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Prologue

Oscar Hatton

I saw her in my dreams, long before her long blonde locks flowed past me in person. She’d always been there—the shadow dancing in the corner of the room, the nagging paranoia in the back of my mind, as discernible as smoke on a clear day and just as impossible to catch. As soon as I laid eyes on her, I knew. The tightening knot in my gut told me, and the way the hair rose on my arms ensured me she was the one. She was the one I’d been waiting for, the one who’d bring calm to the storm that had become my life—she just didn’t know it yet.

I saw her in my mind’s eye—wide, inquiring eyes glancing back to meet mine, her dainty feet stumbling over the roots of some large tree as she ran on ahead. I watched her as she tripped, as she fell, arms flailing as she fought to steady herself.

There would be no steadying for Alice.

Not once I had her in my clutches.

“Mr. Hatton.”

Opening my eyes, the polished leather of my office came into view, but the image of her remained, burned into my psyche for all time. I turned my head, finding the wary expression of Russell waiting for me.

“I said, I didn’t want to be disturbed.”

“Apologies, Mr. Hatton, but Mr. Naylor told me to interrupt you.” Russell was practically groveling, shuffling back at my hissed response.

“Oh, did he now?” I arched my brow at his inference. If Naylor wanted to talk, he could bloody well call me.

“Yes, I...” It seemed my admonishment had thrown Russell off course. My body straightened as the man struggled for his words. “I got the impression he wanted you to join him.”

“Join him?” I spat, stretching my long limbs as I glowered imperiously at the other man. He wasn’t junior to me in years, but in this place, I outranked him—a fact that was glaringly obvious to us both.

“Yes, Mr. Hatton.” Russell pressed his lips into a hard line as if he was braced for whatever came next.

“You can tell Mr. Naylor, I’ll be with him when I’m free.” With that, I gestured with my right hand, dismissing him with a single flick of the wrist before I turned back toward the window which had previously captured my attention.

Staring out over the river Cam, I eyed the weeping willows as they lounged over the water, surveying a pair of majestic swans swimming past. I had no idea if Russell was still loitering beside me and even less inclination to check. He’d had my final word on the subject. I’d get to Naylor once I was finished here. Until then, my thoughts returned to the blonde who’d captured my focus, my lips curling at her mental image.

Alice.

Alice, with her long blonde hair and large pale eyes. Alice, with her inquisitive mind and sharp attention to detail. It was that fast-wit and intelligence that attracted me. I was going to adore her high-spirited antics, relish the thrill of the chase, and no doubt love to hate that same acumen that would get her into trouble. We’d be a perfect pair, just as soon as we laid enough breadcrumbs for her to follow. She’d no doubt done her research and thought she knew about me and about Chase Benedict, but whatever she’d learned wouldn’t be enough. If Alice thought she could outmaneuver us, she could think again. I’d been playing the game for a long time, and soon enough, she would learn when the Mad Hatter played, he never lost.

Chapter One

Alice Monroe

Staring at my reflection, I moved my face toward the light, the light blue bow in my hair catching the afternoon sunshine.

“I think it’s too much.” I glanced back to the mirror with the verdict, my gaze locking with the man standing behind me.

“It’s not,” he assured me. “It’s perfect. You look just the part.”

Sighing at his appraisal, I fiddled with the bow again. Unused to wearing accessories, the thing was already annoying me, but it was the pièce de résistance—a recording device hidden away in my hair. The folk at the labs had been beside themselves with hilarity at the prospect.

“Stop.” His hand reached for mine, halting the progress of my fingers. “What’s wrong, Alice? We’ve been over this a hundred times. We’ve done our homework, you know your stuff—we’re ready.”

Turning toward him, I shook my head. Gabriel was the one who’d got me interested in all this espionage crap in the first place. As my father’s oldest friend, I’d known him since I was a little girl and had always acknowledged there was something different about him, something dangerous. It wasn’t until I grew up and graduated, I finally put my finger on it. Gabriel had been working for the government so long, he didn’t know where their remit ended and begun. He was the mole who’d lured me into this underground world.

“You’re right.” My body straightened with the realization. “I am ready. I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”

“Nerves, perhaps?” Gabriel’s brow rose with the query.

“Of course not!” I snapped. “I don’t get nervous.” Though my agitation on the subject only served to prove his point.

“You’ve been tracking this guy for a long time,” he reminded me, as though I wasn’t aware. As if I didn’t know the blood, sweat, and tears I’d plowed into Chase Benedict’s organization. “It’s only natural there’s some trepidation before you go in for the kill.”

“This isn’t an assassination.” I spun on my heel. “It’s a research project. My mission is to ingratiate myself with the bastard and discover what we can use to bring him down.”

“And my, what a mission you are.” Gabriel grinned at the sight of me. “Sometimes, I forget what a capable, attractive woman you’ve become, Alice.” He paused, hooking his thumbs into his suit pockets. “Sometimes, I still see the little girl with the long blonde hair.”

I flinched in spite of myself. Gabriel was more like an uncle to me than a boss. He’d taken me under his wing since the job offer from MI5 had arrived, and while I tried to convince myself I’d earned this role on merit, he’d probably had some hand in it. I owed him a lot, and I was grateful, but sometimes, the way he looked at me made me uncomfortable. I wondered what my father would have made of his salacious glances had he been around to notice.

“I’m all grown-up now,” I assured him. Grown-up, well-versed in martial arts, and a grade A markswoman to boot—facts Gabriel was already aware of. I didn’t think he was stupid or crazy enough to make a move on me, but if it came to it, I could look after myself—gratitude or no gratitude. “And I can take care of myself.”

His lips twitched. “I’ve no doubt about that.” He chuckled. “I’ve seen your combat scores, remember? You beat most of the men in your group, as I recall?”

“Yes.” I lifted my chin, briefly recollecting the hand-to-hand fights we’d completed before we were given license to go undercover. “In my experience, men often think brute strength is going to be sufficient to bring an opponent down, and as a result, they don’t tend to think before they throw a punch.”

“Not a problem you’ll have with Chase.” An oddly smug expression settled over his face. “He rarely gets his hands dirty, farming the brutality out to younger, fitter men.”

“I’m not there to fight him,” I reminded Gabriel. “I have to make him want me, not repel the guy.”

“I don’t think you’ll have too many problems in that department, either.” Gabriel’s gaze was hungry as it ran up and down the length of my body, eyeing the tight, royal blue pants suit I’d chosen for the part as I strode away from him toward my purse. “I’ve no doubt you’ll wow him.”

“Thank you.” I slung the handle of the white purse over my shoulder. It matched the patent tone of my heels perfectly, quite the contrast to the peacock outfit. “It’s time to find out.” Striding in the direction of the door, confidence bloomed in my chest.

I could do this.

I was easily smart enough to outplay Benedict. I knew the games he liked to play, and I could play them, too.

“Be careful, Alice.”

My feet halted reflexively at Gabriel’s cautionary tone.

“Chase Benedict is a slippery asshole, and well, once you fall down that dark rabbit hole, there might not be a way back.”

I laughed at his ominous timbre, glancing over my shoulder to meet his brown eyes. “Thanks for the concern, Gabriel, but I’ll be fine.”

“I know you will.” He shrugged. “I just worry about you. Don’t let him get his claws into you, and don’t let him chase you down.”

Nodding, I offered him one final smile before I swept out of the room. Based on my research, Gabriel had nothing to worry about. Benedict was the White Rabbit—a cold-hearted, arrogant prick who tore his enemies into so many pieces the worms didn’t even have to chew. I had more of a chance of being abducted by aliens than falling for a man like that.

Benedict didn’t feel, and he certainly didn’t chase.

Chapter Two

Alice

“Miss Monroe here to see Mr. Benedict, please.” I flicked my hair back at the young receptionist, wondering at the way his grin grew.

“Ah, Miss Monroe.” By now, his smile was practically ear-to-ear. “Yes, Mr. Benedict mentioned you. You work for New Group International, right?”

“That’s right.” I met his eyes with the lie. Somewhat disconcerted by his inane grin, it didn’t alter my well-polished routine. Months of training to pass polygraph tests meant I knew how to remain composed when it counted. “We’re very excited about the piece with Mr. Benedict.”

His gaze twinkled, and as if he’d been paid to bolster his boss’ image, right on cue, he launched into a tirade of flattery. “He’s an exceptional man, Miss Monroe. Our organization helps so many people.”

“Yes,” I smiled politely. “He sounds extraordinary.”

I waited in the grandiose foyer as he dialed through about my appointment. Glancing toward the glass-fronted entranceway, I caught sight of my reflection, the elegant image of the woman in the pantsuit emboldening my confidence.

This would be okay. I would be okay.

“Go right up, Miss Monroe.” He smirked as he relayed the instruction. “Just take the elevator to the sixteenth floor. Mr. Benedict is waiting for you.”

Waiting for me.

Tension furled in my belly at the concept of the man we knew was in charge of one of the largest criminal syndicates in the United Kingdom, waiting for me, but I pushed the anxiety down.

“Thank you,” I replied sweetly, my fingers tightening on my purse as I paced toward the elevator.

The cubicle, like everything else, was shiny and bright, my image reflecting back at me in the mirrored interior as I hit the button for the sixteenth floor. Pulling in a deep breath, I remembered my training and my mission objective. I needed to bring Chase Benedict to heel and learn everything I could about him and his criminal enterprise. We knew he used his charitable endeavors as a front for the less savory ways he operated, but we didn’t have the proof. That was my job.

That was what I was here for.

Infiltrate the White Rabbit’s nest and make him trust me, then find the evidence which proved his philanthropy was nothing more than a mask for much darker pursuits—then I could nail him.

The chiming elevator drew my focus back to the task in hand, and slowly releasing the breath I’d been holding, I lifted my chin just as the silver doors slid open.

“Miss Monroe, I assume?”

My gaze fell on the tall, lithe stranger in the expensive suit on the other side of the door, though he wasn’t a stranger at all. At well over six feet, with an athletic build thanks to all those years playing rugby at overpriced prep schools and a dark, brooding face, I recognized the man who greeted me. It was Chase Benedict. Leaning against the side of the doorway, his gaze drilled into me, dangerous blue eyes taking me in as we stood in silence.

“Yes, good morning, Sir.” I took a step toward him, holding out my hand, the practiced routine of my preparation kicking in beneath the rush of hormones. Chase was even better looking in real life than his internet profile gave him credit for. His dark tousled hair and high cheekbones easily making him model material, but it was the eerie composure he possessed that truly made him stand out in the crowd. Most criminals were lacking in some fundamental way. They might be smart, often high-brow intelligent, but they lacked charisma, or they might have outstanding social skills, but they were as ugly as sin. Benedict, on the other hand, appeared to tick every box. As he shifted forward to accept my palm, the thought bloomed that he was the perfect apex predator—educated, sophisticated, attractive, and deadly.

“Thanks for coming.” He grasped my hand harder than I’d anticipated. “I’ve wanted to do this piece for a while.”

“It’s great to finally be here.” I moved forward again, expecting him to withdraw and allow me past. Being this close to anyone was unusual in the pandemic, but peculiarly, Benedict didn’t budge, and for one daunting moment, we were eye to eye, hands still connected as our intents collided. “Where should we do the interview?”

His lips curled, just a hint he was enjoying the interaction, but he held me suspended against him in torrid silence for long, protracted seconds.

“Does my office sound good, Miss Monroe?” His eyes flickered wider, an imperceptible gesture, but right then and there, I realized—knew—he was on to me, to the ruse I was playing, but it was too late to withdraw, too late to recalibrate. I was here, trapped in the tiny elevator with the man himself.

“That sounds perfect, thank you.”

“Okay, then.” He moved away, releasing my hand, though the spicy scent of his cologne lingered. “Please feel free to clean your hands, then we’ll go.” Arching his eyebrow, he signaled left to a dispenser of antibacterial gel. Steadying myself, I dispensed the liquid before exiting the cubicle and turning where he directed.

The sound of my heels clicking against the polished marble echoed around the vast corridor as we strode its length, and my heart raced, trying to make sense of what had just happened. What had that been about? Who held a complete stranger captive in an elevator cubicle with only one hand and a devastating smile? And why had I entertained the behavior? I was supposed to be a journalist after the story of the year in the worst pandemic for one hundred years—a professional who wouldn’t be starstruck by Benedict’s beautiful face. My performance would have been bad enough if I had truly been that reporter, but as it was, it was completely unacceptable. I knew better than that. I was better prepared than this—wasn’t I?
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