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      Her sneakers whispered on the waxed hallway floor. The murmur of voices neared, around the next corner.

      Soraya Adams eased open the closest door and ducked into the room. It was as dark as the rest of the classrooms this time of night. The college campus was all but deserted, only inhabited by early risers or those who had pulled an all-nighter.

      Two people passed in front of the door and headed down the hallway. Neither of them would know she was inside the room. Waiting.

      Not only could she not afford for them to know she was here, but she couldn’t even allow them to see her face. Anyone with a basic awareness of what was going on in the media would know who she was. So far she had barely managed to skate under the radar. She’d done that only thanks to aid from a concerned third party. Despite helping, that woman scared her more than the corporation who wanted her silenced. Travers Industries was using all the resources at its disposal to accomplish that.

      Soraya was on the run.

      The voices drifted away, and she emerged from the room. The door clicked shut behind her, and the sound echoed down the hallway. Soraya stood utterly still for a second, waiting just in case someone else was around. At least, someone other than the contact she was here to meet.

      Her gaze drifted over a poster on the far side of the wall. The campus newspaper, front-page article. It was like looking into the past—her past. But that was a long time ago now. In the last couple of weeks, her face had been plastered all over the media. Every accolade she’d received for her work in journalism had been stripped.

      Now she was being hunted as a criminal.

      Soraya had zero credibility. But when she had the evidence in hand, the world would have no choice but to listen to her.

      Pressing on, she headed through the science and technology building toward a lab at the end. Coming here was a risk. It was also her last chance to get the information she needed. Soraya would expose those who saw only the power they could have in the world and not who they hurt to get it.

      If she succeeded, she would get her life back. The only option she was willing to accept. Nothing less than to put everything to rights and end this running and hiding where she couldn’t contact her family for fear of putting them in danger.

      Soraya would clear her name.

      She knocked lightly on the lab door and let herself in. His instructions had been clear, and she was determined not to do anything that would mean he didn’t cooperate. She’d had disgruntled sources before. People who changed their mind about being interviewed or came up with a different story all of a sudden. For whatever reason.

      Then there was the last man she had interviewed.

      Greg Benton, a man whose brother worked for the same company she was trying to expose, had been killed in prison just hours after talking to her. Now she was on the run, being chased—probably by the same people who had orchestrated his death.

      “Daniel?” She crept into the room, which was dimly lit by a couple of undercabinet lights. The rows of lab desks and stools were clear and tidy, left that way by cleaning staff. Computers had been stacked on the shelves of one wall, behind locked glass cabinet doors. “Are you here, Daniel?”

      She shuffled through the room to his office in the corner. Halfway across, he emerged. Dark hair stuck in every direction, as though he had slept on his desk. He even had a deep crease in the skin of his cheek.

      “You’re here.” He shook his head as though clearing the cobwebs of sleep and looked at his watch. “You were supposed to be here two hours ago.”

      “I’m sorry.” She closed the distance between them. “It was harder than I thought to get here from Colorado Springs.” She shifted the backpack off her shoulders and swung it around to retrieve the chip she’d brought.

      Soraya pulled out the lunch pail and handed it over.

      Daniel stared. “That’s it?”

      “Inside.”

      He turned to his office with a frown on his forehead. “Let’s take a look, I guess.”

      He sat at his desk, and she hovered by the doorway, unable to sit down with all the energy and lingering adrenaline coursing through her. She also wondered if she would fall asleep as he’d done if she sat for any length of time. Instead, Soraya shifted her weight from side to side as she waited for him to connect the chip to his computer.

      “It’s so tiny.” She shook her head, not liking inane conversation at the best of times.

      She dealt with facts and preferred to get to the point as quickly as possible. That meant any peripheral information had to be discarded fast. It was either relevant, or it wasn’t. The size of the chip didn’t mean anything other than that it had been easier to carry as she traversed the country in search of this man.

      Only the fact that the chip itself wasn’t equipped with a GPS locator meant she was still one step ahead of everyone chasing her.

      Weeks before, Daniel had reached out to her online, offering a white flag. Lending a hand so she could mine this thing for information using an air-gapped computer—a laptop with no access to the internet. No way for anyone to track them or hack the chip.

      “I appreciate you bringing it all the way here.” He clicked his mouse and frowned at the screen of his computer. “The chance to look at this thing?” He blew out a breath.

      “Do you think you can get into the source code?” She paced behind him.

      “Let me see what I can do.”

      Soraya figured that meant he needed space to work.

      She wandered to the window and peered out between the slats in the blinds. No one moved outside as far as she could see, but that didn’t mean she was safe.

      Venturing out at all was a risk, let alone meeting with someone even if Daniel might be able to provide knowledgeable assistance.

      She could hear Lana’s voice in her head.

      Ditch your phone. Toss it in the trash, and don’t look back. Keep moving. Use only cash, and switch out these fake IDs every couple of days.

      She should have written it all down. Not that she needed to do that to remember it, but a hard copy left a record of what had happened. It could be the only chance she ever had to tell her story.

      Maybe she would put it all down later—after life got back to normal and she could find her way to writing a book about her experiences. Soraya needed to tell the world the truth about what had happened.

      She was getting ahead of herself, though—and assumed that when this was over, she would be either not dead or not in jail. Neither of which was a guarantee at this point.

      “Huh.”

      She turned from the window. “Did you find something?”

      “It’s definitely outfitted with the ability to track anyone when it’s up and running.”

      “I know it works with wireless networks,” Soraya had to be careful to parse out information. She could put Daniel at risk if she told him everything. “It can be outfitted to a lot of different things to provide pinpoint accuracy in targeting.”

      “And from what I’m seeing, it would appear that any admin can alter every single record.”

      Soraya hadn’t known that. “Like rewriting the information?”

      Daniel nodded. “Any record can be altered. Admins have full ability to make global changes. They can change the program. They can modify everything it spits out, and any command given can be adjusted in any way at any point. Total control.”

      Her stomach churned. “Anything else?”

      “The way it changes the inherent program? The person who put in the original command wouldn’t know it had been changed. It preserves that and then makes adjustments under the surface.”

      “So an admin can not only change whatever they want, but they can do it without anyone knowing?”

      “Yes,” Daniel said. “It’s very specific about that.”

      Soraya lifted both hands and ran them through her hair, grasping handfuls of the long dark locks at the back of her head. The sting in her scalp meant she was pulling too hard. But it was the only thing that could keep her from freaking out.

      The implications meant…

      Her gaze drifted over framed degrees and awards on the wall. The one at the end said, “Travers Industries.”

      She spun to Daniel, pieces falling into place in her mind. “Travers Industries is a sponsor of your department?”

      “Don’t worry.” He sat back in the chair. “A representative of theirs will be here soon.”

      She took a step back. “What do you get in exchange for handing the chip back to them?”

      “You think they need that?”

      Soraya snatched it off the desk before he could grab it. “You might not, but I do.”

      The chip was her ticket out of this. If she didn’t have evidence, she didn’t have anything.

      Before he could detain her, Soraya raced out of the office and through the lab. She saw flashing lights in the hallway and used a secondary door. It led to a smaller computer lab.

      She ran to the window, flipped the latch, and pushed it up.

      Two thick arms banded around her from behind and lifted her feet from the floor. Soraya kicked her legs, banging against his shins.

      He grunted and lowered her, his grip loosening.

      Soraya twisted and elbowed him in the nose.

      A gunshot exploded across the room.

      Daniel’s body jerked straight, then started to fall.

      She turned and scrambled out the window. Glass shattered after another shot, inaudible over the ringing in her ears. Every part of her stung, and a tear wet her cheek.

      But there was no time to think.

      Move.

      Soraya raced across the grass, not even thinking about where she was going. She simply had to get out of there.

      Lights flashed against her back. A horn honked, and she realized multiple vehicles had pulled up behind her.

      She spun around, anticipating the shot that would drop her any second—the one to end her life.

      “Get in!” Lana leaned out of the driver’s door and slammed her hand against the side of the vehicle. “Now!”

      Soraya dove for the back door.

      They drove for thirty minutes, the car full of people all sitting in complete silence. Soraya’s mind raced through what’d happened. “I can’t⁠—”

      “Don’t say anything.” Lana pulled over in a deserted area, miles from anywhere.

      Is she going to leave me here?

      Everyone in the car got out, except Soraya and Lana.

      The older woman turned from the front seat. “Sorry I didn’t get here on time.” She shifted and handed an envelope back to Soraya.

      An envelope filled with money.

      Lana handed over something else. Soraya recoiled. “I don’t want a gun.”

      “You need to go. Don’t trust anyone.” Lana’s voice was stern. “You’ll never escape these people otherwise.”

      “If I disappear, it leaves Travers free to do whatever they want.” It just wasn’t in her make up to allow corruption to stand. Even if standing up for what was right put her family in danger and left her with no life, just destruction.

      “Then you wait, and I’ll tell you when it’s time to come back.” Lana handed over a manila envelope. “This is your life now.”
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      Judah gripped the phone, praying his boss would pick up.

      He had to get Badger and then get them both out of here. But if the team didn’t know where he and Badger had been taken, that would be pointless.

      “O’Connell.”

      When Zander answered, Judah could barely talk. Finally, he managed to choke out, “Z…”

      “Judah?” Zander’s presence filled the line. And his order. “Talk to me.”

      Judah blew out a breath. “Trace the call. Z⁠—”

      A heavy weight slammed into him. Judah dropped the phone and spun around. He nailed the guy with a punch to the stomach before he even looked to see who it was. Didn’t matter. Not when the team was all that counted right now.

      He followed up with a punch to the jaw. Every muscle in his arm screamed, but this wasn’t the worst that’d ever happened to him.

      Judah needed to be out of here, though.

      He shoved the man away and kept coming until the guy’s head hit the wall. His eyes rolled back. Judah let him drop to the floor, already headed for the exit.

      He doubled back and searched the guy for a gun. Just a phone, no pistol.

      Judah bit back a curse he shouldn’t say and checked the hall. He couldn’t get to Badger with the number of people hanging around. Not just Peter Benton, but others who worked for Travers Industries.

      Whether he liked it or not, they had discovered something in his history.

      Zander was on his way. Judah knew that for a fact, even though their call had been cut off.

      The way he knew the rest of the team wouldn’t rest until they found Judah and Badger. All he needed to do was find somewhere to sit tight.

      Wait for them to show.

      Judah heard voices approaching. He ducked back into the room where he’d left the unconscious man. And the phone with its angry tone that he could hear through the handset even from across the room. He stayed out of sight while two men turned the corner and headed down the hallway. He peered through a crack in the door.

      One of the men…

      Judah couldn’t believe who it was. He swallowed a choke and tightened his grip on the door, making sure he didn’t reveal his presence there as former president Holland Raleigh strode down the hallway with an associate. The guy with Raleigh didn’t look anything like a Secret Service agent. They were assigned to protect him for the rest of his life.

      Somehow the guy had ditched that detail, and he was here?

      Maybe it was because he was at work, operating in his position at Travers Industries. But being here and participating in interrogating Badger and Judah? The whole thing barely made sense.

      His brain spun at the implications of it all.

      They disappeared at the end of the hallway. Judah ducked out and decided to follow them, just in case he was mistaken. But how could that be? President Raleigh had been out of politics but stayed in the business world and recently took a position at Travers Industries. Both he and that company had been in the middle of everything Chevalier Protection Specialists had been involved with for the past few months. From Nora’s father, Stephen Gladstone, and the night an airplane had exploded, killing Raleigh’s wife…all the way to this abduction.

      Travers Industries was up to something, and they didn’t want anyone figuring out what that was.

      As far as Judah was concerned, Raleigh was in the middle of all of it.

      But if he couldn’t get out and let the team know it, what good was that information?

      Judah peered around the next corner. The former president and the man he was with stopped to talk to two other men. Before he could figure out where to hide, another couple of men approached from behind. He heard their voices first.

      Judah was surrounded. He rushed across the hallway, uncaring that he would be seen. There was no time to lose. He prayed and twisted the handle of the door across the hall. It gave way in his grip, and he barreled into the room.

      It was a lobby, but they weren’t on the ground floor.

      Judah heard shouts and the pounding of boots behind him. He could successfully lead these men away from Badger. It wouldn’t get him out of danger, but it might distract all of them long enough for Zander to show up.

      He bypassed the elevator and headed straight for the stairs.

      Every muscle in his body screaming, Judah punched his way through the fire door into the stairwell and raced down. He then grabbed the rail on the landing between floors and propelled himself around to the next set of stairs.

      And down.

      His head spun as he fought to retain his equilibrium long enough to reach an exit door and slam into the alarmed bar. Nothing sounded, but he disconnected a kind of clip that meant the door swung open and hit the wall outside.

      Judah raced off down the deserted street before the door bounced back.

      A black SUV pulled up at the end of the street, stopping at the mouth between the two buildings.

      Judah stumbled, nearly falling at the relief of knowing Zander was there.

      Until the window rolled down.

      The first thing he saw was the gun pointed at him. Then the face behind it, the one holding the weapon.

      Before he could duck to the side, out of the line of fire, the man called out to him. “Get in, Lance Corporal Havig.”

      Before he could decide what instinct to follow, a commotion erupted behind him. The door hit the wall again, and multiple guys spilled out. Armed and ready to use their weapons on him.

      The back door of the SUV opened.

      Whatever lay in front of him, Judah knew what was behind him was worse. So he climbed into the back of the vehicle.

      It sped away before he even got the door shut. Bullets pinged off the side of the SUV, and he ducked, flinching at the impact. Nothing shattered.

      He frowned. “Bulletproof?”

      There were three men in the vehicle. The driver, the front passenger, and the one beside him. The two not holding onto the steering wheel and hurtling them down streets both aimed guns at him.

      None of them said anything.

      “My friend is back there,” Judah said. Worry for Badger sat like a bad curry in the pit of his stomach. “We need to circle around and help him.”

      “You’d be wise to worry about yourself right now,” the man beside him said.

      “As opposed to worrying about the fact you guys are with MI-6?” He could read secret intelligence service in everything they did. Even the way they were sitting.

      It didn’t take a highly trained genius to figure it out. Which was good because he was only one of those two things.

      “Care to share what that was back there?” The guy beside him was the chatty one.

      Too bad Judah wasn’t about to “play ball,” as his American friends would say. “No, I don’t think I will.”

      Information was traded as currency. He might never have been a spy, but that didn’t mean he was unaware of exactly how that world worked.

      If he gave up what he knew, he would be left with no leverage.

      Perhaps he was a valuable asset. More likely they needed him to do something because he was expendable, or he had information they needed. Either way the power was with him, considering he could withhold anything.

      No matter how forcefully they asked.

      “Why are you guys picking me up?” He figured it wasn’t so they could save his life, although he didn’t actually know.

      “For our own amusement, I’m sure.”

      Judah quit talking. Except for one thing. “As long as there’s tea, wherever we’re going.”

      “Depends on whether you cooperate.”

      Judah sat back, exhausted. He put on his seatbelt and stared out the window. Which turned into praying for Badger and the rest of his friends. What else was there to do? These guys weren’t going to say anything to him on the road. He could fight for his life, but it would only end up with him getting hurt or killed. No way they’d have left the doors unlocked.

      Not the first time he had been out of options.

      The aches and pains of being tied to a chair and beaten while questioned swelled in him as the sensations all stretched and came awake. Probably he’d ignored the state of his body too long, and now his mind couldn’t continue doing that any longer.

      He felt his eyelids lower and then the sharp jab of a red-hot sting in his upper arm.

      Judah pushed out a breath. He’d never liked getting shots, least of all when he didn’t know what was in the plunger just pushed down.

      He tried to form words, but everything softened into a blur until he felt as though he were floating.

      He awoke to the sound of an airplane engine. That low drone rumbled under his cheek, pressed against the wall beside the oval window. But this was no passenger airliner. It was a private plane, bigger than Zander’s.

      He kept his eyes closed, thinking through everything involving the team, and then Hannah and Badger. For once in his life Judah actually liked where he was. The people he worked with had become family, and he got to live close to his sister and her husband.

      What wasn’t to like? His work meant he could feel clean. He made a difference in the world. He was in a good place, except that the past had finally caught up.

      All the hope he’d had that the British government would leave him alone?

      Nah.

      He pushed a long breath between his lips.

      “You’re awake, then.”

      Judah fluttered his eyes open. “And you’ve got the kettle on?” He glanced around, as though expecting to see a kitchenette on a plane—one that came with a plugged in electric kettle. Lit up and rocking with the rolling boil going on inside. “I’m thirsty.”

      “How many sugars?”

      None. “Two.”

      The man got up, returning moments later with a steaming mug. Suit trousers and a white shirt, no tie. No ring. Analog watch. No identifying marks or tattoos. Hair cut recently. Forties, and fit, even though he worked in an office. Civil service. Her Majesty’s Government. He’d probably killed more people than Judah would over the course of his entire life.

      “Thanks.” Judah accepted it. Probably poisoned. “I’ll be sure to enjoy the last tea I’ll likely ever drink.”

      His only regret was not saying goodbye to his friends and family. He would never know if Badger had been rescued. Or what Travers Industries wanted with Chevalier. If his sister would have kids, or how his cousin was doing.

      What would have become of his own life.

      The guy settled into the seat opposite him. “You think we’d waste the expense of grabbing you just to end your life? I’d have sent Her Majesty’s finest to put a bullet in your head, and no one would ever know it was us.”

      “Maybe you should’ve.” Judah drank the tea anyway. “What do you want?”

      The civil servant studied him with green eyes that had seen—and done—plenty, and he hid it well. But Judah had lived the first few years of his life under the thumb of his African home nation’s worst leader. His uncle.

      He knew how to see the truth people hid.

      This man would kill him, wipe his hands, and walk away. Thereafter he would never think of Judah again, or what his life might’ve meant to anyone who cared about him.

      This guy had no soul, something Judah knew well. He’d nearly lost his own years ago, and part of him had been gone since. He didn’t know how to get that missing piece back.

      The bit that would make him whole again.

      “You cost us an asset in Jalalabad,” the man said. “That means you owe us. And we are here to collect.”
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      Preteen boys and girls filed out of the classroom at the end of the school day.

      Soraya gathered up papers. “Don’t forget worksheet four. It’s due on Thursday.”

      “Yes, Ms. Albert.” The girl slung a backpack strap over her shoulder and smiled at Soraya.

      Maybe sixth-grade teachers weren’t supposed to have favorites, but Soraya’s credentials meant she’d done a lot of internet searches to figure out what to do here. She figured it didn’t matter if she liked some better than others.

      Teaching English was enjoyable, except that she had no love for poetry. But that was fine because she was having them read a young adult fiction novel—and in three weeks, they were going to watch the movie after school.

      Two female students picked up their notebooks and followed the girl out, glancing at each other as they went to the door.

      Soraya stared at their backs as they strode out after her friend, whose name was Mayeni. As far as she knew, the girl had an older brother who took care of her in between transactions for his illegal businesses. Thankfully the girl had a solid head on her shoulders, which meant Mayeni steered clear of what she didn’t need to be involved in and always got her homework done on time.

      Still, the vibes weren’t good. Something had been brewing between the girls for the weeks since Soraya got here.

      She grabbed her own folder and followed the girls out.

      The hallway teemed with chattering kids. The sound of footsteps and laughter rose as they filed to the doors and moved outside.

      Soraya nodded to the “maths” teacher—she’d learned that was the British term when she arrived. Thankfully, she taught English, so it didn’t weird her out saying that as she referred to her subject every time. Still, the poetry unit was coming up. She hoped things resolved themselves before then and she wound up not actually having to teach it.

      How Lana had managed to put this entire identity—a whole life—together so fast was something she’d thought about over the weeks alone in her tiny apartment.

      Soraya headed for the main doors and stepped to the side to observe the playground outside. The middle school shared it with the neighboring elementary, but those kids hadn’t been released for the day.

      Mayeni walked beside the curbing that ran around the swings area, where the ground was covered in a kind of springy bonded rubber.

      The two girls who’d followed her out of Soraya’s classroom closed the gap. One of them hip checked Mayeni off the curb, onto the rubber. The girl cried out as she fell, her papers dispersing across the ground. The other two stepped off the curb and stood over her, laughing.

      Soraya raced down the concrete steps, set her things on the curb, and crouched beside her. “Mayeni, you okay?”

      At first her American accent had been a curiosity, but that seemed to have worn off. The fact she was settling in here wasn’t something she was entirely comfortable with. She would be leaving soon, and this wasn’t home. But right now wasn’t the time to contemplate her life.

      The girl blinked. “I’m okay.”

      Soraya lifted her to standing.

      Mayeni winced, as if her hip hurt.

      Soraya said, “Girls…” in her teacher’s voice, then pointed at the loose papers on the ground before Mayeni could retrieve them. “Pick those up. And apologize for that disrespect.”

      The apology was a mumble at best. The girls shoved the papers at Mayeni, who limped away toward home.

      Soraya pointed at the door. “Inside, both of you.” They turned to the door together, and a glance passed between them which Soraya imagined involved rolled eyes.

      The principal, who they all called the “headmistress,” stood at the door. As Soraya approached, she crossed her arms. “I’ll sort this, Ms. Albert.”

      “I’d like to check on Mayeni.”

      Her boss nodded, not missing an opportunity to look disapproving. It was one of her best skills. “Ask my secretary for her address.”

      Soraya figured the house was within walking distance, but that probably meant it was more than a mile or two away in this part of the world.

      After a ten-minute drive, Soraya arrived at Mayeni’s house and parked across the street.

      The teen stood on the doorstep.

      Soraya slid the thin strap of her purse across her body and rested it on her left shoulder. Glasses would complete the look, but it was far too hot to have plastic sliding down her nose. The slacks, buttoned blouse, and flat shoes completed what she thought of as her “teacher” ensemble.

      Given Mayeni’s brother and his friends were milling around the front door, she wanted to look as harmless as possible.

      Soraya crossed the street, avoiding the potholes full of muddy water. “Mayeni?” She smiled as though they’d run into each other at the bakery. “Can I talk to you for a second?”

      “Go inside.” The brother flicked two fingers at Mayeni, and the girl scurried inside, head down. Still limping. But since none of the men out here looked at her, they didn’t notice it.

      “Everything okay?” The brother had an expansive chest, thicker than his waist. His legs were two sturdy pillars covered with ratty jeans. Two gold rings and a chain. Interest flared in his eyes.

      Beside him were two others, one with a scar on his neck and the other with far too much stubble on his face. He almost had a beard.

      “I’d like to speak with Mayeni about the short story she wrote for English class.” They would figure out soon enough that she was the American teacher the neighborhood all seemed to have found out about.

      “Let’s go inside.” The brother nodded. “Have some tea.”

      The two men with him shifted, angling toward her as if their intention was to assist her if she didn’t want to go. Like the two girls who had shoved Mayeni off the curb, it reminded her of times she was bullied at school. All those old inadequacies surged in her. Until she had to push them back and wonder why she still felt like that little girl even though she was a grown woman.

      “That won’t be necessary.” She could have taken a step back, but that would look far too much like a retreat. The woman she was now didn’t plan to back down. “I’ll just catch her at school tomorrow.”

      The brother motioned to his two guys. Both moved to stand behind her, blocking her route to the car—unless she circled them. Would one grab her?

      “Like I said”—Soraya lifted her chin—“I’ll talk to her tomorrow. I really think her story could be published. I know a couple of publications accepting short stories. I’ll give her the information, and she can use the school computer if she wants to submit.”

      As if that was why she was here.

      Soraya turned. “Excuse me, gentlemen.”

      Beard guy’s lips twitched.

      The brother grabbed her arm. Soraya pressed her lips together.

      Beard guy said, “We don’t need her.” His voice had a crisp British accent. Very nice. His eyes differed from the others’, but he played the part well. Who was he?

      No one you need to worry about.

      The voice of reason in her head sounded a whole lot like Lana, even though she’d only met the woman a couple of times. It was still advice that would keep her alive.

      “Mmm,” the brother’s voice rumbled.

      She glanced over her shoulder and saw the look in his eyes.

      “We might not need her, but I want her now.”

      “And when I report you to the police?” She lifted her chin. “What then?”

      He chuckled. “The police?” He laughed louder.

      Soraya used her free hand to slide the zipper on her purse. With two fingers, she eased out the pepper spray.

      A meaty hand snatched it from her. She whirled back, but it was the scarred man.

      “We have too much to do tonight.” That British accent.

      She refused to be distracted by him when he was likely an awful person not deserving of her time or attention. “I’m sure we can take this up at another time…if you have somewhere to be.”

      Soraya kept all her attention on the brother. He was the real threat here, not either of his guys. Although, all three together wouldn’t be something she could fight against—even with the pepper spray, which had been tossed on the dirt.

      She didn’t plan to be around when the worst happened, but she would for sure report Mayeni’s situation to the authorities. And pray they actually did something to help the teen. Situations like this were hit and miss, even in countries with established child welfare systems. Nowhere was perfect.

      “I should go.” She side-stepped, despite his grip on her arm. All she’d wanted to do was make sure Mayeni was all right after that incident at the school. Soraya needed to lay low, not get tangled up in something messy.

      He chuckled and started walking toward the house.

      “Ouch. You’re hurting me.”

      The other two crowded behind her.

      “Let go.”

      Soraya was dragged inside, and the door shut.
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        * * *

      

      This was the last thing Judah needed. He was here to get the job done, and this woman—whoever she was—shouldn’t factor. But he still didn’t plan to allow her to get hurt by these guys.

      Judah went to the kitchen and pulled a soda from the ancient rattling fridge. He popped the top and listened to the hiss.

      “You gonna get anyone else one of those?” Banjoko lifted his chin, that vicious scar of his flashing in a strip of the sun from the side window.

      “Get your own.” Judah took another long pull from the can.

      Mobo, the ringleader of this operation and older brother to that teen girl, started to tug the woman toward the hall.

      “We have things to do. Can’t we leave that until later?”

      Mobo glanced at Judah, his expression full of displeasure.

      “I thought this thing was time-sensitive.” Judah shrugged like it was no big deal to him. “She can wait, can’t she?”

      The woman looked at him like he was her savior.

      “He probably wants first go,” Banjoko said.

      The woman whimpered.

      “He’s right. There’s not time for this.” Mobo shoved her to the couch.

      She stumbled and slumped onto the dirty cushions.

      Judah had been trying to get in with these guys for two weeks. Now he’d finally done it, he didn’t like potentially messing that up by trying to save this woman whatever indignity Mobo had planned. When he got info on the older man MI-6 wanted them to lead Judah to, he would get the teen somewhere safe and out of here.

      Mayeni reminded him entirely too much of Aria, the daughter of his teammate Eas—who he had now reconnected with. Which made him think of his friends. His family.

      Judah just needed to get this job done, and he could get back to them. Probably. Hopefully. Anything would be better than pretending to be some tourist who’d outstayed his welcome and wanted to get into the kind of warfare where there were no rules.

      “Put her in the back,” Mobo ordered. “I’ll talk to Mayeni, and then we go.”

      Judah swept past Banjoko, not willing to allow the guy to take that task—and get out of it whatever he felt like taking in five minutes before Mobo ordered them to head out.

      “Let’s go.” He hauled her toward the bedrooms.

      The end of the hall had a closet with a lock on the outside. Inside was empty except for a bucket. Mobo hadn’t put his sister in there since Judah had been here, but Banjoko told him all about his friend’s favorite method of disciplining his sibling when he felt as though she got out of line.

      “Let me go, please,” the woman whispered. “I’ll take her and get out of here. He’ll never see either of us again. We’ll escape while you’re gone.”

      Judah wanted to reassure her, but it didn’t get him to his goal of completing this job so he could return to his life. And yet, when he did get back—knowing he’d left her here—would he be able to live with himself?

      He stopped at the closet door, wondering who she really was. The woman wasn’t Nigerian, not with that American accent. But then, neither was he.

      The last thing he needed right now was to find himself attached to her.

      “Please.” She turned to face him. “I can make it worth your while.” She shifted closer, but the look in her eyes spoke loudly in opposition to what her body was doing.

      Still, his own took notice. Attraction sparked in him, but he realized she thought he was the kind of man who would help her if he were going to get something out of it. She thought using her body was a way to escape this scary situation.

      “That’s the kind of teacher you are?” He looked her over, shoving an expression of disgust onto his face.

      The last thing he needed was to get tangled up with this woman. She was nothing but a complication he didn’t have time for.

      He’d have made a joke about it if the guys were around. They’d never have doubted what he would choose to do. The boys knew him, and he was part of Chevalier because he belonged.

      This place? Judah didn’t want to be here any more than this woman did.

      She huffed, fear still in her eyes. “Do what you want then. I guess you don’t care about anyone but yourself.”

      She was gorgeous. He’d give her that. Even just a few weeks ago, he’d have been interested. Truth be told, he’d have fallen for her in five minutes. His heart just did that—jumped off a cliff every time he was attracted to someone.

      But this woman couldn’t deter him. “You don’t even know me.”

      “I know exactly who and what you are.” She leaned in. “And it’s something I wouldn’t bother scraping off my shoe.”

      You have no idea. Judah pulled open the closet door.

      “Please don’t put me in there.”

      He could probably give her, or the teen, the key. Together they could get out. But when Mobo found out that Judah had orchestrated the escape, his “in” with these guys would disappear.

      He was walking a fine line here. And an even finer one with MI-6. The last thing he wanted was for something to go wrong that meant he couldn’t go back to his life.

      She was intriguing, and he wanted to do the right thing, but tonight was his shot at finding the guy MI-6 needed him to locate. Mobo and his buddy were going to get Judah to the place where the guy was rumored to live.

      Once he had that guy secured, he’d get out of this mission and back to his life.

      If the rest of Chevalier hadn’t written him off already.

      Judah didn’t know if they’d accept him back or if the team wasn’t willing to allow him into their lives again. But his sister would—and her fiancé.

      It didn’t matter what it took. Judah wanted out of this mess and back in the life he’d had.

      The one he actually wanted.

      Judah felt a shove from behind.

      “Gimme a sec.” Banjoko pulled the string on the bare bulb that hung in the closet and muscled her inside.

      “Hey.” Judah grabbed his arm and yanked back. “Didn’t you hear? We’ve not got time for you to be doing that.”

      “No?” Banjoko held the woman against the back wall.

      She whimpered.

      “Maybe you should watch,” he said. “You’ll learn something about your place here.”

      Judah glared. “Want me to tell Mobo you’re wasting time sampling his merchandise?”

      The woman shivered. Judah didn’t look at her face or he’d see if a tear rolled down her cheek or not. He didn’t need to know either way.

      She couldn’t be someone he fell for. Not now.

      “Get out of there.” Judah shifted, about to crouch for the weapon holstered at his ankle.

      Banjoko slashed out, and Judah saw the flash a second before the hot sting erupted across his shoulder. From his collar bone, all the way to the outside of his arm.

      He gritted his teeth together, grabbed the wrist holding the knife, and punched Banjoko in the jaw.

      The big man didn’t move.

      Judah squeezed the bones in his wrist. It was like he didn’t even notice the crushing grip. The other man had nearly fifty pounds on him and was wearing flip-flops, sweatpants, and a T-shirt over which he wore a leather vest like it wasn’t ninety degrees outside.

      This was going to hurt.

      Judah punched him twice. Diaphragm and jaw again.

      Banjoko grabbed Judah’s wrist before he could punch a third time. Judah saw what was coming and ducked to the side as Banjoko slammed his head down to headbutt Judah.

      His forehead glanced off the blood on the shoulder of Judah’s T-shirt.

      The woman grabbed the bucket and slammed it down on Banjoko’s head. The big guy crumpled to the floor, out cold.

      Judah took a step back and held his hands up. “Hold on.”

      She held the bucket above her head, breathing hard.

      “I’m not with them.” He glanced over his shoulder. “You don’t need to knock me out.”

      “I don’t believe you.”

      There was no time to explain who he was or why he was here. He needed to go out with Mobo tonight and find out where the target lived. That had to be the priority.

      Judah tried to shrug. Pain stung his shoulder, and he hissed. He glanced down at the blood soaking his shoulder and pulled back the collar of his shirt to take a look. “Ouch.”

      Movement out the corner of his eye gave him a split-second warning. But it was already too late.

      She swung the bucket down on his head, and everything went black.
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      The weight of his pack hung from his shoulders heavier than usual, forcing Zander to acknowledge it as he pushed strength into his arms and legs. All the way to the top of the hill.

      He slowed enough to glance over his shoulder and saw the other members of Chevalier Protection Specialists right behind him. Closer than he’d thought they would be.

      Zander grinned and crested the hill. There was no more stopping. Not until he was at the base of the hill on the other side, right behind the huge house where they lived. It had been built by the man who’d owned this entire valley for a hundred years before a group of Vietnam veterans—most of whom turned out to be terrible humans—started the town.

      Good for the team because this community was secluded enough to run an international operation from here. Also, because the house had been built with so many rooms. The place was currently the home of ten people and a dog. That should’ve been an odd number of humans, but for the fact that Judah’s room was currently empty.

      Zander slowed his pace behind the house, hung his head, and set his hands on his thighs. He breathed hard, feeling the burn of exertion that meant he’d pushed himself. Something he strove to do every single day. As the team leader, he had to be the first one in, the last one out, and the one who made sure everyone else operated to the best of their ability.

      Andre clapped him on the shoulder. “Why does it feel like that was about four miles longer than it needed to be?”

      “Speak for yourself.” Lucia eased off the straps of her pack and handed it to her husband. The two of them headed inside.

      Next to approach was Eas, whose wife Karina might have once been an operator, but she now taught fitness classes in town. She’d opted to stay behind and make lunch. Zander had a sneaking suspicion it might be because their daughter Aria was having a rough week at her job and needed her mom close when she got home.

      Badger and Hannah were the last to pass him, holding hands despite the fact that both were breathing hard and sweating from the exercise. Zander figured it didn’t matter what he put them through. The two of them would just smile at each other and carry on.

      Zander followed them into the house, heading toward his room first. Nora had been napping when he left, and he hadn’t wanted to disturb her. The note he’d left folded on her bedside table lay flat now. She was up, but he didn’t see her in the room. Then he heard the distinctive sound of retching coming from the bathroom.

      He filled a glass with water at the bathroom sink and handed it to her as she sat back from the toilet. He crouched. “Doing okay?”

      Her face was pale, her lips lighter than they should be. She rolled her eyes, evidently amused even if there was little spark to it. “They really shouldn’t call it morning sickness.” She sipped some water. “But all-day sickness doesn’t quite have the same ring to it.”

      He touched her cheeks and kissed her forehead.

      Her next prenatal appointment was in a week, and they would get to see the baby on the ultrasound. Sometimes he couldn’t believe this was his life. After years of operating with a team of guys, he’d met and married her within just a few weeks, after they’d realized neither of them had reason to wait around.

      Zander had been married before. Not for long, as it had mainly been a disaster. But considering his ex-wife lived in town and was happily married to a police lieutenant, he was always sure to give her a hug when he saw her at church.

      Both of them were in a much better place now than they’d been when they tied the knot.

      Zander had married the woman of his dreams, and she was pregnant with his child. Something he wanted for everyone in his life now. Simply because he knew how wonderful it felt to be loved and accepted this way.

      But with two members of his team no longer working with them, Zander wasn’t likely to get his wish. Isaac was in prison after returning a stolen nuclear warhead to the government. Judah was MIA.

      She made a face. “Did Ted give you the update yet?”

      Zander shook his head.

      Nora held out her hand. “Let’s go.”

      They found the rest of the team in the living area, milling around and chatting with water bottles in one hand. He looked at each one, registering how much they had drunk so far. Badger’s was barely touched.

      Zander motioned to it with his finger. Badger lifted it in salute and drank. The guy had been shot just a few weeks ago and was released back to regular duty again. Out of all of them, he was the one everyone kept an eye on. The guy might resent that at times. Zander just figured it meant they cared about him. The way they all cared about each other.

      Karina said, “Dinner is in the crockpot. But I think I’m going to take Aria to see a movie later.” She looked at Eas. “Want to come?”

      Eas kept his features neutral. “Is it going to be another romantic comedy?”

      “Does that mean no?”

      Both of them smiled.

      Eas leaned in and kissed her. “I’ll meet you at the diner for dinner after the movie.”

      “Sounds good.” Karina got herself sparkling water from the fridge.

      Zander pulled out his phone and squeezed the power and volume buttons, holding the device to his mouth like a walkie-talkie. “Team meeting, Ted.”

      The reply took a few seconds—longer than he’d have expected. “I’m on the phone. You’ll have to come down.”

      The team had renovated the downstairs in the house and converted it into a sort of command center, complete with a massive office for their technical specialist. Beside it was a conference room big enough that when they all packed in there, it didn’t seem small. A couple of offices.

      A room at the end was a storage closet, but the back was connected by a tunnel to the bunker under the warehouse next door. Something deemed necessary after everything that had happened the last few months.

      It had given the guys something physical to do while they waited to hear word about where Judah might be. When days had stretched into weeks, and weeks had stretched into a month with no sign of their British teammate, the tunnel had been finished ahead of schedule.

      Zander went downstairs to find Ted. Lucia and Andre went with him.

      Ted wore a wireless headset, the mic covered with foam in front of his mouth. He paced back and forth across the room. Pretty soon, they would have to fill in the worn channel he was making on the floor. The kid wore skinny jeans and a comic strip design on his T-shirt. His dark hair needed cutting, but Zander had told him to wait until right before his wedding to do that. The guy was supposed to get married on New Year’s Eve to a local police detective. Something they had all assumed Judah would be able to attend.

      Now it was looking like that might not happen.

      The pit in the bottom of his stomach deepened to an ache. As much as he wanted his friend back, Zander also wanted to know he was all right. In the last few weeks, anything could have happened to him. He’d been injured after Travers Industries kidnapped Judah and Badger. Since rescuing Badger, they’d seen no sign of Judah.

      “Yes, sir.” Ted nodded. “I understand. It’s just that⁠—”

      Lucia shifted next to Andre, both frowning.

      “I can do that, sir. Absolutely.” Ted paced some more, then stopped. “No problem at all.” He pulled the headset off and blew out a breath. “The director of the FBI.”

      “Everything okay?” Zander said.

      Ted shrugged. “He’s not overly happy, but he’s going to talk to the director of the Department of Clandestine Service about us doing a job for her. We’re not exactly their favorite freelance team, but the information I just gave them helped the CIA keep all their South American operatives from having their identities leaked.”

      Zander walked over and squeezed the back of the guy’s neck. “Good job.”

      “You guys were the ones who got that information. I just forwarded it on.” Ted blew out a breath, bracing. “I asked, but they didn’t have anything about Judah. Nothing concrete, at least.”

      “So what did they have that isn’t concrete?” Andre asked.

      Ted slumped into his chair. “A couple of German agents mentioned something on a job in Paris about a former Royal Marine who’d been co-opted by British intelligence into doing some off books jobs for MI-6.”

      “So it’s hearsay at best.” Lucia folded her arms. “But it’s actionable, at least. We can find the Germans and talk to them. Figure out where they got the information from.”

      Zander figured that wasn’t a bad idea. He just needed to get a few things straightened out first. “What did the director want you to do?”

      Ted glanced at him, and Zander knew he realized he wasn’t getting away with it.

      “Just tell me.”

      Ted frowned. “He advised me to stay away from Travers Industries.”

      “So they’re under his protection?” Zander asked.

      “Or he knows what’s going on over there, and he has people dealing with it.” Ted rolled his eyes. “It sounded more like he thought it was risky, and he’s worried about us. Or he thinks we care about further damaging our reputation.”

      Andre snorted. “Probably doesn’t want to risk losing you as an off-book asset.”

      Zander had always figured that they could still get work even with a bad reputation—for bringing the previous director of DCS to justice. Thank you very much.

      They could pick and choose what jobs they did regardless. If it didn’t work out, the group would probably get hired as wilderness firefighters. There were plenty of things to do in the world that involved facing down an enemy—human or not.

      There were wars to be fought in so many ways. He just disliked the ones where only words were exchanged, and the outcome was achieved by manipulation. Zander had no desire to become what his father had been. He would much rather be able to look at himself in the mirror and respect what he saw.

      “I’ll put out some feelers,” Zander said. “See if the bureau has anyone working on Travers Industries and this big project they’re about to announce.”

      “I’d rather find Judah,” Andre said. “I’m struggling to care about a company that should know better.”

      “They’re the reason he’s gone.” Lucia turned to face her husband. “If not for Travers, half the stuff that’s happened to this team wouldn’t have.”

      “We take the good with the bad,” Andre said. “I have you back. Zander has Nora. Eas reconnected with Karina and found out about Aria. Badger met Hannah. Nora, Hannah, and Isaac found out they are all siblings.” He paused, worry creasing his brow.  “If we don’t find Judah, how can we make sure he’s all right?”

      Lucia nodded. Andre tugged her toward him, and they hung onto each other.

      Zander figured they weren’t the only ones working on this Travers Industries thing. He turned to Ted. “Anything on Lana lately?”

      Ted shook his head. “She’s gone completely dark. But we all know that doesn’t mean she’s unaware of what’s happening here.”

      “We need a plan.” Zander rolled his shoulders. “A way to get inside Travers Industries and find out what’s going on there.”

      “A reporter was trying to out them a few weeks ago.” Ted turned to his computer and started typing faster than Zander’s eyes could track. “They essentially buried her. No one knows where she’s gone, and all the articles she’d written disappeared along with her research. The rumor about her trying to expose them is exactly that. A rumor.”

      “A whistleblower?” Zander scratched his jaw. “At least she knows more than us. If she isn’t dead, we need to find her.”
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      Soraya lowered the bucket and stared at the men on the floor, breathing hard. The realization of exactly what she’d done hit her. The massive guy had gone down like a tree, out cold. The British guy had tried to tell her he wasn’t one of them—which was a bald-faced lie if ever she’d heard one. He’d only been trying to get out of a situation where he could face the same thing.

      As if she would spare him when the two of them were as bad as each other—and Mayeni’s brother was worse than both of them combined.

      She needed to get out of there.

      Soraya left the tiny closet before she realized she was still holding the bucket. But maybe it would come in handy. She needed to get Mayeni and go before the brother could stop either of them.

      As she came down the hallway, Mobo exited the bedroom.

      Soraya swung the bucket up and ran toward him. If she could do this fast, it would be before he could rally. She knew squat about fighting but figured surprise was better than nothing. And it had worked with the other two.

      Mobo lifted his arm, and the bucket slammed into his elbow.

      Soraya swung it up again. Before she could bring it down, a gunshot exploded in the hallway as loud as a firework. She hissed a breath and realized she was watching Mobo fall to the ground. Blood on his chest.

      She gasped and spun around, the bucket clutched in front of her like a shield.

      Banjoko stood at the closet door, over the unconscious British man. Holding a gun out. He swung it toward her. But before he could squeeze the trigger, the unconscious man erupted off the floor and punched Banjoko in the back of the thigh.

      The gun went off again. Soraya screamed and clapped her hands over her ears. She couldn’t stay out here in the hallway, or she would probably be killed. She jumped over Mobo, who was struggling to breathe and staring up at the ceiling. He grabbed for her, but she twisted the handle—dropping the bucket—and rushed into Mayeni’s room.

      The girl sat on her bed, books on her lap and white, wired earbuds in. Tears streamed down her face. She blinked. “Teacher?”

      Soraya slammed the door shut. The girl had a dresser to one side of it, so she rounded the thing and muscled it in front of the door with a whole lot of grunting and straining. Out in the hallway she could hear the muffled thuds and thumping of a fight going on. But thankfully, no more gunshots.

      She spun to the girl. “Is there somewhere you can go, someone you can stay with?”

      Mayeni yanked the earbuds from her ears by the cord and shifted to the edge of the bed. “My aunt and uncle live close. Mobo never lets me go over there.”

      “You like them? Do you think they would take care of you?”

      The girl nodded.

      “Pack as much as you can as fast as possible. But you can probably come back for the rest of it later.” After the blood had been cleaned off the floor in the hallway, and the police had arrived to take the rest of them into custody. “Give me your phone and gather your things.”

      Mayeni handed over her cell, unlocked.

      Soraya dialed 1-9-9—that had taken some getting used to—and set the phone on the bed. She didn’t want to talk to anyone, least of all the emergency dispatcher that answered or whichever cops showed up. She also couldn’t afford for her voice to be recorded on anything that might be connected to the Cloud. It was too risky.

      She pulled in a long breath and blew it out slowly, then went to the window and forced it up past the creaking and straining. “If we can get to my car, we can get out of here.”

      “I’m ready.” The girl had a backpack with her school things and another sack over her shoulder, rounded with belongings stuffed inside.

      “Let’s go.” Soraya climbed out the window first, then assisted the girl with her things. They crept around the side of the house.

      Crossing to her car on the street meant exposing themselves, but she prayed for the first time in a long time. They needed some kind of cover. A way to stay hidden. Wasn’t that in the Bible somewhere?

      “Come on.” She put the girl in front of her, so any shot from inside the house would hit Soraya first, and maybe the girl could just run through the night to her relative’s house. The world was a dangerous place, but some good people were in it.

      They raced to her car, and Soraya glanced back over her shoulder.

      The British guy stood in the doorway. If she weren’t scared she would be killed at any moment, she might consider that he was extremely good-looking. Plus, that accent of his didn’t hurt.

      Maybe if she’d met him in a coffee shop. Or on a college campus years ago when she’d been a student. But out here there was no way she would ever trust someone like him.

      Mayeni got in the passenger side. Soraya scrambled in, turned the engine on, and hit the gas. The girl directed her to a house not so dissimilar from the one they had just left, but without the dangerous men and the blood. Soraya’s hands shook as she rounded the car and opened the passenger door for Mayeni.

      The front door of the house opened before they even reached it. A hulking man stood there. But as he spotted the teen approach, his face softened. “Come in.”

      The girl accepted the man’s hug.

      He said, “Auntie is in the kitchen.”

      Soraya stopped at the bottom of the steps with Mayeni looking back at her. “Go ahead.”

      “I’ll see you at school?”

      Soraya wasn’t sure she would even be able to go back. Not now that she’d been involved in something like this. She settled for saying, “Be safe. Okay?”

      The girl nodded and disappeared inside with her things. The uncle waited until she was out of earshot before saying, “Is he dead?”

      “He was still alive when we left. But it didn’t look good, so who knows?”

      “I’m tempted to go finish him myself.”

      Soraya nodded. “I know what you mean.”

      Despite the fact she could never imagine herself taking a life, the sentiment remained. A man like Mobo shouldn’t be able to guard a precious life like Mayeni’s. And yet, he had been given guardianship over her.

      “Thank you.”

      Soraya nodded, turned away, and headed back for her car. Over her career she had reported on stories of family neglect and abuse—situations where one parent cared nothing for the children they had created and did nothing to help them. All she could do was write the best article she could so that as many people as possible were aware of those kinds of circumstances.

      The one she remembered most was the time a young boy who claimed abuse from his father had returned to his childhood home and burned it down with the father, the stepmother, and half-sister inside.

      Such a tragedy, the selfishness that had cost so many lives. Trauma victims lived their lives like the walking dead sometimes, whether the scars were visible or not. Overcoming something like that in a person’s formative years was so much more challenging than any other time in life. It took a whole lot of courage and a robust support system—if one was even available.

      Like with Mayeni and her aunt and uncle.

      Soraya kept a strong hold on the steering wheel all the way home. Once she had gathered her own things, she could decide where she would go next. There was no way she could stay here when something like this had happened. The last thing she needed was to get involved in a hot situation—even if it had nothing to do with her own problems.

      Or would it all blow over?

      Maybe the worst was that the headmistress would look at her with that disapproving stare, and then afterward, things would go back to normal.

      Or as normal as they could be when a person was on the run from their own government and hiding out in another country under an assumed identity.

      She should call Lana and ask for advice. But that number was only for the worst of emergencies, and Soraya wasn’t sure this qualified. Still, maybe it was time to pack a bag just in case. So she would be ready to go if it was necessary.

      She parked in her regular spot, collected her mail, then headed up the stairs to her tiny third-floor flat.

      With a little digging, she’d figured out that it was a place Lana seemed to have kept in this country. Though, Soraya wouldn’t exactly call it a home. Maybe it was some kind of safe house, because it certainly wasn’t a random place they’d chosen to stash her. It seemed more established than that.

      Soraya let herself in and closed the door behind her, musing that rote tasks didn’t do much to settle her.

      Especially not when the lamp across the room flicked on and that good-looking British guy sat on her couch, holding a smartphone.

      A light flashed in front of him, blinding her for an instant.
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      Judah lifted his gun and held it at the woman. “Take out any weapons you have and put them on the table.” Her eyes widened, her face losing some of its color in a way he didn’t like, and he realized something about her just from her reaction.

      She gasped and dropped everything in her hands. “I don’t have any weapons. What are you talking about?” The contents of her purse lay on the floor of her entryway, along with her phone and all her mail. A water bottle rolled under the entryway table.

      He kept his gun trained on her. “So tell me who you are, then.”

      “I’m a teacher.” She swallowed hard, her hands raised as though trying to ward off something. “At Mayeni’s school.”

      It might be partly true, but he could see on her face that it wasn’t entirely accurate. There was more to her.

      “I’m supposed to believe that?”

      He used his free hand to upload the photo he had just taken of her to a search app that would try to find her face on the internet. He figured that was the only way he would get the truth of who she was.

      Unless this woman was like him.

      But given her reaction, he concluded she was not.

      Who goes around in a place like this unarmed?

      Ted, the computer tech Chevalier Protection Specialists employed—and not just because he lived in their house and had for years—would have given him a full workup on her. But considering Judah was currently on the run and supposedly working for MI-6, that wasn’t an option. Like going home to Last Chance County and his friends and family, resuming his old life wasn’t an option.

      As long as MI-6 thought they had a hold over him, it wouldn’t ever be possible to go back.

      “I don’t have anything to do with Mobo or any of his businesses”—her chest rose and fell with each gasping inhale—“if that’s what you’re asking.”

      “Maybe not.” He tried to rein in his frustration. “But you certainly managed to get yourself in the middle of it.”

      He was supposed to be with Mobo and Banjoko right now, meeting their contact who supposedly had information about where Judah’s target lived. The fact it happened to be in this part of the world where all his childhood triggers seemed to lurk around every corner didn’t exactly sit right. But he figured he at least blended in here. It wasn’t like they could send an agent that wasn’t black and have them go unnoticed. Then again, his British accent made him more memorable than he’d like.

      He’d never been able to do any other accents with skill. Probably why they hadn’t recruited him straight out of the Royal Marines to work as a spy.

      Then again, given what had happened on his last mission, he wasn’t exactly MI-6’s favorite person. Which was why they thought he owed them. Judah was now under their thumb, whether he liked it or not.

      Judah’s friend Isaac had been a CIA agent. Maybe the US clandestine organization was different, but MI-6 could be ruthless when they wanted to. Which seemed to be all the time.

      “I’m not in the middle of anything!”

      Judah just stared at her. Most people filled the silence, and wound up saying more than they intended.

      “I didn’t know that would happen!” She gasped again. If she kept that up, she’d pass out. “I just came over to check on Mayeni because she got picked on at school. And she fell.”

      “And…?”

      “You think I’m going to tell you where she is?”

      Judah gritted his teeth. She thought he wanted to find the girl? For what? “I’m assuming wherever she is, it’s somewhere safe.”

      “Of course.” She huffed. “What kind of teacher do you think I am?”

      “Mmm.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      She was gathering her strength, probably born of frustration but he would take it. That surge of energy would fuel her to face whatever was going to happen next. The woman was beautiful, and at any other time he’d have let himself be swept away, but there was no way he could do that with what was happening right now. She would only get caught up with MI-6 as well—used as leverage to further coerce him into operating for them.

      Judah wasn’t naïve enough to believe that if he found this one guy, who was the head of an international guild of assassins, for goodness sakes, that it would be over, and the British government would let him walk. But doing this job would give him leverage for the next job.

      No way could he fall for this woman in the meantime, with everything the way it was.

      He looked down at the screen of his phone and the search results that had come up. Journalist disgraced. “Soraya Adams.”

      She gasped.

      A second later, she turned for the door.

      Judah shot across the room after her.

      She scrambled with the handle and got the door open two inches before he slammed his palm on the wood, and it shut.

      He crowded her against the door. “So you’re a journalist. But you lied about a story, and now you’re a teacher in Nigeria for some reason.”

      Her body sagged. “Why don’t you just shoot me? I don’t want to talk about this.” She sucked in a shuddering breath.

      Judah pressed his forearm against her shoulder blades and held her against the door while he looked at his phone. He scrolled with his thumb and got an overview of what happened. Two words stuck out to him. “Travers Industries?”

      “I guess I learned the hard way not to mess with a company that has so much influence.”

      “What did you find out?” He was getting an idea of what happened, and whatever she said would be one side of the story, but it wasn’t anything good if Travers was involved. She might even need the help of Chevalier Protection Specialists. Something he couldn’t give her.
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