirled, glaring at the man.


    Jonas held his hands up. “I told you that we—”


    “We? You mean you. It was one member who took responsibility for outing my client. The White Rabbit.”


    “Lillian,” Mitch said, a warning in his voice.


    She’d been angry before, but this was far worse. She held up her hand. “I need a minute. Just give me a minute.”


    The professional side of her brain said she needed to compartmentalize. She couldn’t do the job and be angry. She worked with people she despised often enough. The difference was that she’d taken that one job personally. When it came to the truly good people, it was hard to not want to bleed for them. But if she let her anger get the best of her, a lot more people could die.


    Including Noah. Carol. Andy. All the people Lillian had come to care about. She couldn’t save the dead, but she could do something for the living.


    She drew in a deep breath and imagined her sister’s silly routine about blowing out the anger.


    Deep down, under it all, Lillian could appreciate most of what hacktivist groups did. There were glaring, dark holes of humanity that should be taken to task, exposed, gotten rid of. But there had to be lines. Checks. Balances. Otherwise they were no different from the bad guys they went after.


    It was like what they were doing now. Yes, Lillian and the others were operating outside the law much of the time, but it was for a good cause. What separated them from a group like Dubster was that Lillian had limits. Lines she wouldn’t cross. She believed in the inherent good of the system, while Dubster couldn’t be bothered to do a simple background check to ensure they had the right guy.


    “I feel horrible about it,” Jonas said.


    “At least you still get to feel.” Lillian turned her back on the man. This wasn’t about her client. This was about right, wrong, and justice.


    Jonas would never pay for what he’d done.


    He leaned forward, his fingers brushing her arm. “I—”


    “I don’t want to hear whatever you’ve done to make yourself feel better about this. Dubster isn’t the good guy here. Let’s focus on tonight. Is there some sort of hacker test? Club shake?” she asked.


    “They’ll expect you to help. There’s always people who miss out on the hack because they took a piss at the wrong time. Unless you’re all hackers?”


    “One of us qualifies,” Mitch said.


    Carol.


    Andy must have trained her. Carol had always been rather brilliant at everything. If Lillian wasn’t used to her perfect sister she might have found Carol’s abilities annoying. Instead, they were endearing and might just save their skin.


    “We shouldn’t all go inside. Two of us will go in, Irene and I will be outside as security,” Mitch said.


    Lillian’s eyes went wide. Did Mitch think she could magically learn what the hell she was doing in a matter of hours?


    “Hold the rest of the chitchat. I’d like to repeat as little as possible.” Mitch pulled over at the curb outside of a café. Two women exited and headed straight for their car.


    The knowledge that she had to beg help from the same hacker who’d ruined a good man’s life made her sick. Up until now, she’d dealt with good people. The safe house in London was the closest to the other side as she’d gotten. If this went on, she had a sinking feeling it would become routine. What would that do to her? At some point, Jonas must have had firmer morals. His journalism would demand it. So where had he ventured off the path? When had he gone from reporting events to creating them?


    Lillian slouched down in her seat as the others piled in. Mitch, with Jonas’s help, updated the other two. No one mentioned the others. They were going to have to be very careful what they said around him from here on out.


    “I can help,” Carol said, confirming Lillian’s suspicions. “We’ll work out the rest as we go. Plus, I might be able to bypass their security faster. I know their systems and how they’re set up because I’ve been in their stuff before.”


    Jonas gaped at her. “You have?”


    “How much time do we have until this hack?” Mitch asked.


    “None. We need to go now,” Jonas said.


    Lillian looked at Mitch.


    That wasn’t good.


    “Where are we going?” Mitch asked.


    Jonas gave Mitch the address and in moments they were whizzing through the city.


    This was not the plan. It could be a better plan, but deviating made her nervous.


    Lillian wanted to reach out to Noah, see how he was doing, if their plans were holding up. She couldn’t ask Carol or Irene for news without alerting Jonas to the fact that they had more going on than an exposé on a secret organization. They’d agreed in the beginning to keep Jonas in the dark and only tell him what was necessary to sell their story. So far he hadn’t asked deeper questions, but that was likely out of fear. Before much longer he’d begin thinking of questions. When that started, she wasn’t sure what they’d do.


    Dubster was a sizeable hacktivist group. They could do a lot of damage if they decided Lillian, Mitch, or the others were appropriate targets. With any luck, today’s news story would put them off their group of patriots for a while. She had no illusions about the future.


    “That’s it. Up there.” Jonas pointed at a building that looked like every other brick facade on the street.


    Mitch took the next right, then another.


    “Where are you going?” Jonas demanded.


    “My friends and I need to have a chat,” Mitch said.


    He pulled the car into a sheltered parking spot partially hidden by an overflowing dumpster. Irene and Carol got out while Mitch cranked up the radio.


    “Enjoy the music,” he yelled over the blaring pop tune.


    Lillian pushed her door open and got out, following the other’s lead.


    Jonas sat in the back, a frown etched deeply onto his face.


    “What the hell are we doing?” Irene asked.


    “Carol and Lillian are going to go be hackers.” Mitch nodded at Irene. “You and I are going to watch the building and coordinate with the others. If we can time the hack just before our guys hit, SICA won’t know what’s coming.”


    “Did everyone make it to their site? Are things going well?” Lillian was desperate for some news after a whole day away from Noah.


    Irene grimaced. “Well enough.”


    “Brandon has been calling Mol’s cell phone. We don’t know who has that or if they can trace his encrypted call,” Carol said.


    Shit.


    And Brandon was with Noah.


    If he fucked up, it could be Noah who died.


    Carol reached out and squeezed Lillian’s hand. “Don’t think about what could go wrong.”


    Easier said than done.


    …


    Lillian peered through the narrow eyeholes at the cavern-like room. It was crowded with people. Many more than she’d thought could possibly attend. And there were easily a dozen other people wearing the Guy Fawkes mask. Blending in wasn’t a problem.


    Carol kept a tight grip on her hand, guiding her around the outer perimeter of the room.


    “Do you see him?” she asked.


    “No.” Lillian glanced over her shoulder.


    Jonas had disappeared the moment they’d been admitted through the doors. What were the chances he was ratting them out?


    Her gut said he wouldn’t.


    He’d been far too invested while questioning her and drafting his story. She’d successfully sold him on that version of the truth.


    “Sit here.” Carol approached two computer terminals set up at the end of a row.


    “Can you see in that thing?” Lillian was more than a little jealous of Carol’s red and white fox mask that only covered half her face.


    “Enough, but I don’t have to see a lot to be okay. Mint?” Carol pulled a small tin out of her pocket and passed it to Lillian under the table. The loud music effectively prevented anyone from listening to them without being obvious.


    Lillian took both a mint and the tiny wireless earpiece concealed in the tin. She ran her fingers through her hair, covertly fitting the comm in her ear.


    With any luck, they’d be able to maintain constant communication with those outside. The comms were some crazy high-tech toys of Andy’s design that allowed for not just conversation, but tracking as well.


    All around them the crowd started to cheer.


    Lillian and Carol twisted around to get a view of a large digital countdown ticking off seconds over their head.


    “Five minutes,” Lillian whispered.


    “You guys hear that?” Carol asked.


    Lillian frowned. There wasn’t anything going through the earpiece.


    Carol stared at the monitor in front of her. “They must be blocking all wireless signals. I bet all these desktops are hardwired into a LAN line.”


    “You do this, I’ll run outside and tell the others.” She didn’t wait for Carol to agree to the plan. Lillian got up and strode toward the door. This was something she could do. They needed to coordinate timing with the hack and hits as much as possible. Maximum impact.


    A trio of guys leaned against a pub height table, their masks lifted toward the screen. On the table behind them was a pack of cigarettes and a lighter. Lillian hadn’t smoked a day in her life, but she’d take any excuse she could get.


    She grabbed the pack and kept walking, straight for the door.


    The man standing watch let her out without a word.


    She strode to the corner at the intersection of two streets, tapping the pack of smokes in her palm. She kept the mask in place, though she had to look rather silly standing on an empty street by herself looking like Guy Fawkes.


    “Anyone hear me? Anyone at all?” she whispered.


    “I read you,” Mitch said.


    “Carol says they must be blocking wireless signals. We can’t hear you inside. The countdown to the hack has started. It had less than five minutes on it when I came outside.”


    “Good, because Jesse and Kevin are going in now. The others are gearing up.”


    “Okay. I’m going back inside. I’ll let you know when it’s over.” Lillian shoved the pack of cigarettes in her pocket and headed toward the door.


    “Tell Carol good luck,” Irene said.


    Lillian didn’t respond.


    She strode toward the door. The doorman didn’t even ask her a question this time which was good since Jonas had spoken for them. She kept her head down and rejoined Carol on the far side of the room.


    The clock had less than two minutes.


    “Jesse and Kevin are a go. The others are on deck,” she whispered.


    “Perfect. I’ve got myself set up. I’m going to target their security hub. Andy and I have avoided it because that would mean telling them we’re there. This?” Carol glanced up at the rest of the room. “This won’t be quiet.”


    “What do you think you’ll be able to do?”


    “With any luck? Take out their security network. From what I could see, all cameras are routed through the system to allow for a central hub to act as a backup watchdog. If we can take that out, the sites will just have the people on the ground. My hope is that they’ll be too busy to pay much attention. Even for a minute. That would be enough to throw them for a loop. Give us an edge.”


    The final minute went up on the wall.


    Every person in the building hunched over a keyboard.


    “Just tap the keys,” Carol whispered.


    Lillian put her hands on the keyboard.


    The hum of energy reverberating through the place had even her insides all twisted up and excited.


    Someone yelled from up over their heads.


    Three people in white rabbit masks stood at a railing, hands up.


    There wasn’t just one White Rabbit? Or was there?


    The room began to chant with them, counting down the final ten seconds.


    At the last moment, the rabbits sat, their heads hunched.


    The sound of hundreds of fingers pounding keyboards drowned out even the ambient noise. Lillian mashed keys, erased what she’d written, all while watching Carol’s hands fly. Lillian wasn’t really participating and it was still a rush.


    “We’re in,” Carol said. “Dubster has some sort of structure. Like they’ve planned this. I’m on my own.”


    “Is that a good thing?”


    “It’s fine. No one to get in my way.”


    “When did you get so sassy?”


    Carol merely grinned.


    Lillian stared around the room. Everyone else was tuned into their machine. No other soul was looking around like she was. She’d never been more out of place than she was now. Was this a skill she’d need to master? Was this the next step of her life?


    “In. They’re too overloaded to bother with me.” Carol’s fingers seemed to fly faster.


    It was working.


    For once they were winning at something in this war.


    A loud bang had Lillian flinching. She ducked her head.


    What the hell was going on?


    “Hands in the air,” a man yelled in English. His command was punctuated with a blast of gunfire.


    Her stomach knotted up.


    There was no reason for an American to be here…


    Unless they were with SICA.


    All at once the room erupted. No one froze, they moved. The people at the terminals to Lillian’s right sprinted around the table, running into Lillian. She fell out of the chair, hit the floor, and rolled.


    Carol’s chair was empty.


    Lillian had to get out of here.


    She crawled on her hands and knees up the center of the tables. The cords were so neatly bound that they provided her a clear path of escape. At least from one side of the building. Screams and gunfire reverberated off the brick and metal structure until all she could hear were cries for help.


    She reached the end of the table and peered toward the open door.


    Two people darted out of it.


    A group of men in black had a whole group lined up against the wall.


    A man’s scream from above had her hunching.


    A white rabbit mask fell to the concrete, the white faux fur splattered with red.


    She was wanted across several countries. If anyone caught her, she’d be dead. There would be no rescue, no seeing this through. They’d kill her. She had to get out.


    Lillian gathered her legs under her and focused on the doors. She slid her hand up, gripping the edge of the table.


    “Don’t move.”


    …


    Thursday. SICA Site, Warsaw, Poland.


    Noah stared at the SICA site, the old church spires reaching up to pierce the night sky. It seemed fitting that an organization like SICA, who pulled strings like some malevolent god, would choose this location as their headquarters.


    “Berlin should be a go any minute now,” Brandon said, his voice echoing through Noah’s earpiece.


    They had four teams of two stationed around the old church to keep an eye on all exits. Not a soul or a light had stirred inside for hours. For all they knew, the building was empty.


    “We stick to the plan.” Noah glanced at Brandon. “Team two, join us at the front of the building in five. Team three and four, you breach from the east side of the building.”


    One by one the other teams confirmed their part in the plan.


    Noah tapped his earpiece, temporarily muting the line, then reached over and jabbed Brandon in the ear.


    “Hey,” he snapped at Noah and batted his hand away.


    Noah leaned across the van to stare into Brandon’s eyes. “Tell me now you’re with us.”


    Brandon glared back. “Fuck you.”


    Noah kept staring.


    “I know the plan, asshole. Let’s go.” Brandon tapped his ear then checked the street.


    Noah hoped this wasn’t a mistake.


    “Street’s clear,” Brandon whispered.


    Noah stepped out, glancing up across the street toward the front of the church.


    He doubted this would be like London. They’d gotten lucky and hit the warehouse there while the tactical team had been attacking Brandon’s home base. Noah fully expected to run up against some serious firepower tonight.


    They might not all come out of it alive.


    Brandon fell into step with him. Bulky coats disguised their Kevlar vests and weapons to the untrained eye. They stuck close to the shadows, creeping closer to their staging point with team two.


    The other team waited in the cover of a telephone booth, mostly obscured from view.


    “Team three and four in position. Cameras are offline,” a man said via the headset.


    Noah squinted at the nearest SICA camera he’d identified earlier. Sure enough, the red recording light was off.


    “Berlin must be a success.” Noah shrugged out of the coat.


    The other men followed his lead.


    “Mission is a go,” Brandon said.


    The other two men moved forward, just like they’d discussed. The four of them jogged across the street, right up to the front doors of the church. The locks had been upgraded to a sophisticated electrical system.


    Noah hung back and watched the man in the lead pull the door open.


    They were in, and the SICA security was offline.


    Whatever the team in Berlin was doing, it had worked.


    “We’re in,” Noah whispered.


    “Team three and four, we’re in as well.”


    “First team to find the servers, send up a flare,” Brandon said. “Other than that, clean house.”


    Noah didn’t like this job, but he had to agree, they didn’t have the manpower to take prisoners and this cancer needed to be shut down. If that meant eliminating the bad guys, they’d do it.


    Team two moved forward into what had been the foyer.


    Noah clicked on the light attached to his rifle and lifted it, stepping into the building.


    The doors leading into what had once been the sanctuary remained shut. The interior of the building was pitch dark save for a security light off to the right down a hall. Another hall broke off to the left.


    Brandon caught his eye and signaled to the right. The building was big enough they’d have to divide and conquer.


    Noah nodded and turned left.


    Despite the age of the church, great care had gone into drywalling and sectioning it off into rooms. No doubt with security in mind. He wasn’t looking forward to discovering what other upgrades had been added besides the cameras and doors.


    At best guess they would have a few more moments before they were detected, either by an internal system still online or dumb luck.


    “Team two, entering the sanctuary.” The ancient doors creaked open.


    Noah kept his focus ahead of him, on the darkened hall, straining to hear even a hint of sound.


    He didn’t so much hear as sense a sudden shift.


    Something was wrong.


    “Get—”


    Gunfire cut off his words. Bullets ripped through the silence and blasted through the drywall.


    Noah hit the ground to the tune of men’s screams.


    “They’re in the main part of the building,” Brandon yelled from the other side of the foyer.


    “Team three and four, coming to assist!”


    Noah coughed drywall out of his lungs and pushed up. Red points of light slashed across the wall in front of him.


    Someone was coming down the hall.


    Distant gunfire reverberated through the building.


    He couldn’t count on the others coming to their aid.


    “Need help over here,” someone called out behind Noah.


    Noah flattened himself against the sanctuary wall and pointed the gun at chest height. Behind him Brandon and the others exchanged fire with whoever was inside the sanctuary.


    A short figure in black tactical gear crept around the corner.


    Noah fired, the bullet ripping up through the exposed flesh of the man’s neck. A second figure stumbled over the first. Noah fired again, but with less accuracy.


    The downed man swung his rifle around. Noah kicked it away and went to a knee, driving his gun into the man’s throat and firing.


    He peered down the hall.


    Two in either hall. Six in the main room. More in reserve to avoid being flanked.


    That’s what he’d do.


    “Brandon?” Noah bellowed.


    They were walking into a trap. He didn’t know how he knew it, but that was what his gut told him.


    “Fire in the hole,” Brandon yelled.


    Fuck.


    “Stop!” Noah pushed to his feet and sprinted the short distance to the foyer.


    “Go.” Brandon shoved him toward the doors.


    “What the hell did you throw in there?” Noah hadn’t known anything about a bomb.


    “Move,” Brandon barked.


    Noah hooked an arm around the big guy from team two. He was bleeding heavily, hobbling on one good leg, trying to get toward the door.


    “Go, go, go!” Brandon chanted.


    Noah threw his weight forward. They pitched down the stairs. A moment later the concussion wave from the blast knocked them forward, onto the ground. Noah hit the pavement and rolled into the street.


    This was not the plan.


    He threw an arm up to protect his head.


    Another blast sent chunks of the ceiling into the sky.


    Noah watched the red sparks of flame arc above him, his thoughts struggling to pull together.


    Brandon grabbed both him and the other downed man, dragging them away. “Run. Run!”


    Debris pelted the pavement.


    “Team three, four, where are you?” Brandon demanded.


    “What the hell?” Noah shoved at Brandon’s arm.


    “Three, four, where are you?” Brandon repeated.


    No answer.


    “They knew we were coming,” Noah snarled. And if they knew their team was coming, what about Lillian? Was she in danger?


    “And that’s the last thing they’ll ever know,” Brandon said.


    “What the fuck was that?” Noah gestured behind them. “That was not the plan.”


    “That was my plan,” Brandon snarled.


    They reached the van with both of the men from team two with them.


    Brandon unlocked the door and eased his man to the floor. “We have to get to a hospital.”


    “What? Are you crazy? That’s where they’ll look for us.” Noah had known trusting Brandon was a risk, he just hadn’t been ready for this.


    “I can’t let my men die,” Brandon yelled, voice ragged.


    “What? Like the four that just did? You know what? Go.” Noah spat blood on the ground. “I’ve got to get to Hamburg.”


    “Wait. We’ll both go,” Brandon said.


    Noah thrust his finger at Brandon, so ready to beat the shit out of him. “I don’t want to see your fucking face. We were supposed to get information, not bomb them.”


    Sirens wailed in the distance.


    “Load them up. Go.” Noah gestured at the van. “We’re done with you. Get out of here.”


    He ripped off his vest and helmet. The quicker he shed what made him stick out, the quicker he could fade into the background and get to Hamburg. With any luck, Lillian would be waiting for him.


    “You won’t get far on your own. Come on. Let’s go.” Brandon waved Noah into the car.


    Fuck.


    Brandon was right.


    Noah pounded his fist on the van, then climbed behind the wheel. The last thing he was doing right now was giving Brandon any more control. They could have captured those people, played it smart, gained something. Now, all they’d done was kill and destroy. Lillian would be ashamed of them.


    After this, a plane back to Hamburg even with the best forged documents wasn’t going to work. He’d need to hop a train, or drive. The train was faster, but more conspicuous.


    He had to get back to Lillian.


    His phone vibrated.


    He pulled it out and peered over his shoulder as a cop car whizzed past.


    “Yeah?”


    “Noah?”


    “Irene—what’s wrong?” The tone of her voice, he didn’t like it.


    “Hamburg is blown. Head to Madrid.” Her cold words pelted him.


    A cold ball of dread settled in his stomach. “What? What about Lillian?”


    “Did you succeed?”


    “No.” He stopped in the alley, his world narrowing to a single, dark point. The chill in his belly spread. He could only hope it reached his heart before Irene told him his worst fear had come true. “Where’s Lily? What happened?”


    “They have her.”


    Noah’s phone slipped from his fingers. This couldn’t be happening. The stab of pain slid between his ribs in white hot agony. He’d failed her. His one job, above all others, was to keep Lillian safe. And he’d failed.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-One


    Thursday. Unknown Airstrip, Berlin, Germany.


    Lillian kept her head down, arms tight to her chest, knees drawn up as far as she could get them. If she made herself seem small and insignificant, maybe they’d forget her.


    Yeah, fat chance of that happening.


    The instant the man at the warehouse pulled her mask off he’d known who she was. It’d been written on his face.


    She had no idea where they were now. Everyone that hadn’t made it out had been rounded up and transported here to what she could only assume was an airstrip based on the planes and buildings.


    “You can’t do this.” A young man with dark brown skin pitched his voice louder. “The American government can’t handcuff us and cart us off to silence us!”


    Lillian cringed and sank down farther.


    The problem was these people weren’t law enforcement. They hadn’t even pretended to have badges, except for Hector who she’d seen briefly in passing.


    “Stay calm, Lillian,” Carol whispered in her ear via the comm. “We’re tracking your signal.”


    Lillian peered into the darkness. There was no way Carol and the others could save her. SICA had brought out the big guns. She was in serious trouble.


    “Do you hear me?” the young man yelled.


    Be quiet, she wanted to tell him.


    These people weren’t following rules. They made them up as they went along. There was no safeguard against killing problematic prisoners.


    One of their captors strode down the line and stopped in front of the hacker. He said something Lillian couldn’t hear. She watched the exchange. The hacker gestured and continued his rant. The guard replied. They went back and forth until the young man leaped to his feet and grabbed for the guard. His hands were not bound like hers. The guard reached for his weapon. The other hackers yelled, some kicked out at the guard’s leg.


    “Lillian? What’s going on?” Carol asked.


    “Someone’s about to die. There’s easily two dozen hostages. A dozen guards. We’re at an airstrip. Do not attempt to rescue me,” Lillian said in a rush.


    “We’re coming for you,” Carol said.


    Two other guards rushed in, weapons drawn and batons in hand. They cracked the batons against arms, legs, anything in their way. The guard grappling with the hacker stumbled and the hacker pointed the gun at the now fallen man.


    A gun fired, but not the one in the hacker’s hands.


    “Oh God.” Lillian closed her eyes and willed herself not to hear, but she did. The clatter of the gun hitting the pavement was nothing compared to the wet crack of bone meeting ground.


    The other hackers drew back, shocked into silence.


    “Anyone else want to protest?” a man said.


    She pried one eye open.


    Hector.


    He stood out from the rest in stature and skin tone, but he hadn’t pulled the trigger. Another man in tactical gear had.


    “Protestors die. Remember that.” Hector gestured at a group of five armed men. “Search them all, then load them. Her first.”


    Load them?


    “They’re taking us somewhere,” she whispered.


    A black man approached her. The way he stared at her made her feel like she was a thing and not a person.


    Noah had said Demetrius was a large, intimidating black man.


    This guy fit the bill. Hell, he was the only black man she’d seen among their captors.


    Was he still their ally?


    He went to his knee, back to the others.


    Lillian had to take a chance.


    “Your children are safe.” She didn’t know for sure, but she had faith in Jesse and Kevin.


    The man hesitated. It was the slightest pause.


    “Demetrius?”


    He tucked his chin.


    Sort of a nod.


    She’d take that as a yes.


    “I have a comm. My ear?” She couldn’t keep it. Once they searched her they’d find it and any means of tracking her would be gone. If he had it, maybe the others would find her someday.


    Demetrius plucked the comm from her ear, but he didn’t turn it over to Hector. Instead he gestured for another person to drag her outside where a plane sat on the tarmac, nose pointed down the runway.


    …


    Friday. Safe House, Madrid, Spain.


    Irene stepped through the front door of the Madrid safe house into utter chaos. She could hear Noah’s raised voice mingled with others.


    It had been clear even without Lillian’s admission that she’d gotten close to Noah, and he to her. Irene couldn’t say if she was impressed or not that someone had tamed that man. Her training told her emotional attachments like that only caused problems. And yet, wasn’t it the hope for a life after all of this that kept her going?


    She tipped her chin up, meeting Mitch’s gaze. If things had been different and it was Mitch who they’d taken, Irene would be the one falling to pieces.


    Mitch placed his hand on the small of her back and whispered, “Come on.”


    The op wasn’t over just because they’d hit a road bump.


    She followed the sound of voices down the narrow hall. The house was another site provided by Secretary of State Grant. The narrow, long structure was in an older district with a lot of traffic, allowing them to come and go in anonymity.


    The hall let out into a large room with windows on either side. A sturdy table ran the width and squared off, one man on either side, were Noah and Brandon. Carol and Andy were off to one side. Brandon’s remaining men on the other.


    “Irene. Mitch.” Carol strode toward them. “You made it. Thank God.”


    Irene met the other woman with open arms. When they’d parted ways in Germany to travel separately they’d all been in shock. Losing Lillian was a blow to them all, not just Noah. Now, they had plans.


    “Noah is close to breaking,” Carol whispered for Irene’s ears alone.


    She nodded and let go of the other woman.


    Noah whirled toward her, arms crossed over his chest and fire burning in his eyes. He was a man in love and he’d just lost his woman. “What went wrong?”


    “Hello to you, too.” Irene set her bag down and blew out a breath.


    Brandon had the good sense to stay on the other side of the table and keep his mouth shut. Half of this was his fault.


    The best thing to do was forge ahead. If she treated this like typical operational procedure, maybe Noah would snap out of it. He was a top notch operative.


    “We don’t know how they found us in Berlin,” Irene said.


    Mitch’s hand rubbed against her back. “The sites must have all been on high alert because of us. We knew it was a risk going in and we chose to do it.”


    “But Warsaw? They knew we were coming.” Noah delivered a glare at Brandon.


    “Sit.” Irene couldn’t fight all sides.


    Noah dragged a chair out from the table and sat down. The weariness made his movements slower, almost clumsy. She wasn’t used to him being anything other than a swaggering asshole. Losing Lillian had hurt him more than she ever would have expected.


    This wasn’t good.


    Irene leaned forward. What she wouldn’t give for Lillian’s bird’s-eye view right now. But she was gone and everyone was looking at her and Mitch. Because they were the handlers. The ones who, under normal circumstances, would be in charge. “We know the hack hit them hard. The team in Hamburg confirmed this before they packed up. I think SICA is running and they’re scared. We destroyed the Hamburg location. Andy’s team eliminated the Tel Aviv site. The London office could be operational, but they’re down people and equipment.”


    “Why kidnap a room full of hackers?” Carol asked.


    “Free labor? Slaves? Leverage?” Irene shrugged.


    “What if Carol reached out to Dubster? What if we tell them what’s going on and get them on our side?” Mitch asked.


    “I don’t think that’s a good idea. They aren’t going to be interested in making friends right now. And if we believe Lillian, the White Rabbits are dead and the group is leaderless,” Carol said.


    “What about writing a story as Jonas? Do we know if he’s dead? We could expand on the story from the other day.” Mitch slid his phone to the center of the table. “People are asking questions. It’s all over the news.”


    “You do that, SICA will start killing everyone who knows about them.” Noah stared at Mitch with a murderous light behind his eyes. “If Lillian’s not already dead, they’ll kill her just to tie up loose ends. So what the fuck do we do?”


    “Right now we need to assess our own damage, patch ourselves up.” Irene spread her hands. She had to get through to him, beyond the emotion. “We took hits just like SICA did. We use this time to hunt down leads, figure out where Lillian is.”


    “That’s not good enough.” Noah shoved to his feet and paced the room. “We wouldn’t have gotten this far without her, and our plan is to hope a lead falls in our lap?”


    “That’s not what we’re doing.” Andy moved to stand in Noah’s way. “We have to be careful.”


    Irene groped for Mitch’s hand under the table. She hoped they could hold their team together, but she feared they’d been outplayed.


    “Andy’s right,” Carol said. “We need to circle back to the team en route from Hamburg. Once they get here and we have all the information, we can find Lillian. We know their network now. We’ll be able to find her.”


    Irene nodded.


    “Fuck this.” Noah whirled and stormed down another hall, leading deeper into the house.


    Brandon straightened, but his gaze remained on the table, as though he finally realized what he’d cost them. “Me and my guys, we’ll set up in the back room.”


    “Thanks, Brandon,” Carol said.


    Irene stroked Mitch’s fingers while the swirl of emotion drilled away at her composure. Dangerous missions meant sometimes people died. They’d been lucky until now.


    Andy and Carol came to stand at the end of the table, hands joined.


    “So,” Carol whispered. “What are we really doing?”


    Irene shook her head. “Not a damn clue.”


    Andy glanced at his wife. “Then it’s probably best if we all rest. We’ll think better once we’ve had some sleep.”


    “Let’s do it in shifts.” Mitch leaned forward. “I don’t want Noah or Brandon free to do whatever crazy thought comes to mind.”


    “Me either.” Irene grimaced. “I’ll take first watch. I can’t sleep right now.”


    “We’ll be upstairs.” Andy tugged at his wife’s hand.


    In a few moments it was just Mitch and Irene.


    He pulled at her hand until she faced him. He drew circles over both sets of knuckles, his touch gentle. When they’d begun working together, she’d thought she’d hate him. But there was something about Mitch under pressure that comforted her. Once he’d found his stride, he was an excellent partner. She’d just been too blind to see that their partnership wasn’t just work. It was everything.


    “It could have been you today if we’d made a different decision,” Mitch whispered.


    “It wasn’t.” Irene turned her hands over and squeezed his palms.


    “It could have been.” He stared into her eyes. “I love you, Irene. That might not be what you want to hear, but—fuck it. I care about you.”


    She’d known that was coming, because she’d begun feeling it herself. When it came to the emotional stuff, Mitch was always a hundred yards ahead of her. Which was why she knew this was right. Amidst the craziest period of her life, they’d found each other.


    Irene slid from her chair onto his lap and let him cradle her close.


    “I love you, too, Mitch,” she whispered back.


    She’d resisted, she’d denied and she’d tried to sabotage what they had, but it was too good and too right. She was done fighting.


    …


    Friday. Washington, D.C.


    Dave pasted on a pleasant smile for the sake of his assistant.


    “Sir? Your two o’clock—”


    “Cancel it.” He waved his hand at the woman.


    “But…”


    “I said cancel it.”


    Dave strode out of the office.


    He’d always kept a decent amount of work on his plate doing both his jobs that he never lacked for something to do. Since his meeting with President Fowler, everything was going to shit. People wanted to talk to him. There were meetings. And soon there’d be security reviews.


    There wasn’t a good reason for Dave to refuse the position, except that a shift would disrupt his secondary life.


    President Fowler wasn’t giving him long to think it over. He’d already assumed Dave’s willingness and was pushing the appointment through. The move would trap Dave in a high visibility position. But it would also give him control and access that was unparalleled. There wouldn’t be anything that happened in any region of the globe he did not know about.


    That was a lot of power to just turn his back on.


    This wasn’t optimal timing for SICA. Their systems were down due to the hack. They’d lost three of their support sites. He had no idea how many people they’d lost, or the ones that would abandon them after this. The cherry on top of this disaster was that the children were gone.


    Demetrius hadn’t worked out as well as Dave had hoped. Perhaps it was time to cut his losses.


    Dave pushed through the glass doors and stepped outside, breathing deep.


    He had decisions to make.


    SICA needed an organizational plan. The hits on their locations last night were…costly. The manpower. The resources. Their network was in shambles. He didn’t want to take on being the director, but the truth was they were back to relying on piggybacking off the CIA. Which made this move even more appealing. He would rebuild the way he wanted to instead of ruling by committee as he had in the old days when SICA was guided by the four who’d started it. Dave had since quietly eliminated his co-leaders until it was just him. As it should have been.


    But what was Dave going to do about the president’s appointment?


    For all its perks, the appointment still had considerable problems. The evaluation process alone posed a threat. If the right person with the right skills started digging, they’d uncover SICA. It wasn’t a small organization anymore. They had people, bank accounts, resources, property. But they were still dependent on CIA support.


    It was a catch-22 with no good way out.


    …


    Saturday. Unknown.


    Lillian lay sprawled on the concrete floor, staring up at the wooden beams of her prison. The sound of waves hitting the shore helped drown out everything else.


    She’d never been to a tropical island.


    It was on her bucket list.


    Scratching that off wasn’t going to be fun.


    The hackers had stopped speaking to her. They knew she was different. Important. And they were probably right to blame her for their imprisonment. If it wasn’t for her plan to go to Berlin, this might have never happened.


    She closed her eyes and breathed in time with the waves.


    Given the number of close calls she and Noah had evaded, it was a matter of time until one of them was caught. This time her number was up. Was there a chance of escape? Demetrius was out there somewhere and they might be on the same side, or he might turn on her.


    Calm evaded Lillian. The nagging fear that the end was near ate away at her. The plaster and bars of the structure were old, much older than the concrete floor or the wooden roof. Was this some sort of colonial prison? Repurposed for criminals of opportunity? How far had they flown? Where were Noah and the others?


    Was Noah even still alive?


    The door to the prison building creaked open.


    Several people got to their feet and spat curses.


    Lillian turned her head and began to count to sixty. Fast. Her fear didn’t get a lot of time.


    Demetrius stared at her through the neighboring cell.


    She shivered, fisted her hands and kept counting.


    After this, she couldn’t be frightened.


    Sixty…


    A Matthews only got one minute to freak out or be scared. After that, they had to pull it together and push through. Whatever they had planned, whatever purpose she served here, it was happening now.


    She grasped the bars and hauled herself to her feet.


    Demetrius walked the line of cells. The keys dangling from his fingers jangled with each step.


    There was no benefit in fighting back yet. She was weaker, ignorant of where they were, and unable to call for help. The best thing for her to do at the moment was cooperate and hope for the best. For now.


    Demetrius crooked his finger at her. “Come here.”


    She took a step closer to the bars.


    “Arms.” He held out one of those zip tie–like shackles.


    She put her arms through the bars and he secured them around her wrists.


    That done, he unlocked her cell and grabbed a handful of her shirt, yanking her forward. He guided her out while all of the other prisoners stared at her. She kept her eyes on the ground, the guilt eating at her with each and every step.


    This was her call. She’d made the plan and people had died.


    Demetrius led her out of the prison house. A stone walkway littered with sand stretched away from them.


    “What’s happening?” she asked, unable to keep her questions to herself.


    “Hector wants to question you.”


    “Shit.” She didn’t like the sound of that. “What about the others? Have you heard from them?”


    “No. You aren’t the only one they’re watching.” Demetrius swung his head to the right. A group of armed men watched them.


    As Lillian and Demetrius passed beyond the prison building, other structures came into view.


    She’d had limited time to take in her surroundings yesterday morning when they arrived. Her impression was that this was a small island, with the middle of it being taken up by an airstrip. There were a few buildings, most similar in size to where she was being held, and that was it.


    “My request to speak with my children has been denied,” Demetrius said.


    Lillian prayed once more that Kevin and Jesse were successful in their rescue.


    “They are going to kill me soon. If you don’t have anything of value to tell them, they may kill you, too. We both need to escape,” he said.


    “Did you use the comm?”


    “No time.” He guided her along the path toward a bungalow sitting on the other side of the collection of buildings.


    “If we don’t let the others know where we are, they can’t rescue us.”


    “There’s no signal out here, and everyone is watching. Shh.”


    “Okay, but it has a tracking device in it. I don’t know if it will work this far away, but you have to try.”


    They fell into silence and covered the last ten feet to the bungalow. Demetrius opened the door for her and she stepped into what might be considered a pleasant island getaway, if there weren’t guards and prisoners around.


    Hector sat behind a spindle-legged desk, his jacket gone, shirtsleeves rolled up, and a fan blowing fresh air at him. He swiped a rag across his brow and stared at them for a moment.


    “Put her there.” He gestured at the chair in front of his desk.


    Demetrius pushed her to a wooden chair in front of the desk and shoved her into it.


    Lillian sat down hard enough her tailbone ached.


    “I hope you’ve enjoyed your vacation, because it’s about to get a whole lot more uncomfortable if you don’t cooperate.” Hector picked up a pen and clicked it several times. His gaze flicked to Demetrius. “Leave.”


    Demetrius didn’t say anything. The floorboards squeaked under his footsteps and the door thunked into place, leaving her alone with Hector.


    Hector stared at her, his gaze detached, as if she weren’t human.


    “Ms. Matthews, you’re an intelligent woman and you’ve been around D.C. long enough to understand the score. I’m going to do you the favor of asking nicely this one time.” He folded his hands on the desk and leaned forward. “Where are the others?”


    “I don’t know. It’s the truth.” She held up her hands. This truth she could give him. “That was the plan. No set meet-up.”


    “Where’s Noah?”


    She wished she had an answer for that one. “I-I don’t know.”


    “I want a list of everyone helping you, Carol, Mitch, and Irene.” Hector spun the pad of paper around.


    She stared at the lines.


    She could fill a page with names. Phone numbers. Details. It was all in her head. That had been her purpose. But Hector didn’t know that. He couldn’t. To him she was an accessory. It he knew what was in her head he’d have sent more than Noah after her.


    “I’m sorry, I don’t know anything,” she said.


    Hector bit his bottom lip and nodded.


    “Okay. That’s how you want to play this?” He pulled a laptop toward him and tapped the keys.


    Lillian pressed her fingers against her thighs.


    What the hell was he doing?


    “You and your sister, you’re pretty close, aren’t you?” he asked.


    “Leave Camie out of this,” Lillian said without thinking.


    “You’re the one who involved her. The day you helped Carol Sark is the day you involved your sister.” Hector turned the laptop screen toward her.


    That was Camilla’s living room. Judging from the angle, the camera was somewhere in the built-in bookshelves that lined the outer wall. Lillian could see the coffee table, sofa, and part of the kitchen island. The whole place was a study in white and beige. Camilla liked a clean slate, something that wasn’t too busy. She said it helped her think.


    It was Sunday afternoon.


    Camilla reserved Sundays for spending at home, though much of it was done working.


    Sure enough, Camilla walked around the island, a bowl of something in hand, and sat on the sofa.


    “All we did was put a camera in. You know how easy it would be to get someone in there? They could make it look like a suicide. Camilla’s been pretty stressed lately. Seen a couple head doctors. I’m sure they’d have interesting things to say about her mental state.”


    Lillian covered her mouth with her hands. She’d had to talk her sister off the edge a few times. Camilla wasn’t all there. Not after the blast. She’d never had anything taken away from her until now. And Lillian was to blame.


    Camilla was walking a fine line right now. She was so angry and obsessed. Losing the office was personal for her. And Lillian was sitting across from one of the people responsible for it. She’d known all along, but telling Camilla meant putting her at risk. And Lillian couldn’t do that.


    Think. Don’t be afraid. That doesn’t help anything. Think!


    What did this screen tell her?


    Hector must have had the cameras put in recently. Jesse would have found them already if that weren’t the case. With the rescue of the girls he was undoubtedly distracted, trying to keep both sides safe. There was the chance he’d missed something. Could Lillian bet on the fact that he wouldn’t? Or did she accept that they were all human?


    “You tell me everything I want to know and Camie gets to keep eating her yogurt and fruit in peace,” Hector said.


    It was just the other week Camilla had remarked on the price of strawberries. She loved Greek yogurt and strawberries. Mom used to make it for them as a snack. She’d set them up with bowls of it and cartoons.


    Lillian couldn’t give the others up. But she couldn’t kill her sister either.


    What did she say? How did she make this choice? How could she?


    Camilla got up off the sofa, her head tilted as though she were listening for the door.


    “Don’t!” Lillian yelped. She needed more time.


    Camilla walked out of the frame.


    Hector pivoted the laptop a bit and peered at it.


    “Please—don’t,” Lillian begged.


    She could think of something to tell Hector. The house in London. That was an option. It might burn the location for Mr. Grant, but she was willing to make that sacrifice.


    A man in a black coat and a ski mask over his face walked into the living room, staring directly at the camera.


    Lillian stared into those eyes.


    Wait… They didn’t inspire fear in her. They gave her hope.


    She knew that jacket. It hung next to hers every day at work. Her mouth went dry.


    The man took a few steps closer to the camera and held up a sign.


    We will find you.


    Lillian stared at the man.


    “What the hell?” Hector yanked the laptop around.


    Thank God for Jesse.


    He was smart. He’d played these games before. He knew Camilla would be a target. Now that Lillian was captured, Camilla was leverage. The others must have told Jesse Lillian had been kidnapped. Of course Jesse would be careful. He was like her brother. And he knew she was missing.


    A laugh bubbled up her throat. She slumped in her chair and grinned, relief washing through her.


    Her family would be okay. They might have questions, they might be angry with her, but Jesse would keep them safe.


    Hector had nothing on Lillian.


    …


    Saturday. Lighthouse Cay, Caribbean.


    Demetrius could feel the invisible noose tightening.


    Hector and his puppet master no longer needed him.


    If Demetrius believed the woman, his babies were safe.


    His days on this planet were numbered if he didn’t get off this island soon. Out here they could dump his body in the ocean and no one would ever find him. His children would grow up without a family. He knew what it was like to feel abandoned, to be left without options or a home. All he’d wanted from the day his first daughter was born was to give them a life better than his. He couldn’t do that if he was dead.


    The afternoon sun beat down on them. Almost everyone had retreated to the shade while Hector sweated in the main house.


    Lillian had told him about the camera and the eroded leverage when he’d taken her back to her cell. While it was funny as hell for Hector to lose the upper hand, it accomplished nothing except put more pressure on Hector from whoever was yanking their strings.


    Hector had looked terrified when Demetrius had been summoned to collect Lillian. Fear made men do stupid things in a desperate attempt to hold it together.


    Demetrius walked toward the ocean.


    It’d taken them twelve hours to get here. Judging by the position of the sun and stars, he guessed they were somewhere in the Caribbean. He’d never been to the islands and had no idea how far they were from other land masses, what the chances were they’d be able to flag a passing boat, or call for help. Its remote nature was likely an attribute.


    In another world, he might have chosen to raise his girls in a place like this. Untouched by humanity and evil. A place where he could stay faithful to his promise to be a different, better man. But instead they got him. Like this. If he’d had another option, if their mother hadn’t snapped, maybe things would have been better for them.


    He pulled the ear comm from his pocket. The thing was tiny. Small enough he could balance it on his pinky. With any luck, this tiny device would save them.


    Demetrius pressed the back of it, and the light flashed. He slid it into his ear, but all he heard was static.


    “If anyone is out there, we don’t have much time,” he said.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Two


    Saturday. Safe House, Madrid, Spain.


    Noah stared at the laptop screen. It was his turn to monitor the comm feed in case Lillian’s unit came back online. He wasn’t holding out much hope. With so much time between the last signal broadcast and now, the battery was likely dead.


    What if he never saw Lillian again?


    It wasn’t a stretch of the imagination to expect that once she was kidnapped they’d torture what they wanted out of her then kill her.


    He’d been prepared to give her up. He wasn’t ready to lose her. He wanted Hector and whoever else was behind this. He’d find them, and he wouldn’t give them the chance to tap dance out of justice by going to trial. He’d kill them. Quick and simple.


    “I think we should finish the job. Go to Canada, eliminate the office there,” Brandon said. He’d been arguing his point for the better part of the morning.


    “It’s too risky.” Irene had been right. The facility would be well guarded. They lacked the element of surprise. And for all they knew, SICA had packed up and moved on.


    Brandon threw his hands up. “We can’t sit here and do nothing.”


    The man was echoing Noah’s thoughts, but without some intel to guide them, they were in a holding pattern until they saw how the chips fell. Before long there’d be buzz on the dark net.


    The exposé and subsequent discovery articles following Jonas’s story were good, and they no doubt put the pressure on an otherwise secret organization, but they weren’t going to end this. It would take time, and failure on SICA’s part, for their business to dry up. The hack had ensured they lacked the necessary intelligence structure and money for that. This was a long job made even longer without Lillian there.


    God, he missed her already. Her quick mind, the casual caress of her hand, her smile. He’d been hooked on her the moment they met, and now that he’d lost her he finally knew how much she meant to him.


    Lillian was everything.


    Noah would see this job through, because that was what she wanted, but after that he’d track down every asshole involved in her kidnapping and destroy them.


    The dim laptop screen flashed to full brightness. He sat up and frowned as the image blipped, jumping to the South China Sea then to the coast of Georgia before sliding down to the ocean.


    “What the fuck?” Noah dragged his finger over the touchpad, zooming in on ocean.


    “What?” Irene circled the table. “What is it?”


    A little red dot, kind of like a virtual pin, appeared in all that blue.


    “Is that…?” Noah’s throat closed up. He couldn’t bring himself to say her name.


    “Oh…my God.” Irene turned the laptop toward her and began typing.


    “We can’t boost the signal and hear her, can we?” he asked.


    “No, the device was too far away to transmit sound. This location is ten minutes old, but…” She zoomed in, and in, and in on a tiny strip of land that was near invisible to the satellite.


    “She’s there,” Noah whispered.


    “Everyone? Hey—listen up.” Irene addressed the others. They were barely awake and caffeinated after a mostly sleepless night. “I need everyone to reach out, find out what you can about these coordinates. Pack up, because we’re going to leave as soon as we know enough to move on.”


    “Where is that? What is that?” Noah turned the screen back toward him.


    His heart was out there, and now he could feel it beating once more. For a moment Noah sat there, stunned, hopeful, and still afraid of the worst. Just because she’d powered her comm back on didn’t mean she’d last long enough for Noah to get to her. But he had to try.


    He jabbed at the keyboard. First he went the public route, plugging in the coordinates to Google. Except the map results showed nothing but clear, blue ocean.


    Someone didn’t want this island on the radar.


    “I need old maps. Something ten, twenty years old,” he said mostly to himself.


    “Just be ready to go within the hour,” Irene said.


    Noah switched screens. He needed his own network and intel. Every good spy had their own resources and tools. He was no different. He went for his digital library, including maps from different decades. Sometimes the key to finding what he needed lay in identifying what others covered up. Altering world maps was an old trick.


    He had to go back to a twenty-year-old map of the Caribbean, but he located a strip of land about four miles long called Lighthouse Cay right where Lillian’s signal last transmitted.


    “What’d you find?” Irene asked.


    “Where we’re going.” He jabbed a finger at the screen. “We’ve got her.”


    …


    Sunday. Lighthouse Cay, Caribbean.


    Demetrius was fucked.


    He’d stood at the edge of the ocean as long as he’d been able to without drawing attention to himself. No ship had passed within sight. He had no weapon other than his hands. Hector had just about everything he wanted. There was no way off the island other than the plane, and Hector had that, too.


    The clock was up unless by some miracle Lillian’s people showed up. He had to assume the comm hadn’t been able to transmit a signal beyond the shore. In his experience it didn’t pay to bet on hope.


    They were alone.


    The door to Hector’s bungalow opened and three of the other guards walked out toward the lone vehicle on the island, a four-wheel drive Jeep.


    The Jeep blazed across the sandy terrain straight for the bunkhouse.


    Demetrius remained where he was.


    Trying to evade them was like trying to run faster than the cheetah. It wasn’t going to happen.


    The Jeep came to a stop and the guy in the passenger seat got out to stand in front of Demetrius.


    “Boss wants us to scout the other side of the island,” he said.


    Scouting mission his ass.


    They were going to drive him to the other end of the island and put a bullet between his eyes. Or try to. They’d be smarter to do it here, before he figured out a way out of this, but Demetrius wasn’t going to do them the favor of telling them that.


    He sighed and got to his feet, shaking sand out of his clothes. “All right. Let’s go.”


    The passenger climbed back into his seat and Demetrius vaulted into the back of the vehicle.


    Hector had people problems. Some of the guys working for him were uneasy. If these three took him down with the others watching it wasn’t going to help their loyalty problems. Which was more than likely why they wanted this done quietly and out of sight.


    The man sitting next to Demetrius thrust a gun against his ribs.


    Ah, at least someone was smart.


    “Put these on.” The man thrust a set of plastic cuffs at Demetrius.


    He slid his wrists through and bit the end, tightening them down. But not too much.


    The driver accelerated and the Jeep bounced over the sand.


    There was no path through the island so they stuck to the beach, going along at a steady clip.


    Demetrius used the time to study the lay of the land. They were venturing farther than he’d made it on foot during the course of their time on the island. Half of the land was given over to the airstrip and buildings, but from what he could see the other two miles were uncultivated and wild.


    The land curved back on itself until all he could see was trees on his right and the ocean on his left.


    Wherever they were heading, the driver had a plan.


    If Demetrius was going to get away, he’d have to do it before they got to their destination.


    Demetrius nodded at the water. “Is that a boat or something?”


    The man next to him peered in the direction Demetrius had indicated. Demetrius lunged at him, grasping the weapon with both hands.


    The driver swerved. “What the hell?”


    Demetrius pushed the weapon away from him until it was pointed at the front of the vehicle and shoved his shoulder into the smaller man, squeezing the handle, forcing the other man to fire the weapon.


    Blood splattered the windshield and the front passenger screamed.


    Demetrius threw himself over the side of the vehicle, but kept his death grip on the other man. They tumbled to the sand, Demetrius landing on top of the smaller man. He wrestled the gun from his hands and fired.


    The Jeep slid to a stop in a plume of sand.


    Demetrius grabbed the knife at the man’s hip and ripped it from his belt.


    The other two men in the Jeep got out, yelling at each other.


    Demetrius sprinted for the trees and thick, lush growth. Two miles was a lot of ground to hide in if he had to.


    A bullet blew off a chunk of a palm tree as he passed.


    He ducked and veered to his left.


    A downed tree lying over a rock ahead offered what he was looking for.


    Demetrius dove behind the cover and went to his knees. He used the knife to slice off the restraint.


    “Where’d he go?” That was the passenger.


    “I just saw him.” The driver had a harder tone.


    “We need to call for backup.”


    “No! Do not do that. We’re going to find him and take care of this ourselves.”


    Demetrius put his back up against the rock and blew out a breath. He closed his eyes and listened to them tromp through the foliage.


    Any moment now they’d come into view.


    “We should split up,” the passenger said.


    “No. We stick together.”


    Demetrius turned his head and hefted the knife in his hand, feeling its weight, finding the point of balance.


    “I fucking hate it out here.” The passenger stepped into view, back to Demetrius.


    Now.


    Demetrius hurled the knife and ducked.


    A chunk of the tree behind him splintered into bits.


    He sprinted forward, putting distance between him and the only other man standing.


    Demetrius had survived too damn much to give up now. He was going to make it off this rock and he was going to get his babies back. It didn’t matter how many people he had to kill to get there, he would make it home to them. And then—he’d take down that shady motherfucker who dragged him into this mess.


    …


    Sunday. Lighthouse Cay, Caribbean.


    Lillian held tight to the bars and strained to look through the window in her neighbor’s cell.


    “What’s happening?” she asked.


    Again, she was ignored. Shunned by the others.


    Something was wrong. She couldn’t put her finger on what or why, it was just a gut sensation. She might have ignored it had the others not gotten restless.


    How long since she’d last spied Demetrius?


    Where was he? Had something happened?


    He was the closest thing to an ally she had right now. Lillian wasn’t a fool. She knew this relationship was based on need. Plain and simple. Demetrius wouldn’t hesitate to kill her if it furthered his agenda.


    She wrapped her arms around herself. With the sun gone and the wind picking up, it was cooler. What worried her most was the pitch-blackness of the night. There was hardly any moonlight and even the stars seemed dim. As though they knew something bad was coming


    Her stomach growled.


    The guards had given them a bunch of sandwiches earlier, but one meal wasn’t enough.


    Lillian paced her cell, tugging on the bars again.


    The wall was solid. The bars were anchored in the concrete. The only way in or out was through the locked door. Unless she discovered a weakness in the roof she couldn’t reach, she was stuck.


    The people in the cell next to her began talking, whispering back and forth.


    Lillian strained to look out their window, but all she could see was the dark sky.


    “What are you doing back here?” a man called out.


    “Coming to relieve you.”


    Lillian knew that voice. She stopped breathing, every fiber of her focused on listening.


    “But—”


    The man’s words were cut off, but the waves didn’t drown out the muffled sounds of distress followed by island silence.


    The door to the building opened.


    The people in the next cell called out to Demetrius in other languages, their hands outstretched toward them. He brushed past them and came straight to her.


    “We have to go.” He fit the key in the door.


    “Has something happened?”


    “They tried to have me killed.”


    “Shit.”


    The cell door swung open. She was one step closer to freedom.


    “Come on,” Demetrius said.


    “What about them?” Lillian nodded at the cells full of people.


    “I can’t help them.”


    “Give me the keys.” She held out her hand.


    Demetrius stared at her. It wasn’t a friendly look.


    “Everyone deserves a fair chance. Think of them as a distraction if you like. With all of us running around they won’t pick you and I out. Besides, they’ll probably scream if we leave.”


    “Fine. Be quick.” He thrust the keys at her.


    Lillian went to the cell across from her and locked eyes with a man who had to be one of Jonas’s former compatriots. The ones who were so ready to blame her for everything now that their hack made them targets.


    “You can hate me all you want, but we want the same thing.” She fit the key in the lock. “Let the others go, okay?”


    “Come on,” Demetrius whispered from the door.


    She twisted the lock until it clicked.


    Lillian jogged to the door, joining Demetrius. She pressed up against the wall and peered out past Demetrius.


    “Shit,” he muttered and shut the door a bit more.


    “What?”


    “Someone spotted the body,” he said.


    One by one the cell doors opened and the people spilled out.


    Lillian strained to see anything past Demetrius.


    A shadow moved, getting bigger.


    A hand grabbed Lillian, jerking her to face him.


    The man from the cell shoved her up against the wall, his hands wrapping around her throat. “You. You’re the reason this happened.”


    Demetrius whirled and drew a gun.


    The people around them scattered back, out of the way.


    “Let her go,” he said.


    The man let go of Lillian and slowly backed up.


    Demetrius grabbed her by the wrist and trained the gun on the door.


    The hinges creaked. A guard filled the space, his face hidden by shadow.


    For half a second the man stared at them.


    Demetrius fired.


    The man pitched back.


    They sprinted forward before the other man was fully dead. Lillian tripped over his legs and in the sand before getting traction.


    People yelled. Some screamed. The waves drowned some of it out, but not enough.


    “Run to the Jeep!” Demetrius yelled.


    …


    Noah stared at the small pinpoints of light growing larger on the horizon.


    If their coordinates were correct, that was the island where Lillian was being held.


    Twenty years ago Lighthouse Cay disappeared off most commercial maps. It wasn’t a blip on the digital worldview. It might as well have ceased to exist for the last two decades.


    What Noah was afraid of was that this detail indicated just how powerful and old SICA was. If they got Lillian back, if they took out those pillars holding up the organization’s infrastructure, would that make a difference?


    Truth was he didn’t give two fucks about that. He liked to think that he’d just take her away from this fight, but he knew her. For now he had to worry about the next step before he could figure out how to battle the monster they were up against.


    The boat motor sputtered and died.


    That was the signal.


    No one spoke. He tugged the knit face mask into place.


    They were doing a pinch approach, one boat approaching from both sides of the narrow island where there was the most activity. To prevent the sound of the boats giving them away they’d have to allow the tide to carry them to shore.


    Just another hundred yards to go.


    Noah leaned forward, searching the darkened shore for signs of life.


    Lillian had to still be there.


    He grabbed the binoculars from the bottom of their glorified inflatable raft and peered at the shore. Without the moon it was hard to make out more than shadows and a few shapes. They had no idea how sophisticated this base of operations might be.


    “I don’t see any sizeable structures,” he said.


    Irene held out her hand and he passed her the binoculars. “This might not even be the right side of the island,” she said.


    “There’s some movement… Patrol at least.” She handed the binoculars back.


    The minutes ticked by. The tide brought them ever closer.


    This was one of those ops where they either succeeded or failed. There was no extraction plan. No escape if things didn’t work out.


    “This is where we get out,” Brandon announced from the back of the boat.


    Noah tightened the strap on his rifle. The water should only be hip high. He threw a leg over the side and slid into the water as the boat tipped into the trough of an incoming wave. His feet hit the sandy bottom and he bobbed with the water, letting the waves pull him forward. He grabbed a handhold on the boat and dragged the small craft along with him.


    They were all here. An op of this size meant all hands on deck. As many as they could manage. It was a measure of how important Lillian was to their team. She knew their names, where the proverbial bodies were buried, every plan they’d made. Getting her back was a tactical move for everyone else.


    For Noah, this was personal.


    Without her, he had nothing. His job was gone. He was a wanted man. But he could handle that if he had her.


    She was his heart. His new reason for living.


    Noah kept his eyes trained on the shore. Bit by bit he could make out more of the layout.


    The plane sat off to the right, the ramp down and a lantern shining on what looked like two men.


    “Veer left,” Noah said.


    They were going to hit the shore too close to the guards the way the water was taking them.


    The boat shifted and they picked their way toward the shore, traversing the current. The warm water pulled at Noah’s legs and the sand slid under his feet.


    So far so good.


    He blew out a breath, almost ready to call the approach part of this op a success.


    A single gunshot ripped through the night.


    For a moment Noah stood there, numb and afraid.


    Lillian…


    Screams rose up from their left.


    People sprinted across the sand.


    “Noah, move,” Irene barked.


    “We’ve reached the western shore,” Andy said through the headset. “Proceeding inland.”


    Noah pushed on, dragging the boat with him though all he wanted to do was abandon it.


    Figures dashed this way and that on the island. Where were they all coming from?


    The waves beat at Noah’s calves. He hoisted the boat up out of the water, the others taking his lead, and together they shouldered the weight of the boat. They moved forward with haste as the situation on the island began to unravel.


    “Guys, something’s not right,” Andy said.


    “Drop the boat,” Noah said.


    “I’ve got this. You go.” Irene waved him on. “Go get Lillian.”


    Noah lifted the weapon and peered through the scope, searching for one person. Figures darted around the sand, going this way and that with no sense of order. Some were wearing body armor, while others were in plain clothes.


    Two men in black body armor stopped a dozen feet away and stared at them. Noah didn’t wait for the men to realize they weren’t supposed to be there. He squeezed the trigger once then a second time. The two men hit the sand.


    The people on the island were running from a set of three buildings on Noah’s left. If he was going to find Lillian, that was where he needed to begin his search. He took off, the others following close on his heels in tight formation. Their plan of sneaking onto the island and finding Lillian was no longer an option. Chaos reigned.


    Noah reached the first of the three buildings closest to the shore. A man lay in the sand; the ground sustained a dark color under him. Noah pressed his back to the wood and ducked inside, but the interior was empty. Metal cells lined the inside and the doors were open. They hadn’t just been holding Lillian here. There were other prisoners.


    “She’s not here,” Brandon said.


    “I can see that,” Noah snapped.


    “What the hell is happening?” Irene asked via the comms.


    “Someone shot a guard. The cells are empty.” Noah pushed past Brandon. This felt like an escape plan and that meant Demetrius had come through for them. Wherever he was, that’s where they’d find Lillian.


    “No!”


    The single panicked cry sent a shiver down Noah’s spine.


    He knew that voice, and it was the most beautiful and terrifying sound he’d ever heard.


    Noah whirled and searched for the source.


    There.


    A woman dashed forward, headed for a Jeep parked forty or so yards away from the jail shack. A large black man was hot on her heels followed by guards. More armed men were headed straight for them followed by an old familiar face.


    …


    Lillian pumped her arms at her side. The sand churned under her feet. She felt it slide into her boots and socks. The feel of it grounded her in the moment as she ran, sucking down lungfuls of oxygen.


    “Go, Lillian. Go!” Demetrius yelled.


    Lillian darted a look over her shoulder in time to see Demetrius throw a punch, hitting a guard in the face. More armed men were closing in. There was no way Demetrius could fend off all those men by himself, but without a weapon she was useless.


    The Jeep.


    She kept going, sprinting the last of the distance to the vehicle. She threw herself at the back of the Jeep, feeling around the inside for something. A weapon. Anything that would help.


    Her hand closed around a cold, metal object.


    The barrel of a gun.


    Lillian picked up the weapon and turned, her knees shaking. Four men walked toward her, Demetrius held between them.


    This was it. They weren’t coming back from this. Demetrius’s hand was forced and they just didn’t have the resources to get off the island. That didn’t mean she was going down without a fight.


    “Put the gun down, Lillian,” Hector ordered from behind the wall of men approaching from her left. The ocean breeze blew his jacket out behind him like some sort of cape.


    In the distance, gunshots blasted through the calm of the night.


    She flinched.


    The guards were killing the other hostages. They were killing these innocent people. Because of her. Because she’d come up with this plan she thought would work, and all she’d managed to do was get people kidnapped and killed.


    Except every hacker who’d been brought here believed in something greater than themselves. They’d all made the decision to fight for what they thought was right in their own way.


    Lillian wasn’t done fighting. Putting down her weapon wouldn’t stop the bloodshed.


    She pointed the gun at the man holding on to Demetrius and squeezed the trigger.


    The weapon jumped in her hands, the barrel tilting up. She took a step back, unprepared for the amount of recoil. The man holding on to Demetrius cried out and went to a knee. Demetrius yanked away from the man and whirled, driving his elbow into the chest of the next closest man. He drew that man’s gun and pointed it at Hector, backing toward her.


    Her relief at getting Demetrius free was short-lived.


    They were outnumbered, outgunned, and had no way to get off the island if they didn’t take it over. But could they? If they somehow overpowered Hector and his guards, would they be able to get off the island? Or would they die here?


    Hector’s backup headed across the sand toward them with haste. Fear bubbled up inside of Lillian. How were they going to get out of this? How would she ever see Noah again?


    “Put your weapons down,” the man in the lead said.


    That was not Hector’s backup…


    …


    Noah sprinted toward the Jeep. The sand slowed him down, sucking his feet down into the shore.


    Two of Hector’s guards dragged the black man toward the Jeep. That had to be Demetrius. No wonder he hadn’t heard them on comms.


    Lillian lifted her arms and pointed a gun at the men holding Demetrius.


    A blast of muzzle fire lit up the night.


    “No,” Noah said between breaths.


    Those men weren’t going to back down once they’d been fired on. In their stead, Noah would fire first.


    Demetrius whirled away from the guards to stand with Lillian.


    Noah was finally in shooting distance. His body went cold and his vision narrowed to the scene playing out in front of him. He’d kill them all if it meant saving her life.


    He lifted his rifle and aimed at the man closest to Lillian, slowing his stride to ensure his shot hit his mark. “Put your weapons down!”


    “Noah?” Lillian choked out his name.


    He stopped, not daring to get closer.


    The men with Hector pivoted, keeping Lillian and Demetrius on one side and Noah and his team on the other. Like a well-oiled machine half went to their knees while the other half remained standing. Some aimed their weapons at Lillian and Demetrius, while the rest were trained on Noah.


    “It’s over, Hector,” Irene said, coming to stand next to Noah. She hadn’t stayed with the boat. “We’ve got your island surrounded.”


    Hector stared at Noah. They were both learning the truth that neither really knew each other. When it came to loyalty, Lillian had every bit of Noah’s and that meant he was all in with his rogue team of patriots.


    “We have secured the plane and the three structures,” Andy said through the comms.


    Irene and Brandon fanned out on either side of Noah, presenting a strong front.


    “How’s this going to play out, Hector?” Noah asked.


    “You don’t know what you’re doing. What’s at stake.” Hector lifted both hands. “You might take us now, but you’ll never get all of us. Believe you won the battle all you want, but this is a war no one will win.”


    “Tell your men to lower their weapons,” Noah said.


    “I can’t do that.” Hector took a step away from the men.


    Sweat trickled down Noah’s spine. Faced off like this, someone was going to get hurt. And Lillian was right out in the open.


    “Keep them talking,” Andy said in the headset.


    “Just answer some questions, Hector. Who is in charge?” Noah asked.


    Hector kept backing up. “Is anyone ever really in charge?”


    “You’re in charge tonight. One word and we can stop shooting at each other.”


    Hector laughed bitterly. “And what will that get me?”


    Things were about to get bad.


    Noah willed Lillian out of the way. As if hearing him think, Demetrius took a step in front of her. He wrapped his hand around the gun in her hand, taking it from her and putting her behind him.


    Gunfire from inland blossomed in the darkness like fireworks, lighting up the night. The gunmen focused on Lillian and Noah’s group went down in a rain of bullets.


    Noah rushed forward before the bullets stopped flying and grabbed Lillian, shielding her with his body. She clutched him and buried her face against his chest as the sound of the firefight died, giving way to Brandon and Irene barking orders.


    “Noah?” Lillian lifted a hand to his cheek, staring up at him.


    Suddenly he couldn’t breathe. He had his Lily back. The hours spent apart were some of the worst he’d ever experienced. That kind of anxiety and fear were new to him. He had thought losing his best friend was the worst thing that could happen to him, but the idea of losing Lillian was ten times worse.


    “Oh my God. Where did you come from? How did you find us?” she asked.


    “The comm. When it came on, it told us where you were.” He closed his eyes and took his first easy breath since Hamburg. Everything was right in his world again.


    Lillian clung to him, her hands clenched in his shirt. “Demetrius did it. He took it when they searched me and used it when we got here. It was all him.”


    “Noah, is she okay?” Irene called out.


    Andy’s team had Hector bound. The downed guards were secured. Their little ragtag team had more or less pulled this off.


    “My sister. Is she okay?” Lillian pulled on his arm.


    “She’s fine. Jesse and Kevin are with her and the kids.” Noah was glad the others had been able to handle that detail because all Noah was focused on was Lillian.


    “Let’s round everyone up,” Andy called out.


    “Carol?” Lillian choked out.


    “She’s fine. She and Mitch got out. We pulled off our ops with a few hiccups. Even Rand says they’re good in Asia.”


    “Oh my God.” Lillian sagged against his side.


    “Come on.” He kept his arm around her waist and his other hand on his weapon. They still needed to round up the rest of Hector’s men and figure out what came next.


    For that, they needed a plan, and now that they had their chief strategist back in the game he knew they had a good chance at a fatal blow.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Three


    Sunday. Lighthouse Cay, Caribbean.


    Lillian stared at Noah’s profile.


    He was here.


    He’d come for her.


    She was too afraid this was some kind of dream to be happy.


    Noah set a folding chair from the bungalow in the sand. There wasn’t enough room for the whole team in the little house so they were outside.


    “Here, sit.” He tugged at her elbow, guiding her to the chair.


    She stared up at him, her eyes going from his hair to his face and back again. “You’re still a redhead.”


    “I am.”


    “I’m not used to it yet.”


    “I don’t think I ever will be.” He chuckled.


    She perched on the edge of the chair, staring around the circle. Everyone was here. They’d made it.


    Irene’s gaze swept their group. “Do we have everyone?”


    “Yes, we’re all accounted for,” Mitch said.


    “Okay, this went off well, but we all know SICA is going to be gunning for us hard. Right now we have to decide what our next steps are and how far we’re going to take this,” Irene said.


    “What do you mean?” Lillian leaned forward. “Wasn’t our whole objective to act on the intel we got to knock their legs out from under them?”


    “We’ve taken out three of the four sites. The last is in Toronto,” Mitch said.


    “I think it’s pretty clear we should head up to Canada and finish this,” Brandon said.


    “The only difference is they’ll know we’re coming and they’ll be ready for us,” Lillian said, finally understanding what Irene was saying. They’d achieved their goals, but it wasn’t enough and carrying on to the Canadian site might only make them vulnerable.


    “And not just that. What happens after this? How badly have we hurt them? Have we hurt them? How much more can they throw at us?” Irene asked.


    “The hack wiped out a lot of their digital infrastructure, and I believe the bank hack was successful. If that’s true, they have no money.” Lillian had relished that one bit of information.


    “Their run on the bank was successful. Where it went, I don’t know,” Carol chimed in.


    “We can’t be done. This can’t be all there is,” Brandon said.


    There were seventeen of them, including Rand, Sarah, Jesse, and Kevin. That wasn’t a huge force to throw at a group like this. But what they lacked in numbers they made up for in skill.


    There had to be an answer.


    “We hit every other location we’ve uncovered, then we circle back to Toronto when they aren’t expecting it and take that site out, too.” Brandon stared around the circle.


    “They’ll pick up and move,” Lillian said. “Their operation is mobile. We’ve seen that before.”


    “She’s right.” Irene nodded. “We have hit them where it counts. Without those sites and resources, they can’t deliver. Our objective all along was to disrupt their ability to deliver intel. If we do that they have nothing to sell, no value.”


    “They’ll rebuild,” Brandon argued.


    “Yes, but—”


    “Guys? Guys!” Demetrius leaned out the window. “You need to see this.”


    Lillian blinked at the man. He’d gone inside earlier and she hadn’t seen him again.


    “What is it?” Irene asked.


    “Get over here,” was Demetrius’s only answer.


    Noah offered Lillian his hand and she stood. They gathered in close around the three windows to peer into the bungalow between heads and shoulders.


    A flat-screen TV was mounted to the wall. Demetrius had paused the feed on the image of an older white man in a dark gray suit with a red tie and a USA lapel pin.


    “That’s the man calling the shots. He’s the one who brought me in,” Demetrius said.


    Silence.


    Lillian glanced at Noah. His mouth hung open and his eyes were wide.


    He shook his head. “No. No, you’ve got to be fucking kidding.”


    “Who is that?” Brandon asked.


    “It’s Dave Campbell.” Irene stepped through the door into the house. “Play it.”


    “It was announced late last night that Assistant Director of the CIA, Dave Campbell, will be appointed to fill the position vacated after the sudden death of Shemar Donovan.”


    “No…” Lillian gaped at the screens.


    President Fowler had made this call. Did he know who Dave Campbell was? Could the president be working with SICA? Or was SICA controlling the president?


    “Get Hector,” Irene said.


    A pair of Brandon’s men headed off toward the jail.


    “If the president is in on this, we can’t fight it,” Andy said. He looked at Carol, no doubt thinking about their future.


    “No. No, if the president is in on this, that’s all the more reason to fight it,” Lillian said. She took a step back from the house. “He still has to be confirmed by the senate. Fowler can’t just make Campbell the head of the CIA. If we give them reason to believe he’s unfit for the job they’ll be forced to block the appointment.”


    The men returned with Hector between them.


    Demetrius rewound the footage and paused it on Dave’s face.


    “Is this who you report to?” Noah asked. He took a step toward Hector, hands balled into fists.


    Hector glanced over Noah’s shoulder and grimaced.


    “It is, isn’t it?” Lillian asked.


    “This guy and Hector are the ones who forced me into this,” Demetrius said.


    “I want you to promise me a deal if I say anything,” Hector said.


    “You talk or you die.” Noah grabbed the rifle at his side.


    “No. Wait.” Andy stepped between them, shoving Noah’s gun back down.


    Lillian took a few steps toward him and placed her hand on Noah’s arm. She stared at Hector. “Why? Why should we do anything for you?”


    “Because… Because I have recordings that prove Dave Campbell runs SICA,” Hector said.


    She stared at him.


    Could they trust Hector? Was he telling the truth?


    If he was, this was the break they needed.


    But how did they get this information out? Where did they take it?


    …


    Sunday. Dave Campbell’s Apartment, Washington, D.C.


    Dave lay perfectly still in his bed at the apartment he kept close to the office. He’d been on edge the last couple of days. It was a state he was likely going to live in.


    Tomorrow the proceedings to install him as head of the CIA would begin.


    Never in his wildest dreams had he thought he’d take the little four-person operation to something of this scale. When he was head of the CIA, he’d be unstoppable.


    He opened his eyes and stared at the ceiling.


    But not all was well.


    There were rumblings from within SICA. They’d lost three major sites and a lot of capital in one night. All the more reason to make use of the CIA, like the old days when the rogue operation couldn’t support itself.


    He pushed up and swung his legs over the side of the bed.


    Knowledge wasn’t just power in this world, it was everything. And Dave would soon be the man who knew it all. He’d be in a position to own world leaders. Even the American president would be in his pocket.


    This was a new, exciting time to be alive. But first, he had to weather the confirmation hearing and investigations into his personal life.


    …


    Sunday. Lighthouse Cay, Caribbean.


    Noah stared out at the surf dancing in the darkness under the moonless sky.


    Lillian was safe.


    He knew exactly where she was right now, spending a few moments alone with Carol. It was a strange thing to feel as though another human being made him whole. From the day his best friend died and he’d figured out his path he’d never needed a friend or partner. Until now.


    There was something about Lillian that brought peace to his life, even amidst the turmoil they were currently trying to sort out. He wanted to preserve this feeling, protect it. But to do that, he’d have to take Lillian away.


    He stared up the beach to where Carol and Lillian sat in the sand.


    Noah knew without asking that Lillian would never allow him to steal her away. She would not permit herself to be hidden when she believed she had the tools to help. He’d always believed she was made of better stuff than he was.


    If he was going to get the chance at more with her, he’d have to be part of the solution. There had to be a way for them to stop SICA and not die in the process.


    Taking on the Canadian site would be a death wish. SICA was no doubt prepared for that kind of move. Noah and the others didn’t have the luxury of time. Dave Campbell would begin his confirmation hearings in a few short hours. By the end of the week he could be installed as the next CIA director.


    Whatever they did, they had to do it now and big.


    How did they stop the hearings?


    They had data. They could put it together and email it to every senator. But that sort of evidence could be discredited or ignored.


    Another news article wasn’t the answer. While their one article penned by Jonas had achieved its end goal, not everyone lived and died by the press.


    What they needed to do was something big, bold, daring. Something that couldn’t be ignored. Something that would get results.


    Voices drifted toward him on the breeze.


    He saw Lillian and Carol walking back toward the bungalow where the others were either resting or brainstorming. Lillian turned her head and their gazes connected. A slow smile spread across her face and she changed direction, moving to intercept him. He slowed down and let her come to him.


    “What were you doing out there by yourself?” she asked.


    He reached for her hand and threaded their fingers together. “Telling myself it’s pointless to try to talk you into running away from all of this.”


    “That would be the smarter thing to do, wouldn’t it?”


    “Yes.” He glanced at her. “But that’s not who you are.”


    “It’s not who you are, either.” She met his gaze. “You play at this lone wolf stuff. If you were really self-serving, you’d have gone totally freelance and wouldn’t work for the US anymore.”


    Noah rolled that thought around. Was it possible Lillian knew him better than he knew himself?


    “What do you think our next move is?” She pulled him to a stop just outside the sphere of light thrown off by the bungalow.


    “Honestly?” He stared down at her. “We have to go big and soon. Take this all the way to Congress.”


    “You think we should do it? Crash Congress?”


    “No.” He braced himself to say it out loud. “I think we should take Congress hostage, and if need be, execute Campbell.”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Four


    Monday. Hart Senate Office Building, Washington, D.C.


    Mitch glanced down at the ground, the bill of his hat practically blinding him, and strode toward the half circle where the Senate Intelligence Committee sat.


    Two more packages to deliver.


    A security guard stepped out in front of him.


    Mitch looked up just enough to meet the man’s eye. “Hey, I think I dropped my camera lens up there. Can I check real quick?”


    “Be quick.” The guard nodded over his shoulder. “Closed-door session is about to start.”


    “Got it.”


    Mitch jogged to the front of the room and knelt by one corner of the senate table. He went to a knee and pulled the fabric skirt up.


    Noah’s plan had better work.


    Mitch pulled the small explosive out of his pocket and pressed the adhesive to the underside of the desk. He then crawled along the floor, as though searching for the missing lens, until he reached the other side. Once more he stuck their insurance policy in place.


    This plan was either crazy or genius. He still wasn’t sure.


    …


    Monday. Harry S. Truman Building, Washington, D.C.


    Lillian paced the small room somewhere below the Secretary of State’s offices. Any minute now Mr. Grant would come down and they would have to share their final plan with their unanticipated partner. She could barely believe this was happening. A few short hours ago she’d been on a beach in the Caribbean. Now she was back in her hometown—secretly, because she was a wanted fugitive—and about to do something truly crazy.


    Nolan reached out and grabbed her hand, pulling her around to face him.


    Every time she looked in those green eyes of his, she felt herself falling just a little more in love with him. This was the man who’d dropped everything to save her and kept saving her. If that wasn’t the kind of man she wanted in her life, who was?


    “We’re going to do this,” he said.


    “Yeah, but what happens after?” Her insides knotted up. She hadn’t allowed herself to think about the future much, but when she did it included him. Was that crazy?


    “What are you getting at?” He lifted his hand and brushed a bit of hair off her face.


    If the worst happened today, if they died or got taken to a black site never again to see the light of day, didn’t she want to tell him?


    “Noah?” She licked her lips.


    He lifted his head and stared at the door. “Someone’s coming.”


    “I want to say something.” She grasped at his hand.


    “In a moment.” He put himself between her and the door.


    A knock followed by a pause, then two fast taps.


    The signal.


    Lillian let out her breath as the door opened and a middle-aged black man stepped into the room. Secretary of State Grant looked more like a kindly grandfather than the imposing global figure he truly was. One thing she’d learned working with the man was that it often paid to be underestimated.


    “Ms. Matthews.” Mr. Grant offered her his hand and a warm smile before turning toward Noah. “Nice to meet you both in person.”


    “Sir, if we could dispense with the pleasantries and small talk?” Noah’s tone was hard. He was in ops mode now. “The senate will reconvene in half an hour. Will you help us?”


    “It’s in the best interest of this country to keep Dave Campbell out of office. I don’t like what you’re proposing.” The smile faded from Mr. Grant’s face, showing the wolf with all its teeth.


    “If things go according to plan, no one will know what really went down today.”


    “There really isn’t any other way?”


    “Sir?” Lillian put her hand on Noah’s arm. “If we send the information in, it could be struck from the record, ignored, or tied up while the confirmation process continues. Any other spokesperson would need to be verified. Our way might not be ideal, but they can’t ignore us.”


    Grant stared at them for a few moments. “Is everything else in place?”


    Noah lifted his phone. “Just after the lunch break.”


    “God help me.” Grant looked at the ceiling. “Let’s do this.”


    “How are we getting in?” Lillian asked.


    “By using a trick I think Mr. White has used before.”


    Noah had a bad feeling about this. He’d done some crazy things in his past that he wouldn’t want to put Lillian through.


    Grant gestured at what looked to be some kind of large black case on wheels. “You’ll be wheeled in. This morning the sound system in the Hart building had some unfortunate problems. I have a guy who will wheel you in under the guise of having a backup sound system on hand.”


    “In a box?” Lillian stared at the massive crate. “Oh, boy…”


    “We don’t have a lot of time,” Mr. Grant said.


    “Where will that put us?” Noah asked.


    “If all goes well, you’ll be in a storage room just off the hall where they’re conducting the hearing. Two-nineteen. This afternoon is the closed-door session. It’s your only window to avoid media coverage.”


    Noah moved first, opening the box like a book on wheels. “I’ve been in tighter spots. Come on, Lily.”


    She watched him fold himself so that he sat on one half of the case.


    Now it was her turn.


    She took Noah’s hand and mirrored his pose, facing the opposite direction.


    Tight fit indeed.


    Grant grabbed the handles and looked down at her. “Good luck.”


    “Thanks,” she whispered.


    He pulled the case shut, squeezing her and Noah together and cutting out all the light. In the darkness a hand grasped her calf.


    Gravity shifted for her as the case began to roll. They were on their way. There was no turning back now.


    “Something you wanted to say earlier?” he said in a soft whisper.


    “Should we be talking?” And her nerves were getting the best of her.


    “Probably not. When has that stopped me?”


    She could picture him smiling.


    His thumb rubbed a circle against her calf.


    If not now, when?


    “Okay.” She sucked down a breath and reached for his hand. “Not the way I pictured saying this but if we die, or worse, the one thing I’d regret would be not telling you…thank you.”


    Inwardly she groaned.


    Thank you? That was not what she wanted to say.


    “Best decision of my life. It led me here, trapped in a box with you.” He twisted his hand around to link their fingers. “Truth is?”


    “I love you,” Lillian blurted, her voice more of a squeak than a whisper.


    Noah’s hand stilled.


    Silence met her statement.


    The bump and drone of the wheels was loud enough it drowned out Lillian’s heart racing.


    “You had to be first, didn’t you?” Noah sighed and pulled her hand until she leaned forward. “I love you, too, Lily. And that’s what scares me. It’s what’s always scared me.”


    Fingers brushed her face then her lips.


    She wished she could see him right now, that she’d had the luxury of falling for this man in her own time and way. But life had thrown them together and it could just as easily rip them apart.


    …


    Monday. Hart Senate Office Building, Washington, D.C.


    Noah held tight to Lillian’s hand. He should be listening, thinking through their next steps, but the only thing in his head were her sweet words.


    I love you.


    If she’d said that last night he wouldn’t have gone on this crazy mission. The chances of them getting out of here were slim. More than likely, they’d be at a CIA black site before night set in.


    Now he had everything to lose.


    The silence drew on. It was warm and stuffy in the box. Soon they’d have to get out or risk running out of enough oxygen for both of them.


    There was supposed to be some signal that they should begin. That it was time.


    “Noah?” Lillian whispered.


    A clock began to chime somewhere nearby.


    He didn’t know what time it was, but their window was closing.


    Noah reached up and fiddled with the interior latch. Then the floor gave way. Or more accurately, it rolled apart, dumping Noah and Lillian on the hard floor with its token carpet that might as well be concrete.


    “Ow,” she whispered.


    He shoved to his feet, glancing around the plain beige room illuminated by a single security light. Stacks of chairs lined one wall. Equipment boxes were along another. Some kind of storage room.


    “Here.” He offered Lillian a hand.


    She accepted his help, studying the room with just as much interest. “Where are we?”


    Voices rose in volume just on the other side of an old door.


    Noah looked at Lillian. She turned her head, eyes wide.


    “What time is it?” she whispered.


    “Almost time.”


    The clock finished its chime.


    Somehow they had to pull this off without drawing attention to the closed-door session. While they wanted the government’s attention, they didn’t want to cause an international incident with what they were about to do. The ripple effect was already going to be bad enough.


    Lillian crossed to his side.


    “You ready?” he whispered.


    She nodded. “You have the thumb drive?”


    “Right here.” He patted his pocket.


    She reached out and took his hand.


    They stood in silence, listening to the voices in the hall die down as senators gathered then the Intelligence Committee hearing called to order in the next room. The clock continued to tick.


    Five minutes.


    Ten.


    It was time.


    Noah pulled the door open and peered out.


    The hall wasn’t the main one where media would congregate waiting for news. Kevin or Jesse would be out there, waiting in the wings, should they be needed. The narrow corridor was empty. Metal double doors led outside and would be their primary means of escape. But right now they wanted to get into the hearing room.


    Noah drew both guns. He was the muscle in this equation. It was up to Lillian to get through to a room full of people with agendas that something more important was going on.


    Lillian kept pace with him. They approached the small door leading to the room where Dave Campbell was currently being questioned. Lillian reached out and grabbed the door by the handle then paused.


    “We’ve got this,” he whispered.


    “I know.” Fear and hope mixed with something else in her gaze. Love? “Let’s do this.”


    She opened the door.


    He stepped over the threshold and took the four stairs up to the hearing room floor.


    Their entrance was in truth an exit. The small door opened up into the narrow space just behind the backdrop for the Senate Intelligence Committee. During an open hearing, cameramen would be crowded into every available space. The fifteen members of the committee were arranged in a half circle on leather, swiveling thrones seated at a temporary bench, the front disguised by fabric hanging to the floor.


    Noah took a step forward and saw Dave Campbell seated at a desk, his hands folded in front of him while the gargantuan room stretched behind him empty of press and important attendees. Even the Secret Service was absent.


    At that moment Dave’s gaze skipped to Noah and they locked eyes.


    The old, crafty dog didn’t even twitch.


    “Go,” Lillian whispered.


    Noah stepped out from behind the backdrop, guns up.


    “What? What’s the meaning of this?” one of the men bellowed through the loudspeaker.


    “Don’t move,” Noah barked. “And don’t think about calling security. Anyone opens the doors and you’ll regret it.”


    “He’s right.” Lillian came to stand at his side, one hand on her hip. “So we’re all on the same page, there are six explosive devices in this room. You call anyone and we’ll use them.”


    It was a lie. At least the part about using them. The threat had to be real for someone like Dave to take it seriously.


    The committee chair, a man by the name of Diego Hernández, stood with his hands up. “No one is calling anyone.”


    Noah side-stepped until he could see all fifteen senators. “Senator Hernández, I happen to like you, so do me a favor and sit your ass back down.”


    “Mr. Campbell, join the senators, please.” Lillian advanced on their target, wielding her own weapon.


    “Lillian Matthews and Noah White.” Dave stood, buttoning the top button of his jacket. “Come to kill me just like you killed my predecessor?”


    “Stop talking or I’ll do us all a favor and put a bullet in you now. Or is that what you want?” Lillian stopped a dozen paces away, keeping her distance from the old dog.


    “They’re here to clean house.” Dave projected his voice, speaking over the uneasy mutters from the senators.


    Noah spared the man a glance. “Don’t make me ask you to cooperate, Dave. You won’t like me.”


    “Mr. Campbell?” Hernández said, his voice wavering.


    Dave looked from Noah to Lillian then back to Hernández. Dave didn’t want to comply. Did he know what they were about to do?


    Probably not.


    The guy’s ego had to be massive to attempt to pull this off.


    Dave stalked around the desk and strode over to stand in front of the senators, arms crossed over his chest. “Are we ready for the firing squad now?”


    “Shut up,” Noah snapped. He lowered his voice, speaking for her ears’ alone. “Knock ’em dead.”


    “I realize you’re all wondering what’s going on.” She holstered her weapon at her hip and presented her empty hands to the senators. “We tried to decide how best to approach this situation—”


    “You’ll be hanged for this.” One of the older men on the committee leaned forward, his lips curling in disgust.


    “Shut up,” Noah barked.


    “As I said,” Lillian continued without batting an eyelash, “taking matters into our own hands was the only reliable way to ensure you heard us out. What we’re going to share with you can’t be made public. It puts not only our country at risk, but others, and all because of this man. Dave Campbell.”


    “What are you getting at, miss?” Hernández spread his hands, his focus now transferred to Lillian.


    “I’ll show you.” She walked out of Noah’s line of sight.


    He knew what she was doing. They’d talked this through. A flat-screen TV sat on one side of the room. She’d pivot it to point at the senators before powering it on and plugging the thumb drive in to display on the screen.


    While she did her part, Noah watched the senators, where their hands were, which ones appeared scared or angry. All the while Dave stared at him.


    The old man probably thought Noah was the real risk because of the guns. He more than anyone should know bullets only did so much damage. It was intel that ruled the world now.


    Lillian came to stand just inside Noah’s peripheral vision. Tall. Strong. Beautiful. She was the real threat.


    “Last year I was brought onto a team. A team with one goal in mind.” Lillian’s head shifted just a bit and Noah was willing to bet she stared at Dave. “To uncover the threat imbedded in our own intelligence agencies. A group who call themselves SICA. One letter for each of the founding members. Daphne Salas. Dead. Brent Inwood. Presumed dead. Dave Campbell. Very much alive. And Timothy Astbury. Also dead.”


    That part was completely guesswork based on data Carol had gathered. It sounded damn good when Lillian said it, though. Even Dave’s eyes widened.


    “This group uses our own resources against us, which Dave here has allowed and enabled because he reaps the reward.” Lillian began a slow pace across the room away from Noah.


    “How would I do that?” Dave snorted and dropped his hand.


    “I can show you.” Lillian pivoted toward the screen. “Last night we took possession of one of SICA’s laptops issued to a Hector Martinez. With Hector’s cooperation we were granted this view inside SICA’s network.”


    Noah tuned Lillian’s words out. He knew what she’d say, the pauses she’d make for dramatic effect. It was all rehearsed. The longer this went on, the more dangerous their captives would become. Especially Dave.


    The minutes ticked by.


    One senator after another began asking questions and Noah could begin to see Dave unraveling. It was the way he shifted from foot to foot, the fewer arguments he threw out. The quieter the man got the more certain Noah was that Dave was feeling the noose around his neck.


    Was Dave closer to the senators than he’d been before?


    Noah frowned at the senator just behind Dave, a hot-headed older man with almost no hair and a tendency to scowl. The senator sat back, arms crossed and a sour look curving his mouth.


    “Lily?” Noah’s gut tightened.


    She kept talking, her hands working as she spoke. Those who listened hung on her every word.


    Dave dropped to his knee and reached behind him.


    Noah had a split second to decide what to do.


    Did he shield Lillian?


    Or did he fire at the fifteen people who could stop this madness and hope he hit Dave?


    Noah dove for Lillian, wrapping his arms and body around hers. They crashed to the floor as shots rang out.


    …


    Monday. Outside the Hart Senate Office Building, Washington, D.C.


    Irene tapped her hands on the van’s steering wheel. There were too many people milling around, waiting for news or an opportunity for a scoop.


    What would happen if one of those journalists turned their cameras on this van?


    “Relax,” Mitch muttered.


    “Normally that’s my line.” She chuckled. “Should they be done by now?”


    “Who knows?” Mitch reached over and hooked his fingers in hers.


    The hat and scruff really didn’t disguise him. But then again, Irene would know his sweet face anywhere. Every time she looked at him her heart did funny things.


    And here she thought she’d never love again. Not after losing her baby and her husband leaving her. Mitch made her believe in more than just the greater good again.


    When this was over, if they got away, she intended to make up for so much lost time with this man.


    “Look.” Mitch leaned forward and frowned.


    Two black SUVs whipped around a corner of the Hart building and out of sight.


    Irene’s gut clenched. “Something’s happened.”


    “We should go.”


    She knew that was what they’d agreed. If the appointed getaway window closed, everyone went their separate ways. And yet, were they really going to leave this all resting on Noah’s and Lillian’s shoulders?


    Irene glanced at Mitch and found him staring at her.


    “Let’s wait to hear from Jesse or Kevin,” he said.


    Irene squeezed his hand.


    Just then a figure in a blue hoodie darted out from the crowd and knocked on the sliding door of the van. Irene punched the unlock button and they twisted to face Jesse.


    “Someone fired shots in the Hart building. They’re trying to say it was a fuse blowing, but that was gunfire.”


    “Shit,” Irene muttered, her heart pulsing in her throat.


    It really was time to leave, and yet she couldn’t make herself turn the van on.


    …


    Monday. Hart Senate Office Building, Washington, D.C.


    Lillian stared down the barrel of her gun at the man who’d orchestrated this hell all while keeping pressure on Noah’s wound while he struggled to keep his arms up. Why had he dove for her like that? Her vest would have taken the hit.


    Dave barely blinked. He was a snake with legs. An imposter.


    Hernández stepped into her line of sight, hands up. “Everyone take a breath.”


    “Get back, Senator. These criminals will face justice.” Dave shifted his weight forward.


    “Don’t you take one step.” Lillian didn’t recognize her voice. So much anger she couldn’t allow herself to feel.


    Noah’s arm wavered. He was tough, but they’d been going for days without rest and now this?


    “All right, enough of this.” He handed her the gun in his left hand and pulled out what looked like a key fob.


    “Noah—”


    “Senators of the Intelligence Committee, you’ve seen enough to make a ruling and determine whether Dave Campbell is indeed the upstanding member of the intel world, or if he’s the cancer we need to cut out.”


    “Or what?” the antagonistic senator who’d armed Dave demanded.


    “Or I press this button.” Noah elbowed her away and slowly got to his feet.


    Lillian followed. She didn’t like where this was going. “Remember we told you there were bombs?”


    Hernández focused on her. “I thought you wanted to do this democratically?”


    “Senator, we want this done right, but if it has to be done wrong, we’ll do it.” She glanced at Dave. He was the head of the snake.


    “You don’t have bombs,” Dave said.


    “Want to bet on that?” Noah smirked.


    Dave’s gaze slid to her, then Noah and the fob.


    What was he thinking? Use the bomb to get rid of everyone who knew the truth? Paint Lillian and the others as the worst terrorists ever?


    “Where would you hide a bomb here?” Dave turned his back on them.


    “Stop. Stop right now.” Lillian crossed the floor.


    Dave kept walking, almost straight to where Lillian knew one of the four devices was hidden. “It would have to be close.”


    “Lily—”


    She was almost on top of Dave. “I said stop.”


    He whirled faster than she’d expected from a man of his years, snatching her by the wrist. Lillian yelped and twisted, but he was strong. She brought her other hand up, the one with Noah’s gun, but he batted it away.


    Dave swung her arm so the gun pointed at the desk. Senators scattered. He squeezed her hand and the gun went off.


    She brought her knee up, connecting with soft tissue, and ducked away.


    A second shot resounded over the yelling.


    Lillian staggered back and watched Dave’s arms windmill as he crashed to the floor, blood seeping into the white fabric of his shirt.


    “Back to your seats,” Noah snarled.


    “It’s beeping,” a woman said, her shrill tone rising through the din of voices.


    “Fucking hell. Goddamn it.” Dave writhed on the ground, hands clutching his stomach.


    A wound like that wasn’t immediately fatal.


    “What’s beeping?” a man asked.


    “It’s beeping!”


    Lillian saw a chunk blown out of the senators’ table. Right where the bomb should be.


    “Noah!” She rushed toward the sound and dropped to her knees. The digital face blinked, numbers counting down. “Noah? We’ve got a problem.”


    “Move.”


    Noah’s color was wrong. He grit his teeth and blood covered his hands. He couldn’t do this. It took everything for him to remain standing.


    “Tell me what to do.” She twisted around and slid under the table.


    “What’s going on?” Hernández called out.


    “How much time?” Noah asked.


    Two and a half minutes were slipping through their grasp.


    “Not much,” she replied. “What do I do?”


    “Sit down,” Noah bellowed.


    “Focus, please.” Lillian had been against this bomb plan. As a fallback plan it was silly, even if she understood the need to show strength.


    Noah bent his head, but his eyes were on something across the room. “Take the faceplate off. It’s not sophisticated. Jesse made it so it would be easy to disarm.”


    The time was wrong.


    “That clock is moving way too fast.” Lillian reached up and pinched the digital display with both hands, easing it away from the device.


    “Yeah, well, don’t fire at bombs and maybe they’ll work how they’re supposed to.”


    “We should clear the room,” Hernández said.


    Noah straightened. “Sit your ass down.”


    Lillian got the digital face free and let it hang from the black wires. “Noah?”


    He knelt down. Sweat poured off him now and if it wasn’t her imagination, he looked positively green.


    “Okay, now you just need to unhook the detonator.”


    “Just unhook the detonator? Are you serious?”


    The beeping began to speed up.


    “Blue wire, silver ends, just slide them apart,” he said.


    “Oh, God. Oh, God—”


    “You’re amazing, Lily.”


    She used her nails to pry the blue wires up enough to get a hold of them on either side of a silver cylinder.


    Here went nothing.


    She pulled and they gave way, sliding apart with barely any resistance.


    The beeping flatlined into a buzz. She grit her teeth and braced herself, the adrenaline so thick in her veins she trembled with it.


    “You did it. Good job.” Noah dragged a hand across his brow and wavered.


    That was it?


    She blew out a breath, the tension leaving her to the point she felt boneless. It took effort to slide out from under the desk. She chuckled, her head spinning, and looked at Noah again. Only he didn’t look so steady. She reached for him, knowing he’d hate the moment of weakness, but damn it. She loved him and he’d been shot protecting her. She got to worry.


    “Noah?” Before she got a hold of him, he slumped sideways. “Noah!”


    She dove for him, one hand going to the wound while the other checked for a pulse. His shirt was soaked with blood to the point his skin was sticky with it.


    “No, no, no,” she chanted.


    “Out the back!” Hernández cried.


    “Fickle fuckers,” Dave said from clenched teeth. “I hope you both hang for this.”


    “You first,” Lillian snapped before focusing on Noah.


    They were done for.


    Any moment cops would pour in here and that was it. The only thing that mattered was keeping Noah alive. Sure, they might get thrown into the deepest, darkest hole in the country and never see each other again—but she’d know he was alive. And that counted for something.


    “Noah?” She leaned over him, but his eyes had rolled back.


    “Get back. Move. Out of the way,” a hard male voice shouted with the kind of authority that came from wielding a badge.


    This was it.


    Lillian prayed they didn’t order her to take her hands off the wound.


    Instead of police officers, eight men wearing black suits and crisp white shirts came in, wielding guns. They moved like officers though, with the kind of awareness she’d grown to associate with trained operatives like Noah. The men didn’t focus on Lillian or Noah, instead they seemed more concerned about keeping the senators where they were.


    A man in a navy blue pinstripe suit strolled in with all the care or concern of a star on the red carpet. He even paused and gave the senators a wave before turning toward Lillian.


    “Fowler?” She didn’t know if she should be afraid or hopeful.


    “That doesn’t look good.” Fowler clicked his fingers at the Secret Service and snapped, “Someone help him. That man’s a hero. You better keep him alive. And make sure Mr. Campbell’s handcuffs aren’t too loose?”


    Lillian gaped as the men leaped to action. She barely had the presence of mind to say, “He’s shot,” before she was moved aside.


    “Ms. Matthews, come over here a moment?” Fowler held out his hand to her.


    She glanced from him to Noah, watching the men strip his shirt off him and rattle off things to each other.


    “Ma’am?” One of the Secret Service agents offered her his hand.


    She didn’t take it. There was too much blood on her and some part of her mind thought it was a bad idea to stain this stranger’s shirt.


    Why did she care?


    Weren’t there more important things going on right now?


    She looked at Noah now bare from the waist up.


    If she was going to ensure they had a future, she had to keep going. The CIA wasn’t there to throw them in a black site yet.


    Though it killed her to turn her back on Noah, she crossed to stand at President Fowler’s side facing the Intelligence Committee members. Most stood together against the backdrop. She was aware that some were talking, but their words washed over her.


    Was this shock? Adrenaline dump?


    Lillian shook her head. A mirror image of Mitch was at her side. He really did look like his dad.


    “Mr. President—what is going on?” the cranky senator demanded.


    “I’ll tell you what’s happening here.” Fowler tipped his chin up, milking the moment for drama. “History.”


    A gurney rolled into the room, pushed by yet more Secret Service agents.


    “That one time someone tried to blow up the Hart building?” Hernández asked.


    “No.” Fowler flashed his smile at the senators. “This history is about fifteen senators who, through their hard work and at great risk to themselves and their families, became heroes today. Here. Now. Because lying over there, alone and forgotten, is a man who would tear down everything we have worked for.”


    Lillian listened, but her attention was on the gurney rolling across the floor, taking the man she loved away from her.


    “What are you getting at, Mr. President?” Hernández crossed his arms over his chest. “Drop the theatrics.”


    “Fine. The facts.” Fowler pointed at Dave again. “That man has run his own private intel racket on our dime at the expense of our country’s agents. No one has had the balls to go after him because he has dirt on every one of us. There’s not a one of you who hasn’t been nudged by someone. Maybe you got an unmarked envelope at home? A waiter passed you a cryptic note? Old Dave here yanks everyone around and has for as long as I’ve been in this town.”


    Now Fowler directed his attention toward her and she felt all eyes on her again. Only this time it was different. Noah wasn’t in her corner. He might be fighting for his life right now. But the job wasn’t done yet.


    “Thanks to a group of people the media has branded terrorists and traitors—including my own son—we know the scope of Dave’s sins and where the bodies are buried. We are prepared to cut the cancer out. Isn’t that the phrase you used, Ms. Matthews?” His lips curved up into a brief smile. “And in doing so we’ll be freeing all of you from those skeletons you thought were buried until Dave dug them back up. So you should all line up and tell Ms. Matthews here thank you, because she’s the little lady who will be hitting delete.”


    Fowler set his hand on Lillian’s shoulder. She had no idea if what he said was true. There was far too much data to go through, but it seemed like a plausible story. “I’d like you all to appreciate for a moment how Ms. Matthews and her team sought to bring this information to you quietly—albeit using bully tactics—in the interest of national security.”


    Hernández caught her gaze. He didn’t look nearly as calm as he had all throughout their confrontation. “Is that true?”


    “Yes.” She straightened her spine. “All we ever wanted was to do this the right way, but Dave stacked the system against us. He had people everywhere, and so we became the bad guys.”


    “So!” Fowler clapped his hands together. “How do you want to write history, ladies and gentlemen? Do you want to be the senators who put a stop to one of the greatest sleeper threats? Or do you want to whine about the methods our brave heroes used to bring the truth to your attention?”


    Lillian held her breath, her heart in her throat.


    Was this it? Was the nightmare over?


    “Let’s vote.” Hernández addressed the committee. “Those in favor of writing our own history?”


    Silence.


    “Yea,” the cranky senator said.


    Other votes of yea followed on his heels.


    Was that everyone?


    “All those opposed?” Hernández asked.


    Lillian held her breath.


    Not a soul spoke.


    “The yeas have it.” Hernández turned toward Fowler, distrust in his gaze. “What bullshit are you going to write?”


    “I think you’ll like it.” Fowler wagged his finger at the man. “I’ll also have my real appointment to the CIA ready for you next week once this business is handled. Now, if you’ll excuse us?”


    Fowler grabbed her by the elbow and none too gently guided her after him at a pace she almost had to jog to keep up with. Secret Service agents flanked them while one led the way down the short stair.


    “What’s happening? Where’d they take Noah?” she blurted.


    Fowler grinned.


    She was starting to hate that man’s smile.


    “That was some stunt,” he said.


    “Where is Noah?” She pulled out of his grasp.


    They entered the hall and he gestured at the emergency exit doors currently propped open with an ambulance positioned at the doors. Her eyes prickled and suddenly she couldn’t breathe.


    Fowler grabbed her hand and pulled her around, his face suddenly serious. “They’ll get him stable, then you and your people lay low. Rewriting history isn’t an exact science.”


    She nodded, too close to tears to reply.


    He let her go and she dashed forward, throwing herself into the back of the ambulance.


    Now the only history she cared about was the one she shared with Noah.


    …


    Tuesday. Lillian’s Home, Washington, D.C.


    Gut wounds were the worst in Noah’s book.


    Right after that was being shut up with ten people. He almost wished he could have snuck away in the chaos like Demetrius had with his kids. At least Noah had Lillian.


    He glanced down at her dark hair. She was still curled up against his side, her head on his shoulder.


    The real miracle wasn’t that they weren’t in prison, it was that this woman thought she loved him. How crazy was that?


    “Turn the TV on!” Irene rushed into the main room of Noah’s safe house waving the burner phone.


    Lillian jolted awake. “What?”


    Noah cursed under his breath. Every little noise had her ready for an attack or something bad. For once he wanted her to be able to rest.


    Andy powered on the flat-screen TV mounted on the wall.


    Noah took Lillian’s hand in his and lifted it to his lips, kissing her knuckles. Whatever happened, however the world saw yesterday, he had a new mission in mind that involved her.


    Carol perched on the sofa next to Lillian. “Turn it up.”


    Brandon and his guys left the card game and gathered around the back of the sofa.


    Mitch finally put down the newspaper and glared at his father’s image on the screen.


    President Fowler stood at a slim podium, the flags behind him and roses flanking the view. He’d dressed to evoke the image of a president in a dark suit, red power tie, and a little flag lapel pin. He stared into the camera with that way he had of looking through a lense to the public. It was that personal feel that had swayed voters all over the country.


    Now would he use it to right wrongs? Or cover his ass?


    “Thank you all for coming out on such short notice. Today many of you woke up to the news from yesterday that took place in the senate hearing room. To understand yesterday you must also understand what we are coming to learn ourselves. Dave Campbell has been a career CIA agent and part of many crucial moments of American history. But he is also a traitor. My decision to nominate him was made in coordination with a special team I put together for the purpose of exposing the network run by Campbell and his cohorts. These people who have been paraded out as traitors to the country have in fact been our first line defense.”


    “Just say what you mean already.” Mitch threw balled-up newspaper at the TV.


    Lillian tightened her grip on Noah’s hand.


    “Is this really on TV?” Irene murmured.


    “Yeah,” Brandon replied.


    Fowler stared straight into the camera. “Yesterday, when the Senate Intelligence Committee confronted Dave Campbell about his crimes, he tried to stage an attack and frame the very patriots who have been working to stop him. It’s thanks to that same team our senators are alive today to bring this man to justice.”


    The crowd present in the garden clapped, but Fowler’s delivery remained intense.


    “I’d like to recognize these brave people and set the record straight today. Irene Drummond and Mitch Fowler, two CIA agents. They have been painted as traitors and framed in a number of crimes by Campbell and his people, when in fact they were some of the first to bring attention to this matter.”


    “Shit,” Mitch spat.


    “Sweet Jesus.” Irene sat on the arm of Mitch’s chair as though her legs just gave way.


    Lillian clasped Noah’s hand between both of hers. He wished he knew if this development was good or bad. It was ballsy, that was for sure.


    “Lillian Matthews and Noah White were leading a top secret joint task force between America and our allies to combat the situation when their location was attacked by Campbell’s people, resulting in the death of Director Shemar Donovan.”


    Noah’s throat closed up as he stared at the man. He’d known this life was over, that his covert career was done, but it hadn’t sunk in until this moment.


    “There are others, but because of the nature of their work we cannot divulge their identities. They are the patriots. They are our heroes in this secret intelligence war. And we want them to come home.”


    That was well and good for the others, but what home did Noah have?


    Fowler droned on, but Noah only listened with half an ear. It was a bit of brilliance, blaming Dave for the whole thing, painting Noah and Lillian as the heroes A nice bit of turning tables on the man. Fowler went on at length about how the Senate Intelligence Committee played such a major role in the investigation, giving them equal billing as the architects of this op.


    Noah’s days in the intel world were done, that was for sure.


    Then again, hadn’t they been over the moment he realized Lillian was the center of his new world?


    He bent his head and kissed her brow.


    The TV flipped off and the room seemed to finally breathe.


    The president had announced their names on TV.


    That brought its own problems. People would be looking for them. The four of them that had been named would be persons of interest given what they knew. On the surface the pardon sounded great, but it came with burdens.


    “We can’t totally believe him, you guys know that, right?” Mitch twisted to look at them.


    Irene sighed and rubbed Mitch’s back. “Wouldn’t it be nice?”


    “I think Fowler wants to keep the four of us close, and that’s why he used our names.” Noah glanced at Mitch. “I wouldn’t be surprised if he has plans.”


    Mitch reached over and placed his hand on Irene’s knee. “Fuck that.”


    Lillian faced Noah. “Well, what do we do now?”


    “Can we trust him enough to believe we aren’t going to be hunted anymore?” Andy asked.


    President Fowler was a wild card and they all knew it.


    “To a point, yeah. I think so.” Mitch didn’t seem pleased about admitting that. “He’s always playing a hidden game.”


    “Is it safe to go home?” Lillian drew a circle on the back of Noah’s hand. “I need to see my family. Explain myself.”


    “We aren’t going back.” Andy looked at Carol, who nodded. “We’ve made a lot of enemies. I think it’s best if we lay low for a while.”


    Carol gave her husband a hug. The newlyweds hadn’t gotten much time on their own. They were due for a honeymoon at least.


    “I want to see my sister,” Irene announced, then leaned against Mitch. “It’s time you met her.”


    “So that’s it?” Brandon stepped into the space between the sofa and the armchair.


    “That’s not the outcome you were hoping for?” Lillian straightened and looked at Brandon.


    “I want Mol back, but we don’t all get the ending we want, do we?” He smiled, but it was bitter and twisted. “Time to get back to work. Guess we’re cleared to leave now?”


    Noah could see Brandon’s broken pieces. It would be a long time before he was whole again, and that was if he allowed himself to mourn. This wasn’t the revenge any of them wanted, but it was an ending. It was over.


    Andy met Noah’s gaze. “You?”


    “I think I’m going to try one of those staycations.” Noah squeezed Lillian’s hand. “What do you think? Get some gluten-free microwavable shit and listen to bad music?”


    Lillian shook her head and smiled.


    They hadn’t talked about it. With so many people underfoot it wasn’t the place or time. But he knew that this felt right. Being with her. For the first time in ages, he wasn’t leading with his head. His heart had taken charge and he couldn’t wait to see where this took them.


    …


    Friday. Lillian’s Home, Washington, D.C.


    Lillian stepped over the threshold into what was left of her home and stared at the destruction.


    “Oh my God…” She covered her face with her hands.


    “Jesse? Kevin?” Noah shut the front door behind him and twisted the locks.


    Two men ambled through the arch from the kitchen.


    “You finally decided to show up?” Jesse asked.


    Lillian stared at her long-time friend. Her sofa was gone. Holes were in her walls. Furniture was broken. She was willing to bet this was a better version of what it had looked like before the other two men collected what was now trash.


    “Have you swept the house for bugs?” Noah asked.


    “Five times,” Jesse replied.


    Kevin came over and gave her a friendly side hug all while Noah glared. “We were hoping to have more done before you got here.”


    “How bad is it?” Her throat tightened.


    “Kitchen’s the worst…”


    Lillian tuned the guys out and walked into the kitchen.


    Cabinet doors had been torn off the uppers. There were holes in the drywall. Most of the insulation had been pulled out from the looks of the space inside. Her kitchen table was gone and only two chairs remained.


    She’d assumed at the very least the police would have been here to search for her once her name was released. This much damage? It had to be other people. Probably on Dave Campbell’s order. It was going to take weeks, maybe months, to fix things up. Who knew if her insurance would cover this? Did she still have a job?


    “What about Camie?” Lillian asked the empty room. “Have you guys seen my family?”


    The guys stopped speaking.


    For a moment the house was completely silent.


    Boots thumped the floor. Jesse entered the kitchen. It made sense he’d have seen her sister. Lillian was half certain Jesse was in love with her.


    “She’s good,” he said. “She has a lot of questions.”


    Lillian dreaded the questions she was going to have to answer. “How mad is she?”


    “I wouldn’t say she’s mad… More like hurt.”


    Lillian had a lot of explaining to do. She’d underestimated the impact to the lives of those around her when she’d signed on for this job. Her sister had a right to be angry at her.


    “Do I still have a job?” she asked. What was she going to do? What were her options?


    Jesse frowned at her. “You’re a Matthews. You’ll always have a job.”


    Lillian sucked down a deep breath and nodded. She owned part of the company though Camilla had the final say in everything. All of that was too much for Lillian to think about right now.


    She stared at Noah peering out the window.


    Right now she wanted to focus on him.


    They’d shaken some screws loose and with everything going on, they’d had to hold it together. He’d saved her. It was her turn to put him first.


    “Jesse?” Lillian turned back toward him. “Thanks for all this. I’d really like to just be at home for now.”


    “Okay.” He nodded as though it were normal. “We made sure everything locks, all doors are secured, and the system still works. There’s an air mattress upstairs made up for you. If you need anything else, call.”


    “Here’s hoping we don’t.” She ran her fingers through her short hair. If she had a list of things to do, she’d add see stylist to it. “Go. Check on Camie. Get some rest. I know you haven’t slept much, either.”


    Just because they were home and the bad guys were in jail didn’t mean this was over. She’d have to explain herself to her family and handle whatever came her way in the fallout of the situation. There’d be trials in the courts of law and her family. Lord only knew what her aunt was going to say about all this, but Lillian wouldn’t have changed a thing.


    Except, maybe she’d have gone with Noah sooner.


    She hadn’t known him back then. All she’d seen was what he wanted her to see.


    Noah locked the door after Jesse and Kevin.


    Lillian let her heart lead her. She was still numb in a way. It was all over, and her life was moving on. She walked straight into Noah’s arms, gently hugging him. He liked to play at being Superman, but he was mortal. And she’d nearly lost him. The hours spent in that ambulance, driving around while they worked on him, were some of the worst in her life. But he was bouncing back.


    “I’ll walk through the house, double check it’s safe,” he said.


    “That can wait, please?” She sighed and let go of him.


    His hand slid down her arm until he could link his fingers in hers.


    Though everyone had a plan for where to go and what to do next, it had taken them all several days to get their affairs in order, line up documents and means of leaving the country quietly. Noah and Lillian were the only ones staying. At least that was what she assumed.


    She had told him she loved him. He’d said it back.


    What came next?


    “Are we going to talk?” she whispered.


    “About?”


    “What are you going to do next?”


    “I was going to walk through the house.”


    She glared up at him. He was feeling better if that was his answer. “That’s not what I meant and you know it.”


    Noah stared back at her. His face was blank, his eyes unreadable.


    This adventure had changed both of them.


    “I don’t know,” he said finally.


    “I want you to stay—”


    A hard knock cut off what she was trying to say.


    …


    Noah frowned at the door.


    “Go into the closet under the stairs.”


    She squeezed his hand. “No.”


    Another knock rattled the hinges.


    “Lily, just because Dave’s in custody and the president says we’re the good guys doesn’t mean we’re out of hot water. Go.” He nudged her toward the hall.


    “Fine.”


    Lillian strode through the living room and into the hall. She opened the door and glanced at him.


    “Go.” He reached under his shirt and pulled his gun out of the holster clipped to his belt.


    Noah crossed to the windows and peered out onto the street.


    Black SUVs had everything blocked off from intersection to intersection.


    Six men in uniform black suits stood on the porch. One glimpsed him and flipped open a set of credentials.


    Secret fucking Service.


    Noah crossed to the door, unlocked the deadbolt, and cracked it open.


    “Whatever you’re selling, we don’t want any,” he said.


    “Step back, Mr. White. We’re going to need your firearms,” the imposing man in the lead said. Noah thought he remembered that guy.


    “Can’t you at least buy me dinner first?” Noah took a step back and unclipped the holster at his belt, laying it in the flat of his hand.


    The first man through the door took his gun and did a pat down, removing Noah’s knives, phone, and even the change in his pockets.


    “Check the house.” The lead man stared around the space. “Where is Ms. Matthews?”


    “Lily? Come out,” Noah yelled.


    The hall closet door creaked open.


    “Mind telling us what this is about? We’re in the middle of a little renovation project.” Noah never took his eyes off Big and Imposing.


    “Basement is clear,” someone called out.


    Lillian came to stand next to Noah. There was a touch of annoyance in her voice. The post-op shock was finally wearing off. “What’s going on?”


    “Upstairs is clear,” another person called out.


    Big and Imposing finally looked at Noah. “You will stand here, hands where we can see them at all times, understood?”


    “Yeah, I got it.” He was beginning to wish he’d insisted on taking Lillian to a hotel or something more public.


    “Bring in Big Bird,” Big and Imposing said.


    “Big…Bird?” Lillian looked at Noah.


    Those words meant something to her, where Noah was only dealing with an educated guess.


    Two more Secret Service agents entered, and right behind them President Fowler.


    Fowler spread his arms and grinned. “There they are.”


    “Sir?” Big and Imposing edged into the space between Fowler and Noah.


    Fowler patted the man on the shoulder. “You know, why don’t you give us some privacy?”


    “That’s—”


    Fowler lost the smile and good humor. “Take a hike.”


    “Entry team, take the back. Everyone else, out front.” Big and Imposing stalked out to the porch while the others dispersed.


    “What now?” Lillian crossed her arms over her chest.


    Fowler strolled across to the gutted sofa and leaned on the armrest.


    “Have a seat?” Noah gestured to the missing cushions.


    “You’re the only ones who came home to roost. I couldn’t pass up the opportunity to tell you thanks in person for everything you’ve done for your country.” Fowler gave them that winning smile, the one that’d made a nation trust him as the honest politician.


    “What do you want?” Noah asked.


    Fowler shrugged. “That’s it.”


    “Bullshit,” Lillian said and finally Noah saw the light back in her eyes. “If you wanted to say thank you, you’d send one of those sausage and cheese baskets. People love getting those from you. You want something, so spit it out. We’ve had a long couple of weeks.”


    Fowler had the good grace to study his cuticles for a moment. He was the president. He wouldn’t admit that he’d just been caught.


    “I’d like to know that if your country ever needs you again, you’d be open to the call.” Fowler dropped the smiling act. This was the shrewd man behind it all staring back.


    “Sir, I do my country a service every day by doing my job well. As do you.” Lillian drew herself up.


    “I’ll be a little more blunt, sir. You need us, feel free to call, but don’t expect that we’re going to risk our lives like this again.” Noah nodded at the door. “Maybe next time be a little more careful about who you want to run the CIA.”


    “Dave?” Fowler pushed to his feet and shook his head. “That was all an act.”


    Lillian met Noah’s gaze. Was it really? Or had Fowler been playing both sides?


    It was impossible to tell.


    “Well, it looks like you’ve got some home improvement work going on. I’ll leave you to it.”


    Noah opened the front door. “Have a good night, Mr. President.”


    “You, too.”


    Fowler strolled out through the front door into the arms of his Secret Service agents. Noah shut the door and locked it behind them. The idea of re-sweeping the house for listening devices or other surveillance equipment was exhausting.


    “What just really happened?” Lillian peered through the window at the SUVs rolling out.


    “He wanted to recruit us for something.”


    “Seriously?”


    “Yeah.”


    Noah’s career with the CIA was over. It would be a mutual parting of ways. An opportunity to work for a newly sitting president could mean a higher profile, better pay, and more opportunities. Whatever decision Noah made, he wanted it to include Lillian. She was everything his heart desired.


    “Are you going to take him up on it?” Lillian asked softly.


    “Should I?”


    She straightened the coat hooks hanging by the door. “Do you want to?”


    “Not really. I don’t trust him. And whatever work I’d do for him might put you at risk.”


    “Me?” She glanced at him, uncharacteristically nervous.


    Noah had lived facing one direction, with one goal, and never realized how unhappy he was. The thrill of the job only lasted for so long.


    “Yes, you.” Noah reached out and took her hand, pulling her to him. “I do remember you told me you loved me. Quite a few times. You’re stuck with me, Lillian-fucking-Matthews. I love you.”


    Her cheeks flushed pink and she let him pull her in so he could wrap his arms around her. The last time they’d stood here like this she’d thought he was going to kill her. Foolish him thought he had a choice.


    “Oh.” She blinked up at him, eyes wide, lips parted.


    He chuckled. Talk about delayed reaction. “That’s all you’ve got to say? Oh?”


    “I was trying to figure out how to convince you to stay put for a while. I thought there were more steps to go through to get there. I’m kind of playing catch up.” She smiled up at him and he breathed an easy breath. She was herself again. “I love you.”


    He bumped her nose with his.


    “What does that mean? For us? How does this work?” Her beautiful mind was spinning away once more, no longer caught in the mire of post-op fog.


    “It means we figure it out one day at a time. I’m going to need a job. I am handy with a hammer and drywall, so if you’re open to me working for my half of the bed I’m game.”


    “Half?” She tossed her head back and laughed. “When do you only take up half?”


    “Okay, two-thirds. Whatever.” He buzzed her cheek with a kiss.


    She leaned back and studied him for a moment. “Are you serious?”


    “Dead serious.”


    “You really only work for two-thirds of a bed? You don’t even know if I have a bed anymore.”


    He wagged his finger at her. “Touché.”


    Lillian wrapped her arms around his neck and he met her in a kiss.


    This was his future, and it was the best it had ever been.

  


  
    Epilogue


    Washington, D.C.


    Lillian took a deep breath and smoothed her hands down her thighs. A pair of strong arms slid around her waist, holding her better than the corset.


    “We could elope,” Noah whispered.


    She snorted a laugh and stared at their reflection in the mirror. The man at her back looked younger, more relaxed than the Noah from a year ago. It was amazing what loads less stress did for a person. He was still the same adorably irritating man, but he was her man. And he looked damn good in a suit.


    She pulled his arms around her just a little tighter. “You know my family would lose their minds if we did that.”


    “You know I’m going to lose my mind if this circus gets any crazier, right?” He bent his head and kissed her shoulder.


    “Just three more months. I promise.”


    “And then every day for the rest of my life.” He wrinkled his nose. “This deal is starting to sound a little off.”


    Lillian tossed her head back and laughed. He talked a mean game, but deep down she knew he liked it. Her family had closed ranks around Noah the day he brought her home, sat them all down, and explained things. Her mother especially thought Noah hung the moon. He belonged with them. In her life, at the firm, he was the final, missing piece. The wedding was for everyone else. She already had her prize.


    “Okay, so—what do you think?” She let go of him and turned, gesturing to the dress.


    It wasn’t traditional for the man to see the wedding dress before the big day, but early on Lillian had realized that the only person she cared about pleasing was him. To drown out the loud opinions of her family and make sure it was the wedding she and Noah wanted, they were doing a lot of things differently.


    Her dress was only one of them.


    Noah’s gaze went serious for a moment. He wouldn’t lie to her and he had a good eye. After all, he was the one who’d pushed her to try on the body-hugging mermaid-style dress in the first place.


    His gaze traveled down then up her body, his smile widening. “It would make for a beautiful elopement dress.”


    Lillian shook her head and laughed yet again. That was the biggest change over the last year. They did a lot of laughing and a lot more enjoying life. She was looking forward to doing more of that in their future.


    …


    Noah was the luckiest bastard alive.


    Lillian turned to examine her reflection, probably playing the imagined criticism of the females in her family through her mind. To him, she was the embodiment of perfection. Everything he’d wanted and been afraid to reach for. And now, in a few short months, it would be official on paper.


    She’d have to kill him to get rid of him once that was done. He didn’t think it would come to that, but for him, she was it. His future. His home. His joy. And he’d be damned if he allowed one person to make her feel less than perfect on their wedding day.


    A knot formed in his throat.


    Were men supposed to get emotional over this wedding nonsense?


    What the hell was wrong with him?


    It was an undeniable fact that Lillian was beautiful. He’d been attracted to her on sight, but that wasn’t what made him refuse a kill order. In that hour or so they’d spent walking a dark tunnel, he’d gotten to know a little about her, what made her tick, and she’d impressed him.


    Now he’d spend the rest of his life keeping her safe and happy.


    “What if we did elope?” Lillian asked.


    His gaze snapped to hers in the mirror. “No.”


    She turned to face him, her mouth twisted up. “But—”


    Noah stepped in and grasped her by the shoulders. “Your family would never let either of us live that down. And you wouldn’t be happy. I know you, Miss Matthews.”


    “Family” had been a throwaway word in his life. But not anymore. He’d learned just what and how far family would go for you.


    “Yeah, but—”


    “But nothing.” He slid his hands down to hold hers.


    He had to tell her.


    They’d all been sworn to secrecy after lunch, but if Lillian was this stressed she wouldn’t enjoy the next few months.


    “If I tell you a secret will you promise not to tell anyone I told you?” he asked.


    Lillian’s eyes narrowed and she leaned in. Gone was the worried bride. This was the spy master who’d orchestrated a global take-down. “What kind of secret?”


    “I might have taken your aunt, mother, and sister to lunch while you were at that client thing yesterday. Perhaps we had a conversation about boundaries and you and stress and…” He shrugged.


    Lillian’s jaw dropped and her eyes went wide. “You did not…”


    “I’m not saying I did, just that it could have happened.”


    “What did you say? How? Noah.”


    “Come here.” He pulled her in and rested his forehead against hers. “I don’t care if you are badass Lillian-fucking-Matthews. It’s my job to look out for you. If that means taking on your family like you took on the President of the United States, I’m going to do it. I just won’t look as good as you. I can’t pull off skinny jeans and boots.”


    She sputtered a laugh and covered her mouth, those eyes of hers twinkling. “Does Mom still like you?”


    “She adores me.”


    Lillian’s laughter faded. “You really did that?”


    “I’d do anything for you. Don’t you know that?” His world had fallen apart the day she’d been taken from him.


    “Yeah. I do.” She tipped her chin up.


    Noah ran his fingers through her hair.


    This was his life. The new chapter. His next big thing. And he couldn’t wait to live it with her, in a world they’d made safer.
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