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mae·ce·nas

noun /mē-sē′nəs, mĭ-/

A generous patron, especially of literature or art

Bree Reuben has faced many adversities in her life as a transgender woman and in her career as an investigative journalist. Yet, never has an investigation brought this much danger to her doorstep.

When her brother vanishes without a trace, Bree's desperate search plunges her into a world of unimaginable power and corruption. Each clue pulls her deeper into a conspiracy that reaches the highest echelons of authority, where those in control have the means to shatter lives and erase anyone who threatens their grip.

Now, Bree must fight to maintain her journalistic integrity and her own safety as she unravels the truth about Duchess. Because it seems that this person isn’t just powerful, they're ruthless, and they'll stop at nothing to keep their secrets buried – even if it means making Bree and anyone close to her disappear forever.



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


Chapter ONE
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“What do you mean he’s gone?” Bree’s words escaped her lips in a whisper. The world around her faded away, the phone pressed to her ear became her sole focus. “What does that mean, Tobie?”

“I’ll let Paul tell yo—” 

“No!” This time her word came out as a desperate cry. “Don’t leave. Don’t.”

“I’m also on the line, Bree.” Paul’s voice was gentle, the familiar cadence doing little to soothe the icy panic crawling up her spine. “We decided to tell you together.”

She was jolted back to her current reality when the van took another sharp turn, tyres humming over uneven tarmac. David’s arms tightened around her. She frowned at him, suddenly aware of the warmth and solidness of his embrace. When had he pulled her into his arms? Her frown deepened when she registered the tension in his jaw, the set of his mouth. Even in the shifting shadows at the back of the van, she could see the concern etched on his face.

“Put it on speakerphone.” He squeezed her shoulder again, his thumb tracing a small, calming circle through the fabric of her shirt.

She nodded, her fingers trembling as she tapped the button on her phone. “Paul, where is my brother?”

“We don’t know.” Paul cleared his throat. “Gareth phoned me to talk about the weapons that were taken from Scotland Yard’s secure property store. We’d barely started talking when he told me that he was in trouble.”

“Where was he?” David’s voice was low but urgent.

There was a moment of silence during which Bree was certain Paul was glaring at the phone, clearly not pleased to be overheard by law enforcement. She could almost picture him, jaw clenched, brow furrowed. “He didn’t tell me, but I tracked his phone to the car park of a shopping centre. I’m currently looking for security footage and will send it as soon as I get it. I know you will want to see that.”

“What else did he say? Did he tell you how many men? Were they armed?”

“Nothing like that.” Again, Paul cleared his throat, the sound rougher now. “He just said he was in trouble and the call ended. I think they used a signal jammer.”

“I’ve been calling his number for the last fifteen minutes and it keeps going to voicemail.” The stress in Tobie’s voice twisted Bree’s stomach into a tight knot, her free hand clenching the fabric of her loose trousers.

“This happened fifteen minutes ago?” David asked.

“Eighteen.” Paul’s voice was flat. “I hacked the shopping centre’s security system, but their cameras are crap. On top of that, Gareth parked in an area that isn’t well-lit and his car was behind a ridiculously large SUV. I couldn’t see anything. It was as if he just disappeared.”

Bree swallowed, her mind creating the scene. Gareth was always three steps ahead, constantly nagging her about situational awareness. How could he have been caught off guard? Her hand tightened around the phone. 

“What’s he doing at a shopping centre this time of the morning?” Rob asked from the driver’s seat, not taking his eyes off the road. “It’s just past seven. Are the shops open?”

“He goes to a gym in the shopping centre close to his house.” Bree looked at David. “They must’ve watched him for a while to know his routine.” She took a shuddering breath, willing her voice to steady. “He’ll be okay. Gareth is one of the strongest people I know. He’ll be okay.” She looked at David, searching his face for reassurance. “Right?”

“Of course.” He lowered his chin, all his focus on her. “Not only is he strong, but he’s possibly the smartest man I know. He will most likely be waiting for us at the airport with a long lecture about your leg and arm.”

“I hope so.” She coughed once, trying to remove the tremor from her voice. “Tobes?”

“We won’t stop looking, Bree.” Tobie’s voice was soft, but resolute. “Wait... are you going to London?”

“Yes.” Bree looked at Olga, who was staring at Bree’s phone with wide eyes, her hands twisting in her lap. “We have Olga with us. When Milo read my article, he lost his mind and was about to kill Ivan and their mom. She stepped in...”

“I killed him.” Olga’s voice was strong despite the fear still visible on her face, her jaw set with determination.

“Good riddance.” Paul huffed, the sound almost a growl. “I’m not sorry for feeling that the world is a better place without the likes of Milo, Dietrich and Bremmer.” He cleared his throat and modulated his tone to sound less defiant. “Of course, I would never, ever, advocate vigilantism or the assassinations of such people.”

“Thank you for clearing that up, Paul.” David’s half-smile didn’t erase the concern on his face. “We’ll be in the air for about two and a half hours.” He looked at Louise, who was quietly checking her phone. “We need to scrub our devices to make sure we are not being tracked in any way, so we’ll only be reachable when we land.”

“I’ll phone you the moment we land.” Bree pulled her phone closer to her mouth, her voice barely above a whisper. “Tobes?”

“I know, Bree. I know.” He took a deep breath. “We won’t rest until you can hug your brother.”

Tears filled her eyes, blurring the dim outlines of the van’s interior. “Thank you.”

“Look after yourself, cupcake.” Paul’s voice was gentle, almost teasing, but she heard the undercurrent of worry. “All of you, stay safe. I won’t tolerate my Bree being sad over some idiot cop-spy people if they get injured. I’ll make sure you regret that.”

Nikos laughed and turned to face the back. “Message received.”

“Another one?” Paul sighed. “No, don’t tell me and don’t introduce yourself. Or re-introduce yourself. I’ve already forgotten you. Not you, my Bree-bunny.”

Bree smiled despite her stomach churning in distress. “Find Gar, Paul.”

“I will.”

“We’ll check in when we land.” David took Bree’s phone gently. “Thanks, Tobie.”

“Bring Bree home safe.” Tobie paused, emotion thick in his voice. “All of you, stay safe.”

The call ended with a soft click, the silence that followed heavy and expectant. David handed Bree’s phone back to her, his hand lingering for a moment before letting go of the device. “They will find Gareth, I’m sure of it.”

“I met him a few times.” Nikos grinned. “The toughest Brit I know.” He winked at her and turned to face the front. “Or maybe the second toughest.”

She appreciated their attempts to comfort her, but Bree was devastated. Her baby brother was missing and they had no idea what had happened. Had he been kidnapped? Worse? She shuddered and leaned against David, drawing strength from his steady presence.

The van’s engine hummed beneath them, the vibration a low, constant thrum as Rob navigated the early-morning traffic. Outside, the city was waking up, light filtering through the windows into the back of the van. Bree stared at the shifting patterns on the floor, her mind spinning with possibilities and worst-case scenarios.

“How’s your leg and arm?” Louise was sitting on the floor across from Bree and David, her knees drawn up, her eyes sharp and assessing.

Bree took a moment before she answered. “My arm feels fine. It’s more like a bruise than anything else. My leg feels okay. Not great, but also not terrible.” She glanced at David, catching the worry in his eyes. “I can walk, even run if I have to.”

Immediately, he frowned, the lines on his forehead deepening. “No running, Bree.”

She raised one eyebrow, hoping he’d see it in the shadows. “I will if I have to.” She turned to Olga, who was sitting rigid, her arms crossed tightly over her chest. “How are you holding up?”

“I think the same as you.” Her voice was quiet, but steady. She glanced down, rubbing her hands hard against her thighs, as if she could scrub away the memory of what she’d done. “I’m worried about Ivan. My mum is another story. I don’t know if she will ever recover from the abuse she suffered under that monster. Part of me thinks that she will forever find ways to justify what he did. And who he was. It’s Ivan that I’m most concerned about.”

Bree nodded, her heart aching for the younger woman. “I don’t know Ivan well at all. I only spent a few minutes with him, but I’m convinced he’ll be okay.” She shook her head, conviction lending her voice strength. “No, he’ll be more than okay. He’ll thrive. You have an amazing baby brother.”

Olga’s lips trembled, but she managed a small smile. “It sounds like you also have one.”

Tears immediately flooded Bree’s eyes. She nodded, unable to speak for a moment. “I do.”

The next few minutes passed in silence, the van’s interior filled only with the soft hum of the engine and the occasional creak as they rounded another corner. Bree didn’t even bother to figure out where they were. After the initial moments of speeding and taking tight corners, Rob had slowed down and Bree was sure no one would look twice at this old van moving at a normal speed through the early morning traffic. 

She pulled her braid over her shoulder and played with the end, while listening to the city outside—the distant wail of a siren, the muted rumble of trucks making early deliveries, the faint jingle of a bicycle bell. It sounded like they were on one of Belgrade’s main streets. There were more vehicles and fewer stops at traffic lights. She wondered when rush hour started in Belgrade. If this had been London, rush hour would be starting around now, the streets already choked with cars and buses.

Rob slowed down and turned left, the van’s suspension creaking. “About three minutes out.”

Bree raised both brows in surprise. It felt as though they had just entered the van. Adrenaline was still coursing through her veins, leaving her feeling quite unsettled. David’s solid presence beside her grounded her, along with Louise’s calm, almost laid-back composure. The bickering between Nikos and Rob over what was causing a rattle in the van’s engine also helped to settle her nerves, the familiar bantering oddly comforting.

One look at Olga triggered Bree’s empathy. It wasn’t the young journalist’s expression. It was the way she kept glancing at her hands and rubbing them hard against her thighs, most likely attempting to wipe away her stepfather’s blood. 

She caught Bree looking at her and froze, her eyes wide and haunted. Then she tucked her hands under her armpits, but raised her chin, defiant. “It will take me a minute.”

“Take all the time you need.” Bree shifted when the van slowed down. “It might take more than a minute.”

Olga huffed softly, then looked at David. “I don’t have any identification with me. How will I be allowed into the UK?”

“You’re under my protection.” He nodded towards the front of the van. “Nikos has been communicating with our counterparts in London.” He held up one hand when Olga inhaled sharply. “I trust these people with my life. They deal with cases like yours.”

“Your paperwork is already in the works,” Nikos said over his shoulder, a smile in his voice. “You’ll be okay.”

“From your mouth to God’s ear.” She frowned, her gaze distant. “I haven’t said that in a million years. Wow. My mum used to say that when we were younger. We used to go to church quite often then, but that all changed when she married Milo.”

“Are you religious?” Louise’s tone was gentle, inviting confidence without judgment.

“Yes and no.” Olga shrugged, her shoulders slumping. “People like Milo made me stop believing that there is any fairness in the world, definitely not any fairness coming from a god. Yet, I still identify as a Christian. I suppose I’ll have to figure out a few things about my faith as well.”

“All in good time.” Louise straightened when the van came to a stop, her body language shifting. Like flicking a switch, she transitioned from a state of zen to one of full alertness. “Right now, we have to focus on getting out of here.”

Rob stepped out of the van, speaking on his phone in what sounded like Dutch. It was similar enough to German for Bree to catch a few words, all of which were related to their upcoming flight. 

Bree jerked when the side door slid open and a smiling, dark-haired man looked at them, sucking on a lollipop. He rolled the sweet to the other side of his mouth, the stick now pointing at Bree, and spoke past it. “Welcome to Air Bruno, where the seats are soft and the air currents smooth.”

David snorted, the sound a brief, welcome break in the tension. He gave Bree’s shoulder one more squeeze before getting up. “Everyone, meet Bruno. Bruno, meet everyone.”

Bruno pulled the lolly out of his mouth with a pop and grinned widely, his lips stained from the purple sweet. “Hello, everyone.”

“Is the plane ready?” David asked Bruno, but looked at Bree and held out his hand to help her up.

“Fuelled and ready to go, boss.” Bruno stepped back, allowing Bree to see more of their location. The air outside was sharp and cold, the tarmac glistening faintly with a thin dusting of snow.

Bree took David’s hand and pulled herself up, resting most of her weight on her uninjured leg. “Are we at a private airport?” 

“We are.” Another man joined Bruno and smiled, his accent unmistakably Italian. “Good to see you, boss.”

“Matteo.” David paused. “Let’s do all the introductions later. It’s best we get going as soon as possible. Bruno, when can we take off?”

“As soon as everyone is strapped in. Do you need my help here or can I get myself settled in the cockpit?”

“Go.” David nodded. “We’re right behind you.” He turned to Bree, his expression softening. “You won’t be able to get out of the van on your own. Are you going to fight me on this or will you gracefully accept my help?”

“Look at you manipulating me.” Bree pulled her hand out of his and glared at him for a moment, but there was no heat behind it. “If you ever tell Gareth that I gave in easily, I will hide glitter in the vents of that low old-man car of yours. You’ll be bathed in sparkles for years.”

David laughed as he exited the van and scooped her up securely, supporting her back and knees. “I will keep your secret, but I don’t know if you can trust Rob or Nikos or even Matteo.”

“You can trust me, Bree.” Louise followed her out, Olga behind her.

Bree sighed in resignation and put her arm around David’s neck. “Just get me on that plane, David the Dreadful.”

He chuckled and started walking before she even finished her sentence. Bree tightened her hold around his neck and shivered in the icy cold of the sunny morning. The wind bit at her exposed skin, making her eyes water.

“We’ll find him, Bree.” David’s tone was quiet, but confident. “Your brother will be giving you lectures before you know it.”

Bree didn’t respond. It felt like the fear and unshed tears were strangling her. For a few seconds, she allowed these emotions to wash over and through her. When David started climbing the stairs to the small jet, she tightened her lips, forcing herself to focus.

When Petra’s actions upended her life, she promised herself to never, not for a moment, give anyone power over her emotions again. She would not allow Katana, Duchess—whoever this idiot was—or anyone else to make her doubt herself or blame herself for Gareth being missing.

She intended to use her time on the plane to regroup and review everything she’d learned about Katana. She needed to figure out where her brother might be. And who Duchess was.

Because she planned to find this person and end their reign of terror. 
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Chapter TWO
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Bree shifted in her seat and straightened her leg. It was not often that she sat in a plane with this much legroom. 

Clearly, this private jet had been designed with an emphasis on comfort. David had put her down when they’d entered the plane. She’d insisted when she’d seen the interior. By the door was a compact galley area, enclosed by smooth, polished surfaces and subtle lighting. She had carefully put her weight on both legs and was pleased when her injured leg had not complained too much.

She had gingerly made her way to the three-seater plush leather sofa against the side of the cabin. Opposite her, Olga and István sat in two wide armchairs facing each other. The Hungarian man had introduced himself before taking his seat. He hadn’t spoken another word. When he wasn’t studying Olga across from him, he was glancing at Bree. She wished she possessed her friend Genevieve’s skills in reading nonverbal communication to confirm her suspicions that he was, in fact, reading their nonverbal cues. 

Against the wall to her left was a computer station. Louise was tapping away on the keyboard in front of a large monitor, her office-style chair fixed to the floor, her safety belt fastened. She was chewing on her full lower lip, her eyes narrowed in concentration.

To Bree’s right, the plane tapered towards the back. On her side of the aisle, two seats faced each other, another two on the opposite side. Matteo was seated at the very back, gazing out of the window. The Italian had yet to introduce himself to her. Bree trusted her gut as she looked at him—he was quiet yet solid, likely the introvert and backbone of the team. 

To her left, opposite Louise’s workstation, Rob and Nikos sat at the window seats facing each other. Like Matteo, they had an alertness about them that made Bree feel both safe and anxious. Safe, because they were the kind of people you wanted in a situation like this. Anxious, because she didn’t know if they were anticipating trouble.

She didn’t want to even think about the possibility of not reaching London in two and a half hours. She needed to find and hug Gareth. Then pinch him hard. He hated when she did that.

“Fasten your seatbelts and tighten your girdles. We’re taking off, my little treasures.” No sooner had Bruno’s announcement ended than the plane began to move.

Bree’s head jerked as she looked around to locate David. As if summoned, he emerged from the cockpit and walked into the cabin. “We have clearance, so we’re good to go.”

Louise looked up from her computer when David walked past her. “I’ve been monitoring the police channels. Not a single word about us.”

“Huh.” David sat on the opposite end of Bree’s sofa and secured his seatbelt. “Clearly, Katana didn’t call this in.”

“Taking off in a few seconds.” Bruno’s voice was clear over the intercom. “Hold on your hats, glue your butts to the seats. We’re about to initiate warp speed.”

David sighed and shook his head, but at least his expression relaxed a little. The cabin fell silent, as if everyone was waiting to be in the air before it was safe to speak again. Bree used this moment to observe David’s team more closely. 

Just as they took off and gained altitude, István caught her looking at him. He smiled gently. Immediately, she got a therapist vibe from him. Things had been moving so fast in the last two days that she hadn’t given the rest of David’s team a second thought. Having everyone in the same space made her even more curious about them as individuals, but also their role as a team. Who did they work for? Who did they answer to? Her investigative curiosity was piqued to the utmost extreme.

She had already decided that Matteo was the quiet pillar of the team. She wondered about Bruno. He appeared to be just as jovial as Nikos. Did the two of them ever get into trouble with David because they were messing around? Bree could absolutely see that. 

The plane levelled off and, once again, Bruno’s voice came over the intercom. “We’re not yet in party mode, but it’s safe enough to go to the loo if you need to. As always, stay buckled in unless you’re bringing me coffee. Enjoy your flight with Air Bruno.”

“Ye daft wee radge!” Louise shouted towards the cockpit.

Olga frowned. “What language is that?”

“It’s English, hen.” Louise smiled and toned down her accent. “With my mother’s accent. She provided me with an arsenal of insults saved especially for Bruno and Nikos.” Again, she turned towards the cockpit and raised her voice. “For when yer being a nugget.”

Olga’s eyes widened. “I think you’ll have to teach me Scottish English, because I also didn’t understand that last bit.”

Louise turned to face Olga fully, tilting her head as she studied the young woman. “I have a few extra sets of clothes in the back. How would you like to clean up?”

“Yes!” Olga cleared her throat. “Yes, please.” She glanced at her crossed arms, her still-bloodstained hands hidden from sight. “I really want to wash my hands.”

“You can have a shower, love.” Louise unbuckled and got up. “We’re on the move often enough that a shower in the plane became a necessity. Come, let me show you.”

Bree pressed her lips tightly together to keep all the burning questions from spilling out. She watched Louise escort Olga to the door at the back of the plane, between the last two seats. Bree’s eyebrows shot up when Louise opened the door. She saw only a basin and a shower, but it was clearly as high-end as the rest of the plane.

It took every single last bit of willpower to wait until Louise closed the door, leaving Olga to shower ‘as long as she needed’ before Bree turned to David. “Time’s up, super-spy-top-cop. What is this?” She waved her hand around the plane. “Who are you people?”

“You haven’t told her yet?” Louise walked past David and kicked his foot lightly. “Shame on you, boss.”

Bree narrowed her eyes when she registered David’s expression. Her mouth dropped open. “It’s not a secret? You’ve just been stringing me along this whole time for what? Poops and giggles?”

“Ooh, the boss is in trouble.” Nikos’ singsong words earned him a stern look from David. 

He turned to Bree. “I’ve not been stringing you along and our team is not public knowledge. We are only known to the top leadership of Europe’s law enforcement agencies.”

“You can’t be working for Europol or Interpol because they don’t have any teams like this.” Bree paused. “Or do they?”

“Only in the movies.” Robert shifted in his seat and stretched his legs out into the aisle. “Europol facilitates intelligence analysis, information sharing and operational coordination between EU member states. They don’t have executive power. In other words, they can’t arrest suspects, conduct independent investigations or enforce laws directly in member states. All of that is carried out by national law enforcement authorities. Interpol is pretty much the same. They provide investigative support, secure communications and access to international criminal databases, but they don’t operate as a police force.” 

Bree looked from Robert to David, her mind working hard to put together the little bits and pieces she’d learned from him and the others. She shook her head. “Then I don’t know. Will you tell me?”

David thought about this for a moment. “Off the record?”

“Absolutely.” Now she understood his hesitation. Law enforcement was often reluctant to trust even the most reputable journalists, simply because some things should never be public knowledge. “I would only ever report on you if you violated human rights, committed crimes and so on and so forth.” Bree took her time to look around the cabin. “I’ve learned to trust my gut about people and my gut is telling... no, my gut is shouting at me that you guys are the real deal. I can trust you.” She paused. “I hope you’ve learned that you can trust me.”

“I do.” David’s immediate answer brought Bree comfort that she didn’t know she needed. He nodded once. “Then it’s settled. Okay, we are based in Brussels as an initiative of the European Council. There are two other teams like ours.”

“We share the plane, though.” Nikos shrugged. “They didn’t want to splurge on three of these babies.”

David nodded. “Eight years ago, the EC decided that we needed a few teams in Europe that consist of highly trained and educated law enforcement personnel from all over Europe. All of us bring a specific skill set to the table and together we make a formidable team. Because we are known to our country’s top leaders, we have faster access to data when it’s needed during an investigation. This streamlines the process by eliminating much of the red tape.”

“We’ve been strictly vetted.” István turned in his chair to look at Bree. His light green eyes were emphasised by his tanned skin and by eyelashes most women would pay a great deal of money to have. The way he was looking at her confirmed her initial impression that he studied people because he saw deeper than most did. “We’ve been given an unhealthy level of power, which could far too easily be abused. What makes us effective and successful is that we keep a check on each other.”

“We keep each other honest in every sense of the word.” Nikos’ weighty statement brought home how seriously they took the responsibility resting on their shoulders.

David nodded. “We are called when the locals can’t solve crimes because of resources, cross-border logistical complications, or a powerful individual stonewalling an investigation. We are a last resort. We never take the credit. We fly and work under the radar, but we answer to the highest authorities in Europe: The European Council.”

“And in eight years, there hasn’t been one violation or abuse of power?” Bree found that hard to believe.

David tilted his head. “We had a bad situation two years ago. And no, I’m not telling a journalist about this. It did, however, reinforce how much we need each other to stay on the straight and narrow.”

“Well, colour me impressed.” She really was. Very few people on this planet could enjoy the kind of power they seemed to have and not allow it to corrupt their integrity, moral values and ethics. She sighed dramatically. “Finally, I can sleep again. Do you have any idea how hard it’s been not knowing what a top-cop-super-spy does?”

David smiled and inhaled to speak but stopped when the bathroom door opened. Everyone turned to look at Olga as she entered the cabin. Her red hair was considerably darker now that it was wet. It appeared she’d finger-combed her hair, the wet curls resting on Louise’s navy-blue T-shirt. The shirt was too long, and Olga had rolled up the trousers, but they seemed to be only a size too big for her. 

She swallowed when she noticed everyone’s attention on her. “That was the best shower I ever had.” 

“Then why do you look relieved and worried at the same time?” István had turned around to look at her and gestured for her to return to the seat across from him.

She straightened her shoulders and walked the few steps to her seat. Only when she had fastened her seatbelt did she look at István. “I committed a crime and I just washed away a lot of evidence. Won’t that be a problem?”

“Um...” Louise looked at David and sighed when he nodded. She appeared regretful when she looked back at Olga. “It won’t be a problem because your brother is telling the police that he killed Milo. Your mother is backing up his story.”

“What? No!” Olga’s eyes were wide in fear. “I can’t let Ivan take the blame for something I did. What about security footage? Milo had that whole house rigged. The police will...” She stopped when she noticed Louise shaking her head.

“Milo had turned off the security system.” Louise tilted her head towards the computer behind her. “I hacked the police comms. A lot of people are very happy that Milo is gone. I don’t think Ivan will be prosecuted for defending his mother and himself.”

“And he’s a minor.” István leaned forward. “There is no possibility in Bulgaria for anyone younger than eighteen to be charged or tried as an adult. That and the fact that it was obvious self-defence? I don’t think any prosecutor will want to open the can of worms that was Milovan Kojo.”

“He’s right.” David’s voice was filled with compassion. “If you think about it, no one in the government would want Ivan’s attorney to pull open the curtain and show Milo for who he truly was. That would expose far too many powerful individuals to scrutiny and potential prosecution as well. My sources are telling me that this case will fade into the background and your brother and mother will be safe. I’ve also asked my contacts to keep a close eye on them.”

“What’s next for me?” Olga rolled her shoulders once and raised her chin. “Will it be safe for me to ever go back to Bulgaria? It’s my home. My girlfriend doesn’t even know what’s happened. Oh, God. I have to tell her.”

“When we land in London.” Louise turned back to her workstation and waved over all the devices next to her keyboard. “I’m making sure there are no unwanted guests on your phones. When we land, you can call your loved ones.”

“Will I be able to go back?”

“Of course,” David said. “Although it might be wise to let the dust settle first.”

She crossed her arms tightly, her face tight with a strong emotion Bree couldn’t identify. She looked from David to Louise to István. “I killed someone.”

“In self-defence.” He leaned forward and briefly squeezed her knee. “I know this is something you’ll have to deal with, but never allow anyone, including yourself, to make you regret defending your brother and mother. And yourself.”
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