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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?

“What a wonderful building you have here, Mr. Benedict.” The words spilled from me even as I fought for control. “Such astonishing views of the city.”

“Thank you.” He turned toward me as his feet halted. “Cambridge is such a lovely place. It deserves to be seen.”

“Indeed.” I glanced behind him at the panoramic vantage, the spire of King’s College dominating the view. “You went to college here, didn’t you?”

“Yes,” he replied. “Trinity. It made me the man I am today.”

“How’s that, Sir?”

He smiled as my attention shifted back to his face. “To be blessed with such privilege. It made me want to give back.”

I inhaled. The man I’d researched all this time was far from the compassionate, smiling man who presented himself now. Benedict had a finger in just about every corrupt pie I could imagine, and based on my role, I could imagine a great deal.

“How very inspiring.”

His eyes shone at the compliment. “It helps remind us what our mission is all about, Miss Monroe. Men of Honor was established to help those less fortunate.”

“Ah, yes, Men of Honor.” I relaxed as he mentioned the charity he’d set up. I’d studied every aspect of its legitimate front and was well prepared to discuss it. “Can we talk about that more, and you can call me Alice, Sir. Miss Monroe makes me sound like a film star from the 1950s.”

“Of course.” He smiled again, revealing a row of perfect white teeth that would have made any dentist proud. “Alice, it is.” He shifted his weight, gazing at me with such intensity, I could feel heat burning at my cheeks. “It’s such a delightful name.”

“Why, thank you.” Why was I blushing? I was behaving like an adolescent schoolgirl, not the sleek, poised professional I was trained to be. Something about this man stripped those defenses away. Something about his demeanor made it difficult to remember everything I’d learned. I had to hope this was just an initial response to the new mission—one I could resolve damn quick.

“Why don’t you come in?” Taking a step toward the white curved wall behind him, he waved his palm over the small control panel on the right, and to my amazement, the wall began to slide away.

“Wow.” There was little point in hiding my surprise. “This place is a veritable wonderland, Mr. Benedict.”

“It’s Chase, please.” He nodded his head, laughing as, once again, one of his large palms gestured for me to step ahead of him. “All my friends call me Chase, Alice, and I have the feeling you and I are going to become firm friends.”

Chapter Three

Chase Benedict

I played the game, letting her prattle on about Men of Honor as if she gave a damn. The façade she wore was a good one, and I was almost convinced. There was no doubt she’d done her homework, but then, so had I. I knew who Miss Alice Monroe really was, and she was as much a journalist as I was a trapeze artist. When she’d first contacted me about the interview, her profile had intrigued me, which is why I hadn’t dismissed the idea out of hand, but digging further, I discovered more about little Alice. Educated at Birmingham, she had a first-class degree, but not in English—or any associated subject, as you might expect. Alice was a physicist. She’d taken a role in government intelligence—an oxymoron if ever there was one—only a year after graduation and hadn’t looked back. Yes, I knew all about Alice, yet I’d played along. I’d set a date for the interview, and this morning I’d put on my best suit.

Why had I done that?

She flicked her honeyed tresses behind her ear, smiling as she glanced down at her notes. “Men of Honor has helped hundreds of thousands of veterans since its inception. You’ve moved out of Cambridge into London and beyond. What’s your number one goal for the charity now?”

Staring into her pale blue eyes as her gaze lifted to meet mine, I knew the answer to my own question. I’d played along because Alice was fascinating. Her fine body and smile piqued my interest, as did her government profile—a black belt in martial arts, single, and focused entirely on her career. Not only was she smart, she was fierce, and women like that always grabbed my attention. She was chasing the White Rabbit, but she had no idea the trouble she was about to fall into.

“I’m really proud of how far we’ve come and where we are.” I smiled, demonstrating my flawless persona as I unleashed the practiced responses. “Our close link to the University of Cambridge means we’re rooted in the history of this city—the place I’ve made my home—but yes, we want to help vets everywhere. People who fight for their country should be treated with more respect.”

“That’s a message which really resonates.” She squirmed in the chair, uncrossing her shapely legs before sliding one slim ankle over the other. I’d suggested we sit at the enormous corporate table in my office. It was vastly oversized and completely unnecessary for a one-on-one, but it left her wonderfully exposed to my scrutiny. She was vulnerable—such a tiny woman in a gigantic chair—revealing more telltale signs of apprehension and an obvious hole in her training.

“It’s an important one,” I prompted. “I think that’s why it’s captured the hearts of so many.”

“And the future?” She exhaled quietly, as though she was hoping the gesture would go unnoticed. “Does Men of Honor have international plans?”

“I’m glad you asked, Alice.” My smile widened, “But that’s a whole new conversation for which I’ll certainly need a coffee. How about you?”

Alice shifted in her seat, evidently uncomfortable. How she was trying to recall her training now—the way she should politely refuse the refreshment, even though she didn’t want to risk offending me or worse, alienating herself altogether.

“Erm, well, I’m fine, really.” Flustered, her face colored a satisfying pink hue.

“You’re sure?” I lowered my tone as if I was addressing a small child. “We may be some time yet, and dehydration is really to be avoided.”

Seconds ticked by where nothing was said. Her eyes were wide, her expression like a deer caught in the headlights until finally, her struggle for composure won out. “Well, of course.” She forced herself to return my smile. “If you’re having one, why not? Decaffeinated, please.”

“Why not, indeed?” I reached for the panel at my fingertips, calling my receptionist, Chesney. Since I liked to have the entire sixteenth floor to myself, I kept him located in the ground lobby, which suited us both. He got to survey all the newcomers, a game I knew he voraciously relished, while I got to hide away until the time was right.

“Yes, Mr. Benedict,” Chesney’s voice rang out through the dipped speaker on the table. “Can I help?”

“I need coffee for two, Chesney. One decaf.” I eyed Alice thoughtfully as I made the request, enjoying how self-conscious she was at my examination. Swallowing, she forced her hands to her lap and met my eyes. Either Miss Monroe’s schooling had been inadequate, or she was flailing for another reason, something she hadn’t anticipated... “As soon as you can, please.”

“Certainly, Sir.”

Ending the call, my attention flitted to the enormous panoramic window beyond the conference table. It was a bright spring day, the peonies resplendent against the backdrop of the river, the breeze tugging at the nearby reeds embracing them. Sometimes, it was a shame to have to spend so many hours working when the view was as spectacular as this, but it was the price I paid for being so far down the rabbit hole. I was invested in more ways than one.

“So, how do you like your role, Alice?” My attention shot back to her, and her lips parted as if I’d ordered them to.

“My role?” She tilted her head, apparently confused by the simple question.

“Journalism?” I encouraged. “Was it what you always wanted?”

She smiled, shaking her head slightly. “I’m the one asking the questions, Mr. Benedict.”

“Chase,” I reminded her.

“Chase.” She held up her hands in a conciliatory manner, the giggle coming from her throat, making my balls tighten. “This interview isn’t about me.”

“I’m just curious,” I rebuked playfully. “I want to know more about the beautiful woman who has come to discover me.”

Alice flushed, but this time, there was no training for her reaction. The rosy blush on her cheeks was only a reflex, the natural response to a compliment she desired—and she did desire me, there was no denying that. She might ultimately be destined for Oscar, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t enjoy myself.

“Our readers don’t want to know about me, Chase,” she insisted. “I’m nobody. They want to know about you. Who is the mysterious enigma behind Men of Honor? Who’s the man at the center of all the philanthropy? You’re the hot news, Sir, not me.”

“Good of you to say so,” I replied with a chuckle. “But I can assure you, Alice, you are certainly not a nobody.”

The knock at the door broke our exchange. With a word of permission, Chesney entered, beaming as he carried the silver tray of refreshments, placing it on the table between us.

“Here we are, Mr. Benedict.” His focus flitted from Alice, then back to me. “The decaffeinated is on the right.”

“Perfect, thank you.” I mirrored his grin as our gazes met, his eyes sparkling as he nodded in response. Chesney was fast, organized, and efficient, but there was no denying he could be totally off the wall at times. Still, I liked having him around, and he was great with people—perfect for the front of the house. “That will be all for now.”

“Yes, Sir.” He winked at me, turning on his heel and wandering back to the door. “Do let me know if I can be of further assistance.”

The last thing I saw before the door closed was his big, broad smile.

Chapter Four

Alice

Chase Benedict. I’d been following the notorious White Rabbit for long enough to know the sorts of things the man smiling across the table from me was renowned for. His elusive code name was one of the best known at MI5. The man responsible for moving huge numbers of vulnerable people in and out of the country, we also suspected he was the ringleader of a drug cartel worth billions. You’d have never known from the suave picture of sophistication who poured the coffee. He was every inch the Cambridge graduate, but so much more than that. Sure, I could tell he knew his Claret from his Beaujolais, but there was a certain demeanor about the guy, a quiet authority that demanded attention, even though my every instinct told me to resist him, to not fall for his sparkling smile or his seeming calm. Benedict was like the gorgeous waters of some faraway tropical island—superficially tempting and wonderful to behold, yet below the surface was an ocean of monsters.

“Here we go.” His lips widened slightly as he pushed the white coffee cup toward me. “I hope it’s okay. I never touch decaf myself.”

Reaching for the cup, my fingers grazed his, my lips twitching at the spark of electricity that flowed.

“Thank you,” I purred, lifting my gaze to meet his intense gaze. “I have to stick to decaf these days, or else I’m on the ceiling.”

His right eyebrow rose, an enticing gesture that stirred the butterflies in my belly, but I was back on the front foot again. The proactive deed of touching his flesh emboldened me, reminding me why I was here—I was the honey trap, here to ingratiate and spy on him. I was also well trained and ready for whatever Benedict could bring to the table.

I had this.

“You’re welcome.” His gaze drilled into me before he lifted his own coffee cup to his lips and took a sip. Neither of us moved, a silent standoff as our skin brushed the back of the other’s hand. “It’s lovely to have such a beautiful journalist take an interest in Men of Honor. If I may say so, you look fabulous, and I simply adore your hair.” His gaze roamed over my tresses, pausing at the small blue bow which was currently recording every word we exchanged for perusal at a later date.

“Thank you.” I held his gaze as I received the compliment. “It’s always a pleasure to meet such a successful and attractive man. You’re difficult to find. Some might even say, elusive.”

“Elusive?” He smirked. “That’s good. It’s just the way I prefer it to be, but I’ve made an exception for you. We’ve been seeking the publicity of your employer for some time.”

“I’m glad I can help.” I tilted my chin as I raised the steaming coffee to my mouth. Inhaling, the scent of Arabica beans filled my nostrils, reassuring me this was, in fact, only coffee—nothing suspicious, nothing to worry about. “You’re one of the country’s most eligible bachelors, Chase. Our readers are rabid to know more.” Tipping the black liquid past my lips, I swallowed hastily. It was incredibly hot, but damn good—no doubt the best coffee beans money could buy.

He laughed. “Kind of you to say so.” Finally, his hand drew away, and a shot of triumph whipped through me. He had given way—he’d been the one to back down. It was only a tiny thing, but the notion bloomed in my head as if it was an indicator of so much more. This was going to be okay. I was going to succeed. All those months of readying myself for this moment had been worth it. The chemistry between Benedict and me was growing, and I’d won my first struggle for power.

“I’m sure you know I’m not the only single guy in this organization.” He sat back in his chair, resplendent in his Versace suit, as I took a second sip of the alluring drink.

“Well, I know you have other men working with you,” I replied, swallowing down the hot drink. “Though you, Chase, are the poster boy for Men of Honor.”

“You’re very sweet.” His smile was penetrating, reminding me of the inane grin of his assistant. “But you really know nothing about me, Alice.”

That’s what you think. I licked my lips at his error, my focus flitting to the inviting coffee in my hand before registering his handsome face again.

“That’s what I’m here to discover.” My brow rose, the air in the room thickening in some entirely imperceptible way. Of course, it was possible it was only happening in my head, but I didn’t think so—the shift in pace felt tangible. “My readers will devour a man like you, Chase. A man who makes so much money yet insists on plowing the majority back into the community at large. A man, may I say, as attractive as you, who’s rarely seen with a woman, or a man, on his arm.” I paused, assessing his features to see how my compliments were being received, and there was no denying the sparkle in his eyes was the reward I sought. “A man who apparently has it all, yet seems for all the world, alone.”

“I’m not alone, Alice.” His voice had taken on a distant quality, as though he was standing on the other side of the room, but that was folly. Benedict was sitting right there, just across the table from me. I shook my head slightly, dismissing the crazy notion. “I have an amazing team behind me. The best team.”

“Yet the world knows so little about them.” I compelled my lips to form a fresh smile, but I didn’t feel it. Inside me, something was changing, the initial warning signs something wasn’t right going off in my mind, though I couldn’t quite put my finger on what they meant.

“Then, let me introduce you to my partner in crime.” His dark eyes shone at his quip. “Without whom, I certainly couldn’t have made the dream a reality.”

My heart raced, my thoughts scanning through the list of his known associates. There was precious little information of most of those involved, but reports had revealed a few men who supported Benedict.

“That would be lovely.” I blew out a breath, and as I returned his beaming smile, the room around me shifted. It was only a small moment of giddiness, but it was enough to throw me off-balance. What was wrong with me? There was no reason for me to be dizzy. Yes, I was a little nervous, but I’d eaten breakfast this morning, and I was in the best shape of my life. “Thank you. I’d like to meet your team, but...” I couldn’t finish the sentence, the words drying up as my head clouded.

“Are you okay, Alice?” He put down his cup and leaned forward on his elbows. “You look a little pale.”

“I’m fine,” I assured him, but as I placed my cup down in the tiny saucer, I noticed my hand was shaking, and a low sense of dread gnawed in the pit of my stomach. Something was wrong. I didn’t feel well, and logic dictated there was only one reason for my sudden bout of illness.

The coffee.

My gaze shot to it as I gripped the arm of my chair.

Something was wrong with the coffee!

“You’re sure?” Again, his eyebrow rose, but this time, his expression had a smirking quality, the sort I’d have wanted to rip from his face at any other time, but not now—not now the temperature was rising, and it was so difficult to breathe. “It just happens the second most eligible bachelor has medical training.”

“What?” I wasn’t even sure I’d said that out loud, though the word echoed around my head like a bad chorus stuck on repeat.

“He means me.”

I leapt at the sound of the second voice, my head taking exponentially longer to catch up with the rest of my body, the lag fueling a well of nausea in the pit of my belly.

“Who’s there?”

“Oh, dear, Chase.” The stranger’s tone had an air of comic resignation, as if he was used to Chase Benedict drugging visitors. The knot of tension in my tummy tightened at the thought he very well might be. This probably was common practice at Men of Honor, and let’s face it, my cover was clearly blown. Whoever he thought I was, Benedict obviously knew I wasn’t the journalist I claimed to be.

I was in real peril. My head lowered at the dull realization. I’d been trained for this, hadn’t I? Trained to expect this treatment, but as I panted, none of the coaching about how to deal with this eventuality mattered. There was no nearby sink to vomit into, no epi-pen on standby to assuage my symptoms. I was at the very top of Benedict’s tower, locked in his vast office, and now there were two of them to see off if I had any hope of escape.

“What have I told you about how to treat our guests?” The stranger sighed theatrically, finally coming into my peripheral vision. “No wonder no one wants to write a positive piece about us.”

“I’m sorry.” Benedict chuckled as the stranger’s trouser-clad shins came into view. “I keep meaning to do better, but then, we never seem to meet any decent people, do we?”

“This one looks lovely.” The stranger’s tone was warm as he turned toward me and slowly lowered until his face was partially visible from my bent-over position.

I watched in silent horror as one hand moved in my direction, his long fingers reaching for my chin. I wanted to move, stand up, kick him in the chest, and run, but I couldn’t. Whatever they’d given me seemed to root me to the chair, my head heavy as I fought to contain the rising sickness.

“Look at her.” His fingertips brushed under my chin, nudging my head gently upward to acknowledge their inquiring gazes, and for the first time, I took in the sight of the stranger. Chocolate brown eyes glimmered at me, near-black hair falling over them as he tilted his face. He was every inch as striking as his associate, but as my stare devoured his visage, one other thing caught my attention—the fetching blue bowler hat sitting so proudly at his crown.

“Yes, she’s certainly fine.” Benedict’s dulcet tone reverberated from somewhere, but I couldn’t force my eyes to acknowledge it—didn’t want to. The digits of the stranger compelled me to stay just where I was, gasping for air as he rested on his haunches, taking in his hauntingly beautiful aesthetic. “But all that glitters isn’t gold, my friend, and this delightful thing isn’t all she seems.”

“A mole?” The stranger sounded disappointed, his furrowing brow making it difficult for me to think. I knew I should be reacting, should be resisting. I should be thinking through escape routes, but there was no way. It was hopeless. I could barely lift my arms, let alone consider an offensive maneuver. As my brain struggled to consider what they might have dosed me with, I realized whatever they’d chosen, I was fighting the tide. It was stronger, just as both of them would be now that I was incapacitated. Soon, thunderous sleep would come and claim me.

“‘Fraid so. British government, if my research is correct.”

“So, there never was going to be a story?” The stranger smiled sadly, one finger stroking the underside of my flesh as he considered me.

“No.” Benedict moved in beside him, his face blurry at the edges as he smirked at my predicament. “No story, though I think this could be the start of a wonderful new friendship.” His head turned in slow motion, though the stranger’s gaze remained on me the whole time. “Oscar, meet Alice.”

The stranger in the bowler headgear tipped my chin higher. “Alice.” He smiled as if he found the word humorous.

“Alice...” Benedict’s piercing gaze was back on me now. “This is Oscar Hatton, my number one man, and better known as the Mad Hatter, though I’m sure you’ll find he’s as sane as every one of us.”

He sniggered, the sound vibrating over me at the same moment the stranger, Oscar, also broke into amused laughter. Finally, I could fight my leaden eyelids no more. The final thing I recalled was the perturbing hilarity dancing around me, then everything was black.

Chapter Five

Alice

Falling. Vaguely, I recalled the men’s smirking, chiding expressions, then I was falling, my head lurching backward and sending the rest of me with it. I plummeted into the black, tumbling away at speed, though their snide tones never diminished. The most curious thing as I descended into the gloom was my lack of fear. One might have supposed dropping into the unknown to be a terrifying experience, but as my head cleared, it wasn’t apprehension that filled my mind but intrigue.

Where was I, and how had I got here?

The last thing I remembered was Gabriel’s admiring glances, then I had left for a mission... Yes, that was it. I had a mission, but what and where I could not decide.

“A-lice.”

I turned my head at the resounding echo, my name strung out into two long syllables, and all at once, he was there with me.

Wait, who was there?

And how on earth could anyone be there when I was plunging into the unknown?

Squeezing my eyes closed for a second, they flickered open once more to reveal the same handsome face, those chocolate brown eyes glistening as my gaze wandered over him. He was familiar, yet I didn’t know why. Perhaps he was my mission? A shot of adrenaline burst through me. I wouldn’t mind getting acquainted with a man this fine, though why he was still there with me as I fell was still unclear.

“Where am I?” I murmured, though that was hardly the pressing question. I was still falling, unsure where I was or when I would land.

“You’re safe,” he promised, but there was an edge to his voice that promised the contrary, a quality that stirred anxiety at my core. “You’re mine now, Alice.”

“I’m no one’s.” I forced the words out through gritted teeth, indignation rising to take control even as I tumbled, yet I found the pace had reduced to a hover. I was still lowering toward the ground, but the skirts I was wearing had ballooned to produce an impromptu parachute.

Skirts?

I blinked down at myself again, my gaze barely believing the vast sapphire skirts it registered. I’d donned a pantsuit, hadn’t I? I was certain of it, so why on earth was I wearing such old-fashioned attire, though noticing how much the skirt had steadied my fall, I was grateful—confused but grateful, nonetheless.

“I don’t understand!” I flung my head back, mystified but absurdly calm. No doubt I was in danger, yet here I was, able to contemplate the matter as though I was discussing whether to have coffee and... Coffee! The word burst into my head as though someone was screaming it. Coffee was significant somehow. I’d been drinking it before I started to fall...

“Here, have some more.”

Gasping, I turned toward the sound of the male voice, both shocked and indifferent to find the smiling face of the man again. His dark hair slid over his eyes, grazing cheekbones, which rose as his lips curled.

“Have some more coffee, Alice.” He pushed a white cup in my direction, and I found myself taking it from his long fingers, the rest of his arm appearing as I took the china. By the time I had lifted it to my lips, he was almost fully formed, his long, bronzed neck disappearing into crisp white linen and an expensive suit, Italian styling if I didn’t know better, and invariably, I did. A blue tie formed under his collar, and as my gaze rose, I found it perfectly matched the hue of his hat—the same color as the vast skirts which now kept me afloat.

“Thank you.” I breathed in the aroma of the coffee, still apparently unfazed that I was falling in the gloom, alone aside from this handsome stranger. It was the oddest sensation. “Why are we here?”

“You came to see us.” His tone was reticent.

“Us?”

“The White Rabbit and me.” He grinned. “You were curious, I think? Beautiful women often are.”

“The White Rabbit?” The name stirred something inside me, a memory or something more meaningful.

“You remember him?” He shifted closer, those glorious brown eyes alive with unspoken emotion.

“Yes, I was...” I strained, trying to recall. “I was following him, I think. Where did he go?” Glancing around, I saw nothing other than the handsome stranger lounging beside me.

“He’s gone.” His lips twitched at the verdict. “Perhaps we will catch up with him later. Now, I must go as well.”

“No!” I had no idea why his disappearance was so troubling. The man was nothing to me, and I had bigger concerns to address—like where the hell I was and how I was ever going to stop falling—but all of a sudden, the loss of the blue-hatted man seemed profound. “Please don’t go!”

He tilted his head, the rest of his body slowly merging into the surrounding black until all that remained was his attractive face.

“I shall return,” he promised. “And when I do, I’ll bring tea since it seems you do not care for your coffee.”

“What?” I glanced down at the cup in my hand to find it empty. The steaming hot liquid he’d just passed to me was inexplicably gone. “But I haven’t had any yet!” Irritation spiked in me, though the whole thing was ludicrous. How could I have enjoyed a cup of coffee, tumbling from somewhere to nowhere, while conversing with a completely unknown individual? It was beyond baffling.

“Take care, little Alice.” His voice echoed in the shadows, his face no longer visible, and the sudden loss swelled my frustrated fear.

I was better than this. I knew I was better. I shouldn’t be afraid of whatever was going on. No doubt it was all just one giant hallucination, and I’d wake up in my bed soon enough, ready to take on that important mission. No doubt I would look back at this and laugh at my foolishness. No doubt I would—

My train of thought was interrupted by a thud—the feeling of something solid beneath my feet—and before I knew it, I was sprawled out on the floor, legs bent where I landed, arms stretched above me, and my head like lead, completely unable to confirm or deny what was going on.

“I’ve landed then,” I whispered softly, though I couldn’t be sure I’d said them out loud. “That’s good. All that tumbling was making me ill.”

My lids closed, the gesture comforting though it offered no further clue about my location. When they opened again, I could just about make out something in the shadows.

A room.

I was in a room. A dark, depressing little place, but there were definitely four walls and something akin to a door just discernible in the gloom. My body felt cool, but the air around me was warmer as if it had been deliberately determined that way. My brows knitted at the baffling thought. If the air was warm, why did I feel cold?

A product of whatever shit they gave you in the coffee.

The nagging voice of my paranoia muttered the words in my head, and I breathed harder at the verdict. No doubt, it was right. The coffee I’d so readily dived into probably had been drugged. It would explain the lapse into unconsciousness and the fucking weird dreams I’d had since.

Twisting my head left and right, I took in where I was—still stretched out where I had landed, but based on my relative height, I seemed to be sprawled on a bed, or perhaps a table? Breathing in, I tried to move. First, my head, but annoyingly, it was still weighed down, so I began at the other end of my body, wiggling my toes and ankles before trying to move my legs. It was the most curious thing. I had control over my muscles and could wiggle each ankle and flex my calves, yet for some as yet unknown reason, I couldn’t make my legs do my bidding. They wouldn’t move as I commanded or rise at my instruction. Vexed, I tried my arms, only to discover a similar state of disarray. My fingers and wrists cooperated, but they seemed to be held down to something over my head, something that was keeping them in place. It was almost as if I was fettered, tied down in some way.

Pulling in a sharp breath, the thought resonated, sending a shot of adrenaline through my puzzled body, and for the first time since I fell, things were clear.

I was bound in a dark room somewhere, alone and trussed in the confines of some odious place. Think. I sent the order to myself, compelling some composure before panic took over. Where was I? Where could I be? What was the final memory I had before the fall?

“Benedict.” I breathed his name into the darkness. I’d been with Chase Benedict before all of this—the White Rabbit. He was my mission! “Shit.” Frantic energy pinballed inside. The details of what I was here to achieve were still sketchy, but anything involving Benedict and waking bound in a dark place could not be good news.

Struggling against my binds, I fought for a while, but it was futile. Whatever he’d fettered me with was stronger than I was. Wasting my energy on this fight was pointless. I’d have to bide my time and wait for an opportunity to get away. There was bound to be one if I was patient and remembered my training, I would identify what I was trussed with and work out how to get away. Until then, all I could do was remain stretched out like a prized piece of meat, helpless in the darkness.

The sense of impotency filled me from the inside until my limbs trembled at the weight of it, but there was nothing I could do. Crying out wouldn’t help me. Wherever I was, I was at the whim of Benedict and his associates. Likely, I was being kept away from earshot, or they’d hear me and relish the sound of my whimpered cries. No, I wouldn’t give that asshole the satisfaction. If this was my fate, so be it. I’d just have to stick it out. I’d have to be strong.

I hung onto that idea for as long as I could before the sense of doom blossomed in my chest, and despite my months of training, the first seeds of genuine dread burgeoned. I was tied up and under the control of one of the most dangerous men in the country, if not the world. Nothing good was going to come from this. Nothing good ever happened to women who woke up in dark rooms like this one. All at once, as if I had no dominion over them, tears welled in my eyes, and as I turned my head, they began to fall.

Chapter Six

Chase

She cried herself to sleep, the tears coming at a phenomenal rate. At one point, I thought she would never stop, that the world would be swept away in the torrent of her misery, then silence fell, its heavy peace only interrupted by the occasional whimper made in her sleep. I watched her dismay in the darkness, my arousal piquing at her distress. I might have gifted the wonderful Alice to Oscar, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t relish her. The look of her squirming in my bondage, the breathy whimpers that escaped her throat as despair took over, and those sweet, blissful tears—all those gestures aroused me. When I finally rose from my seat in the corner of the room, my cock was rock hard.

Wandering over to the gurney she was bound to, I briefly considered going back on my word and taking the lovely Alice for myself, but the thought of Oscar pricked my conscience. There hadn’t been many good friends on the journey from Cambridge grad to the leader of one of the world’s most notorious criminal organizations. With me from the start, Oscar had always had my back, and I knew no woman—no matter how interesting or pretty she was—would ever come before that.

Standing over her sleeping form, I flicked on the side spotlights with the remote control programmed into my phone. The illumination revealed just how alluring she was. Even with red, puffy eyes from sobbing herself to slumber, Alice was bewitching, and her body was a delight. In her mid-thirties, she was toned and strong, but not too thin, no doubt the product of all those physical tasks the secret services set for her. I smiled at the thought of the little spy now sprawled out before me. Oscar had stripped her down to her underwear once the ketamine had done its job. The blonde ringlets nestled at her shoulders and the pretty little bow she wore in them were the only evidence of the woman who’d strode so purposefully into my nest. She’d assumed she could snoop on me, but she was about to discover what the price was for poking her nose into my business without permission.

“Is she awake?”

I glanced up at the door as it opened, recognizing Oscar’s voice.

“She was, but overwhelmed with emotion, she drifted back off.” I met his gaze as he closed the door behind him and strode into the room.

The spotlight bounced off the blue crushed velvet of his hat, and I pressed my lips together to avoid the grin that wanted to surface. Oscar had developed an obsession with headgear and was rarely seen without one hat or another. He’d earned a reputation as the Mad Hatter back in our college days due to his cruel and original bedside manner, as well as his devotion to dressing his dark hair in a variety of them. Trained as a doctor, Oscar had decided not to practice and put his knowledge to good use when it came to extracting information from our enemies.

“A side effect of the drug, probably.”

“She’ll need hydrating.”

I smiled at his concern—so Oscar. This woman had walked into our organization with ill intent, and he was worried about her welfare! He was a fiend when it came to men who threatened our organization, but he’d always found the so-called fairer sex irresistible.

“She’s fine,” I assured him. “I’ve been watching her for the last hour.”

“You’d didn’t touch, did you?” His left eyebrow arched with the query, and I chuckled in response.

“No,” I replied. “Not that I wasn’t tempted, but you had my word—this one is for you.”

Oscar nodded, apparently satisfied.

“Ready to wake her up?” It was time we had some fun at Miss Monroe’s expense.

“Okay.” He sounded reticent as he leaned over her unconscious body. “But let me lead.”

I mimicked a salute in his direction. “Certainly, boss.”

He met my gaze, his wry smile the only indication he was prepared to put up with my shit. That and the fact we went way back.

“Just allow me to begin, then I’ll leave you to it.” My brow rose. “I expect you want some alone time with Alice.”

He shook his head. “You were the one she was chasing,” he sneered. “It was the White Rabbit who drew her into our dark world.”

“True enough,” I concurred, “but that’s because—how did she put it—I’m the poster boy for the web we’ve spun. She’s yours if you want her. No man is going to deny it.”

His attention fell to her pale skin, fixing on the soft rise and fall of her chest. “Oh, I want,” he assured me. “But I also need to know she’s okay.”

“You’re the doctor,” I reminded him. “Examine away, but first, just let me remind her who’s in charge. She seemed to be under the laughable illusion she fooled us.”

“And who is in charge?” Oscar stepped forward, his thighs pressing against the gurney she was strapped to. “You Chase?”

I sensed the tension in his tone, the warning signs flashing in his eyes. Every now and again, Oscar and I butted heads about authority, but it was all good. I wasn’t going to fight him on this one. I had other women on my mind—there were always other women.

“No, not me.” I laughed, trying to keep the atmosphere light. “Us.” I enunciated the final word, my focus drilling into him until the intensity in his face cracked, his lips curling.

“Okay.” The smile I’d compelled to his lips lit up his face, and there was no denying, he was handsome. I might be the straightest man on the planet, but I wasn’t blind. I knew the guy I called my best friend was the epitome of the tall, dark fairy tale. “You wake her up, then leave her to me.”

Stretching my neck backward, I reached into my pocket for my gloves, pulling the soft white fabric over my fingers. They were pristine, made from the finest silk, and I smiled as the indulgent fabric settled over my skin. They were a symbol of the man I’d become, and every time I played, I ensured I had a new pair with me, each as white and flawless as the next. It was part of the reason I’d been nicknamed the White Rabbit in the first place. Enemies assumed it would mock me, but the hilarity had come back at them when the name was twisted to induce fear. Karma, it turned out, wasn’t only a bitch—she was my bitch.

Oscar sighed. “Always the gloves, my friend.” He sounded skeptical, as always. “It’s quite the fetish.”

I snickered at his assessment. “We all have our kinks, Oscar. I just prefer to work with silk at my fingertips.” I walked to the counter at the far end, flicking on the white desk fan, which was already in position. As soon as it began to turn, cool air was directed at the sleeping Alice, goosing her skin within a few seconds. We’d kept the room at a consistently mild temperature on purpose, but now we desired the opposite effect—we wanted little Alice to feel the chill.

“Wake up, Alice.” I sang the words as I wandered back to where she was restrained, running my gloved index finger up the inside of her calf as I went. “It’s time to play.”

She stirred, her tiny mewl demanding our focus as she once again struggled within the confines of my bondage.

“A-lice!” I called out her name, moving toward her head once Oscar had given way, but not before my same finger had trailed an invisible line up the length of her toned body. I could feel her flesh beneath the silk, the goosing skin responding to the shift in air temperature as well as my touch.

“Wh-Who are you?” Her eyes flickered open briefly, sky blue orbs trying to register the new reality before they closed again.

I grinned, glancing briefly over my shoulder at Oscar. “You know who I am, Alice,” I continued playfully. “I’m the White Rabbit. I’m the one you’ve been chasing.”

Chapter Seven

Alice

My head spun, no longer able to decipher what was real from what was only a dream. When I closed my eyes, the room was filled with water, the flood I’d caused when I’d cried, an endless outpouring of emotion filling the small dark space until the bed I was bound to floated away. I’d felt it rise, the dip in the temperature as it lifted, and the sense of impending doom. I’d caused this deluge, and now it was going to drown me. It was no more than I deserved, but as I opened my eyes, I could no longer hear the raining torrent, its waves ceasing into silence, save for my ragged breathing and the taunting tone of the man leaning over me.

Shit! I tensed as that realization washed over me, starker than the imminent threat of saturation. There was a man standing over me! I squeezed my eyes closed again as if he’d just disappear, but I should have known I wasn’t that lucky.

“Wh-Who are you?” I opened my eyes again, but the grinning high cheekbones that met my gaze sucked the air from the room, forcing my lids to slide shut once more.

“You know who I am, Alice.” His tone was teasing. “I’m the White Rabbit. I’m the one you’ve been chasing.”

The White Rabbit?

I gasped, compelling my eyes to open again, and this time I really took in the face of the man looming over me. He was the White Rabbit. He was the reason I was here.

He brushed a cold digit over my midriff, the act ominous as it paused just below the line of my bra, and for the first time, I acknowledged what should have been obvious—I was half-naked.

“Where are my clothes?” I panted, pulling futilely against whatever held me down. Why was I here without my clothes, and why was it so damn cold?

“You won’t need them,” he promised as though that was somehow supposed to be reassuring. “In fact, let’s get rid of this, shall we?” That same digit rose to the lace cups of my bra, applying just a small amount of pressure. “Hatter?”

From over his shoulder, a pair of silver scissors appeared, which he grasped with one white hand.

“Why are you wearing gloves?” I don’t know why I asked. His hands were surely the most irrelevant aspect of my whole predicament, but something about the immaculate accessory jarred, stirring a recollection from the time before I’d tumbled down his rabbit hole.

“It’s what I do, Alice.” He beamed, revealing a row of perfect teeth as he grasped the scissors and waved them in front of me. “Always gloves and only in silk.” One dark eyebrow rose. “It’s why they called me the White Rabbit in the first place. That and the club I own, of course.”

Of course. I’d known that, hadn’t I? The re-emerging memory was shattered as he lifted my bra from my flesh and slid the cold metal scissors under them.

“Stop!” I meant to scream the word, but somehow, it was only a desperate whisper. Tilting my head forward, I witnessed the moment he snipped the front of my underwear in half.

“I don’t think so.” He tossed the scissors aside, the sound of metal crashing against the hard floor echoing long after they’d landed. “I think it’s time we saw more of you. Hatter, would you like to do the honors?”

He glanced behind, and a second face emerged from the shadows. Another face I knew, the same one that had appeared to me when I’d fallen—the man in the blue hat.

“I would.”

He stepped past the White Rabbit, two large hands reaching for me just as a gust of cool air blasted in my direction. I couldn’t see the source, but it seemed to be a constant stream. Unlike the first, the Hatter’s hands were bare, his skin surprisingly soft as it grazed my flesh, but there was still no getting past the obvious—these men were taking huge fucking liberties! They’d taken me captive, had tied me up in some shitty place, and now they were stripping me. Frustrated fear surged, the panic and impotency paralyzing as his fingers clutched the edge of the thin lacy material, still preserving my modesty.

“Don’t do this.” I loathed the tremble in my voice, but there was no getting past it. Whatever training MI5 offered, it hadn’t prepared me for this. Vaguely, I recalled the months of specialized courses pertaining to security and self-defense, but what were the strategies for this moment? The short answer was, there were none.

“Shhh.” His chocolate eyes bored into me with the command, and it was the oddest thing. He was the threat—I knew he was the threat—but his gaze was so warm and satisfying, I almost forgot why. “You have nothing to fear from me, Alice.” He grabbed the two sides of my bra and pulled them apart, revealing my breasts to not only the freezing air but the intensity of his gaze.

My nipples hardened in an instant, and inwardly, I prayed it was only the drop in temperature instigating the physiological change, not the peculiar allure of his gaze or the way my breathing had sped up at the moment of heightened tension.

“You’re beautiful.” I could hear the appreciation in his tone, though embarrassment refused to allow me to meet his insistent gaze.

“Yes, she is.”

I startled at the White Rabbit’s tone, assuming or just hoping he’d had the good grace to leave by now.

“I’m sure the two of you are going to have a grand time but do excuse me. I’m late for an appointment.”

The Hatter glanced back to acknowledge the White Rabbit’s words.

“We’ll be fine,” he reiterated. “It’s time for tea.”

Chapter Eight

Alice

“Tea?” Was he mad? I was bound, horribly exposed, and at the whim of two total lunatics, and he was talking about tea? “I don’t want tea. I don’t even like it.”

That wasn’t strictly true, I often enjoyed hot tea, but that was hardly the point. In my current situation, I wasn’t in the mood for tea.

The enticing man in the funny blue hat leaned over me, his appealing face looming large as he took me in.

“Come now, Alice.” His voice was a soft purr, the resonance vibrating over me like magic. “You’re English. Naturally, you like tea, and you’re dehydrated. You need to drink.” His lips curled as he looked at me, time protracting as one hand lowered toward my bared chest.

“Don’t touch me!” I hissed, anger surfacing above the lingering terror and the other emotion I was having trouble articulating properly—the rising sense of fascination that grew for the man. He seemed better than the White Rabbit somehow, less precarious, yet still undeniably tempting. He was too tantalizing—a direction that could land me in yet more trouble. I sensed it was a perilous path to follow. “Don’t you dare touch me again.”

The Hatter’s gaze darted to my face, a ripple of shock flashing across his pleasing features. “I won’t harm you, Alice,” he replied as if it somehow justified anything about my treatment. “I only want to look after you. It’s the right thing to do, the moral thing, the civil thing.”

Civil? So, there it was—proof he was completely bonkers. No man could oversee conduct like this and dare to defend it.

“It’s not civil to treat me this way,” I protested, eyeing the finger which hung just over my quivering flesh. Did I want it to touch me? Did I desire the gentle caress of his fingertip over the sensitive skin of my breasts? Damn it, why was I even contemplating the idea? I was the victim here. As my head cleared, the thought cemented—these men were dangerous, and my predicament was grave. “It’s not civil to strip and bind me.”

“It’s not civil to come here under false pretenses, Alice.” His dark eyebrow rose with the accusation, those dazzling chocolate eyes narrowing. “Not civil at all.”

Fuck. My core tightened at his appraisal, my breath coming faster, though, for the life of me, I still couldn’t decide why. Was it a justifiable fear exacerbating my responses, or could there possibly be more going on? Was it feasible I had feelings for the captivating stranger in the blue hat? Could all those hours of psychological tests and assessments have boiled down to this one moment of intensity—this scintillating standoff between captor and captive?

I held my breath, unsure if I should speak or wait it out. Ultimately, the silence in my head boomed, goading me into action.

“I was j-just doing my job.”

His face relaxed. “As was I.” His finger hovered over my right breast, both our attention following its path.

“Your job is to torment women?” Somehow, I held my nerve, pushing the words out despite the emotions pinballing around my body at the potential of his touch. I wanted it, didn’t I? Craved the caress of this dangerous stranger, even though it made no sense at all. Even though it was contrary to everything I’d ever been taught or trained to covet. “To bind them in the darkness.”

“Stop it.” His words floated past my face, their resonance capturing me until I was compelled to meet his gaze once more.

“What?”

“Stop talking.” He smiled. “You’re too good at this. You’re making the whole thing even sexier than it should be.”

“Sexy?” I wanted to spit the word at him, but as the intent swept through, I found I didn’t have the will. He was right, this blasted mad hatter. This was absurdly sexy, though it should have been hideous and harrowing. All I could think about was how much I wanted his touch, his enormous hand at my goosing flesh, and those smiling lips to devour me. I wanted those hands on me, clawing at my tender, vulnerable flesh. I wanted the intensity I sensed within him, his fingers at my throat, his tongue in my—

“Yes, Alice... Sexy. What we should really be doing is having tea.”

I blinked up at him. Tea? Was that what was on his mind while mine sunk into the gutter?

“Okay.” I panted the word, swallowing as I tried to refocus. “Okay, let’s have tea. What should I call you?”

The pad of his finger landed lightly on my breast, and despite my best intentions, a tiny gasp escaped my lips.

“First, you have to promise to be a good girl, Alice. No more duplicity.”

My eyes fluttered closed for a second, every fiber of my body focused on that fingertip and the trail of fire it was drawing over my needy flesh. “Chase thinks he knows why you’ve fallen down our dark rabbit hole, but I want to be certain.”

“Ch-Chase?” Tension was building in my body, threatening to overwhelm me if I couldn’t break the spell he held over me.

“Mr. Benedict.” He chuckled lightly. “Or as you might know him better, the White Rabbit.”

“I’m a journalist,” I started, my back story unfolding in my mind as the words rattled from my lips. “I’ve been invited to write his story.”

“Come now.” His expression darkened, and a wretched sense of disappointment crashed over me, though I couldn’t discern or understand why I cared what this man was feeling. “That’s not a very good start, is it?” His face tilted at his own question, his finger halting at my beading nipple. “Now, you’ll have to have tea while you’re still bound.”

“But... I can’t!” I complained, yanking at the binds for the hundredth time since I’d first woken up in this lurid nightmare. “I can’t drink sprawled out like this.”

“Not like this.” A predatory grin lit his handsome visage. “Not like this, at all.”

Chapter Nine

Oscar

She was mesmerizing, even better than I’d dared to hope, but her insistence on maintaining the lie stung. Turning from her tightly bound body, past the fan, which would ensure those tempting teats remained stiff peaks while I was gone, I headed to the back of the counter. The full kettle was waiting where I’d left it, and hitting the switch to boil the water, I arranged the teacups. Whatever dark hole we found ourselves in, some things deserved to be done properly, and Alice needed hydrating. She may be a torrid imp, sent to bring me rhapsody, and I was no better than Chase’s right-hand man, but my medical instincts took over, compelling me to ensure her welfare before we played.

“You never told me your name.” Her voice wavered, and I glanced over my shoulder at her provocative body. Exposed and stretched out, she was truly the most tempting mole that had ever happened upon Men of Honor, and over the years, we had caught a few. Usually, they came in the form of unappealing, stocky men who threw punches as readily as their idle threats. I took care of them for Chase, and as a doctor, I knew precisely where to target for maximum effect, where to push, and how far. While I’d taken the Hippocratic Oath, these days, I tended to relish inflicting pain as much as I alleviated it.

“I’m the Mad Hatter.” I flashed her a brilliant smile before I turned back to the boiling water.

“Just as well I’m Alice, then.” She laughed, her tone dry, and I could hardly resist joining her.

“Yes, it’s fortuitous. Perhaps we were meant to meet.”

“This was not the way it was meant to be.” She sighed. “I’ve failed.”

“Nonsense.” I collected the steaming kettle, pouring the water into the quaint teapot Chase had readied for me. We were gentlemen, bred from our private schools and Cambridge college educations. We knew how to treat a lady, especially one who came to degrade us. “You’ve scarcely even begun, Alice.”

“And the other one?” Her voice trembled, and as I turned back in her direction, I noticed her gaze fixed nervously on the door Chase had left via. “The White Rabbit?”

I laughed at the way she made it sound—as if we were all characters from Carroll’s fairy tale. My oldest friend had inherited the nickname from the club he’d inherited after graduation, but somehow, it had stuck, his reputation striking fear into our increasing number of enemies.

“What of him?”

“Where is he?” She closed her eyes wearily. “I’m supposed to follow him.”

Placing the teacups and pot on a small tray, I carried them over to the place where she was stretched out.

“Well, it seems you’re a little tied up.” My lips curled at my quip. “So, time for tea instead.” I steadied the tray on the grubby counter behind her head and gripped the gurney on either side of her face.

“Wh-What are you doing?” Wide blue eyes searched my face, but I ignored her, concentrating on the equipment we’d modified. It only took a flick of a switch in the right place, and the bed she was strapped to rose, its position tilting until she was vertical, her feet skimming the dirty floor below.

“There.” I smiled as I locked the base into place with my shoe. “That’s better.”

Disheveled blonde ringlets fell on her shoulders, the cute little bow still tangled at her crown.

“What are you going to do to me?” Her jaw tensed. “I demand you tell me, Hatter!”

“You’re not really in the position to make demands.”

Wandering into the far corner, I found the stool Chase had no doubt been seated on and carried it over to sit opposite her bound form. She was glorious, bared breasts rising and falling as I reached for the pot and poured. The hot aroma of breakfast tea filled the dank air as the rich brown liquid filled the tiny cups.

“Anyhow, I have told you already. We’re going to have tea.”

She shook her head against the leather. “Then, you’re right.” She was trying to play it cool, pretending she had leverage to muster, even though she was the one stripped and fettered. Settling back on the stool, I eyed her with amusement. Adorable. Alice was adorable.

“You are mad.”

“Well, quite.” I nodded, lifting the cup to my lips. “Mad, but courteous to a lady.”

“Courteous?” She struggled against the leather straps once more, the act arousing me more than was right. “How can you say that?”

“With ease,” I replied. “We could have finished you once we realized you were a government agent. We could have abused and tortured you.”

“You still might.” Her words escaped those pretty lips in a gasp.

“No, no, Alice,” I scolded. “That’s not my style at all. I will keep and nurture you.”

Her brow furrowed. “And the White Rabbit, will he hurt me?”

“I won’t allow it.” My tone was emphatic. “Chase is the king of hearts. It’s good for business, but you... you’re mine, Alice. He and I both agree.”

Confusion flickered in her wonderful gaze as if nothing I was saying made sense. I took a moment to enjoy a sip of tea. It was strong and hot—just like the women bound in our basement.

“Business?” she managed in the end. “Your business is smuggling and manipulation.” Her tone was scornful, and frankly, I didn’t appreciate it.

“Our business is people.” Tension seeped from my shoulders as I took another taste. There was nothing like a good old-fashioned cup of tea. Chase was a fan of loftier spirits, but nothing stimulated me quite like this brew. “Moving them. Helping them.”

She snorted, her expression surprisingly snide, considering she was the bound one. “Don’t you mean trafficking?” She shook her head disdainfully. “Using others for profit?”

I tilted my head at her dismissive appraisal. “We take people, yes,” I agreed, sipping the satisfying refreshment once more. “Meaningless nobodies who we twist into cash, but it’s money we can invest in Men of Honor.”

“Like the veterans you help?” Her voice dripped with cynicism, a skepticism I longed to fuck out of her delicious form.

“They’re real,” I assured her. “We transform the lives of those who’ve served for our country.” I lifted my chin, pride swelling in my chest. “They’re also a great tax deduction. The treasury takes a lot less because of them.”

She rolled her eyes. “Unbelievable. You guys are scum, but we’re on to you. Even if I’ve failed, you should be in no doubt, your criminality won’t last. I promise you, Men of Honor won’t be around for long.”

Draining the last of my cup, I peered at her over the rim. All long legs and curves, she was the perfect appetizer.

“You should be careful what you promise, my dear.” I rose to my full height, wandering to the counter and discarding my cup before I lifted hers. “If you’re the best Her Majesty’s government can throw at us, while I appreciate the gesture, I don’t think we’ll be running scared any time soon.” Raising the cup toward her mouth, I tilted it in her direction. “Now drink.”

Her gaze flitted over the tea. “No way,” she insisted, turning her face away from the drink. “The last time I drank something from one of you, I ended up here.”

My brow rose at her words, a fair comment, but the insinuation she was somehow unsafe with me was riling. “Excuse my friend.” I smiled but kept the cup and saucer at lip level. “He is a bold one, but I am no foe, Alice. I am, in fact, a doctor.”

She balked, eyes widening at the revelation. “A doctor?” she choked. “Then you certainly should release me and leave me be.”

“And you should trust me. I am a medical professional, and this is my prescription for you.” Nodding toward the cup, I inched the tea closer.

“I should not trust you, doctor.” She pressed her lips into a hard line, refusing the beverage. “I see no such prescription.”

“Very well,” I sighed, whisking the cup away and placing it down before reaching into my back pocket. I often kept my prescription pad about my person. It had considerable value and could often be used to bribe officials and laypeople alike. Drugs were, even now, a popular currency in England. Tugging the thing free, I found a pen in my inside pocket and jotted down the relevant details.

Alice Monroe.

Prescribed one cup of tea and time with the Mad Hatter.

Beaming, I scrawled my signature on the bottom line before ripping the paper from the pad and returning it to my pocket. Folding the stationery, I penned two words in capital letters.

DRINK ME, holding it out for the helpless woman to see.

“This is ridiculous,” she scoffed, yanking the leather at her wrists again as if she was intentionally trying to provoke me. It was taking every bit of my professional willpower not to pounce on the woman.

“Dehydrating would be ridiculous,” I reminded her. “It’s folly not to accept the drink, let alone incredibly impolite.” Arching an eyebrow, I noticed with some satisfaction as her cheeks started to color.

“Okay, okay, I’ll drink the damn tea!”

“Very good.” My lips twitched, the prescription falling from my fingers as I collected the cup and moved back in her direction. Our bodies almost touched as I held it under her chin, her eyes wide as I tipped the liquid between her lips.

“Thank you.” Her gaze lowered when she swallowed, though the blush blooming at her face deepened.

“More,” I commanded in an expectant tone. “And the correct answer, Alice, is thank you, Mr. Hatter, Sir.” The beautiful blonde would be staying under my wing, but evidently, it was time Miss Alice learned some manners. Fortunately, I was just the man to teach her.

Gaze flitting back to my face, she accepted another sip and gulping it down, suddenly, seemed breathless. The defiant firecracker who’d sauntered into Chase’s lair morphed in front of my eyes, though it was still too early to know if the change was only a temporary response to my dominance or something more pleasingly permanent.

“Thank you, Mr. Hatter, Sir.” The words rushed from her tantalizing lips in one long breath but never had I heard a sentence so sweet.

“You’re welcome, Alice.” My voice was a soft purr. “Now, finish your tea.”

Chapter Ten

Alice

I was struggling—struggling to survive in this new confusing landscape. The man in the hat, seemingly so obsessed with tea, was transforming before me, shifting from criminal to some sort of twisted savior. Was he the caring one, looking after me? The preferred choice over the callous White Rabbit, or was he just another cruel captor? Held hostage, I tried to recall what I knew of him. There were few known associates of Chase Benedict, but naturally, the man known as the Mad Hatter had made the official lists. He’d studied with Benedict, a medic, just as he’d alluded and had spent years, ingratiating himself in the privilege of the Cambridge old boy’s network, but what else did I know? What was his intent? What motivated the man with the mad twinkle in those deep brown eyes? My heart raced as the questions unraveled. Curiosity was one thing, but I was a professional—I’d walked into this prepared, with my head held high. How was it that I could have found myself in such a precarious position?

He pushed the cup to my lips, tipping the edge of the china until the warm liquid met my flesh, and obliging, I yielded, opening my lips to accept the tea. What choice was there? I was thirsty, possibly dehydrated as he’d said, but more than that, I had no alternative, no option but to trust him. Even though my training told me that was inane, my instincts begged to differ. There was something about the guy, something absurdly alluring, and it wasn’t just his physical attributes either—attractive men were a dime a dozen. He had an authoritative aura about him, the ability to calm rather than rile, soothe rather than vex. For everything I thought I knew, The Hatter was a mystery.

“Wonderful.” He smiled broadly as I swallowed another mouthful. The tea was stronger than I’d have liked, and there was no milk or honey to dilute it, but I had to admit, the flavor was good, and it was helping my head. Things seemed clearer as he moved the cup away. “Better?”

It was almost as though he could read my mind.

“Thank you, yes.” My lips curled with the admission, and I mentally chastised myself. What was I doing, being amenable? Why was I cooperating? I was stronger than this! I knew better! Then, as if the obvious had temporarily been lost on me, I recalled I was the one semi-naked and trussed. Collaboration might be the best shot I had at getting out of here.

“Good.” He placed the cup down on the counter beside me, turning back to assess me with hungry eyes. “You certainly are beautiful, Alice.”

The fan Benedict had started whirred from across the room, and without The Hatter’s proximity, the cold, biting breeze cruelly grazed over my skin.

“Please, let me go.” I bit down on my lower lip, slipping into the little lost girl routine with disturbing ease. It wasn’t as much of a stretch as I’d have liked. He was the Big Bad Wolf, and I was Riding Hood, except I was the one bared and bound. “I didn’t mean to be a nuisance.”

His eyes lit up at my show of submission, and as I watched, he shrugged off the dark jacket which clung to his broad shoulders, discarding it beside the teapot.

“I think you did.” He grinned. “I think you came in here assuming you could play us, thinking you could find out something which would bring our organization down.”

My heart hammered at his accurate assessment of the situation. How the hell had this happened? How had they known about me before I even walked in the door?

“I was wrong.” There was desperation in my tone, and my toes curled to prove it. “I got you all wrong.”

The Hatter tilted his head, moving toward me ethereally, as though his feet weren’t touching the ground. “But you didn’t, Alice.” There was nothing threatening about his tone, nothing even vaguely menacing, yet somehow, that made the whole thing all the more perturbing. This man, this tall, dark god of a man with the transfixing eyes and the peculiar hat fetish, had the power of life and death over me now. “Your files were right, I’m sure. We are criminals, our group one of the most dangerous in the world. We step over governments to get what we want, and we certainly don’t worry about pretty little blondes, however cute they are.”

His hand rose to my face, and out of instinct, I flinched, squeezing my eyes closed and expecting a physical rebuke.

“Hey.” His soft tone roused me, persuading my eyes to flutter open, but still, there was terror pounding around in my veins. “You don’t have to worry about that. The Mad Hatter I may be, a monster, perhaps, but I don’t hurt women and children.”

“What?” I was breathless, adrenaline mingling with the apprehension to fog my brain. Where was my training now? Why weren’t all those months kicking in to help me?

“How do you address me?” He arched that tantalizing brow again, and suddenly, all there was in the world was the Hatter, his dark hair and riveting gaze devouring my nakedness.

“Mr. Hatter, Sir.” The answer was right there, on the tip of my tongue, and the urgency in my tone surprised even me. “What, Mr. Hatter, Sir?”

“Better.” His lips twitched, evidence of the way he tried to suppress his amusement as he slipped his free hand into his trouser pocket. He took a step in my direction, his expensive shirt now only inches from the place I was strewn. “To reiterate, I won’t hurt you, Alice. I might teach you some manners, but no harm will come to you under my care.” His face relaxed. “I’ve even been known to help little old ladies across the road, you know. When I’m in a particularly good mood.”

“Manners?” My anxiety tripped over how he’d put that, trying to decide if it was a threat. It had to be, didn’t it? If being tied up in this dark place wasn’t threatening enough, shouldn’t I consider everything from the lips of my imprisoner to be dangerous?

Yes, the reply from my rational mind was immediate. Yes, you should, Alice.

So, why then was I so drawn to the lunatic in the hat? Why did I long for the hand still hovering at my face to stroke me? My throat dried at the realization—Christ. I wanted him to touch me, coveted the caress of those elegant fingers, and the thought was beading my nipples every inch as much as the cold air.

“Yes.” Once more, that soothing tone washed over me. “Manners. Like how to address me.” His brow rose. “All good girls should have exemplary manners, Alice, wouldn’t you agree?”

Wait, what? What was he even talking about? Somehow, it didn’t matter. I didn’t care, so long as his attention was fixed on me, so long as that dulcet tone resonated.

“Yes, Mr. Hatter, Sir.” I could hardly believe my response, but as he nodded and smiled, I realized I liked it. I liked his approval. I wanted more of it.

“Then you and I are going to get on just fine.” The hand I longed for neared my flesh once more, but this time, I didn’t recoil. This time, my eyes were open, my heart thundering as gently, those fingers grazed the side of my cheek.

“I want to let you down,” he purred. “Although you look fucking scintillating this way, I want to release you, to trust you, but you have to promise to be my good girl. My good, well-mannered girl. None of your well-polished martial arts and no backchat.” He paused, allowing his words to reverberate around my head. “Can you do that?”

Fuck. It was as if the man was hypnotizing me.

I heard what he was saying, but I couldn’t make head or tail of it. On one level, I comprehended, but I couldn’t rationalize. It made no sense, and fleetingly, I wondered if there’d been something in the tea, after all. Had he drugged me again?

“I... I don’t know.” The words choked in my throat, evidence of the conflict raging within. If he let me go, I wanted to do what I’d been trained to do—to neutralize the threat he presented, to bring him down—but another part of me couldn’t bear that thought. Another version of Alice yearned for more of this close attention—for more of him.

Chuckling lightly, his fingers rested at my chin. “Time to make up your mind, little girl. Can you be my good girl, or do I need to punish you?”

Chapter Eleven

Oscar

I was on fire, alive with the pulsing energy swirling between us. When Chase had told me about her impending visit, I admit I’d been curious, but my interest hadn’t extended any further. I ran my tongue over my teeth, recalling how that conversation had played out.

“Oh, one other thing of note.” Chase’s eyes lit up with the comment. “The government is sending someone for us to play with.”

“What?” I’d laughed. “Another tax inspector?”

“Not this time.” Chase pursed his lips. “This time, it’s someone much more tempting.”

“Oh?” That had done it. I was intrigued.

“Yes.” He grinned. “Check her out.” He’d pushed an A4 photo of Alice across the desk at me, my gaze devouring the serious face of the long-haired blonde.

“Who is she?” I couldn’t conceal my enthusiastic tone.

“MI5, I think.”

“Wow.” I blew out a breath, eyeing the long legs of the brooding blonde’s image. “Suddenly, I wish I’d joined the secret services.”

“Right.” He chuckled. “She’s investigating us, well... me, to be specific.”

My back straightened. It was always fucking Chase. Yes, he was the model for Men of Honor, but I’d worked just as hard to build the empire, and my neck was every inch as much on the line as his.

“Don’t get upset.” His tone was mocking. “You can have her. That’s why we’re having this conversation, Oscar.”

“How gracious of you.” I didn’t even try to hide my derisory tone. I’d known Chase for far too long to play his games. Hell, I’d invented most of them.

“Hey!” He threw his hands up in a conciliatory manner. “I’m trying to be the good guy here.”

Well, that was a first.

“Okay, who is she, and what’s her story?”

“That’s where it gets even more interesting.” He smiled. “Her name is Alice Monroe. She’s playing a journalist, coming to write a big feature on me, but our sources say she’ll be bugged, here to collect evidence for their case against us.”

“A honey trap?” I sighed. The authorities were so predictable. It was why they always fucked things up.

“Of sorts, yes.”

“And your plan?” I pressed him. “Do we have one?”

“I’ll let her begin the interview, then we’ll drug her. You can slip it into her coffee, and once she’s woozy, she’s yours.”

I grinned at the thought, my gaze drinking in the delectable woman in the photograph again. Usually, I liked to take my frustrations out the moron men who crossed my path, but if the British government wanted to send me a woman, I’d happily devour her.

“Of course, I might stick around for the show.” His brow rose. “I’d like to see this one under duress.”

“You can babysit her for a while, but that’s it,” I warned him. “If she’s mine, she’s mine. No touching what belongs to me.”

Chase chuckled. “Sure thing, Oscar. Sure thing...”

That’s how it had started, but now she was here, it was all entirely different.

“What do you mean, punish?” Her inquiry jarred me from the memory. I lifted my chin just as she corrected herself. “Mr. Hatter, Sir.”
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