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For the shadows and the light.

Chapter One

Jacob Naylor

––––––––

[image: ]


“I CAN’T BELIEVE IT.” Oscar’s eyes closed fleetingly, a long sigh leaving his lips. “Of all of us, I never suspected it of Sebastian.”

“I know.”

Chase’s jaw tightened. The White Rabbit was tenser than any of us were used to. Our usual charismatic leader had hit a wall of pain, and of course, we all knew the reason for the collision. Our public relations guru, Sebastian Tompkins, had sauntered out of the organization a few days ago, drawing half a million in funds before disappearing into the sunset with his lover, Kyra. It shouldn’t have made a difference to a group as robust as Men of Honor, but the collective ego had been dented by the loss. It wasn’t about the money—we had more than we knew what to do with—and I’d doubled my efforts to ensure it wasn’t a security risk, but Sebastian was the first member to go AWOL in the long history of the group. His departure had rocked its foundations.

“You all know the only thing I expect is loyalty.” Chase gulped as if the words were painful. “Is that too much to ask?”

“No,” I answered, though no doubt it was rhetorical. “No, it isn’t, Chase.” Shifting forward in my chair, I waited until our eyes locked before I went on. “I know I speak for every one of us when I say, you have it—one hundred percent. Everyone here would give their lives for Men of Honor.”

“I know that.” Chase’s gaze softened. “Thanks, Jacob.”

“Jacob’s correct.” Oscar, affectionately known as the Mad Hatter, due to his fetish for extraordinary headgear, was Chase’s second in command, as well as the resident doctor. “Sebastian betrayed us, but the group still stands, and it’s tighter than ever.”

“Damn right.” Jordan spat the words from his leather seat. “I knew that bastard had lost his mind when I saw the woman he brought back here. If he’s given up all this for her, he’s crazy.”

“It’s his choice, I guess.” Oscar shrugged, but rather than the nonchalance he tried to convey, it was his hurt that shone in his large eyes. “We have to respect that.”

“Respect it.” Venom radiated from Chase’s response. “Screw that. If he ever comes back here, if I ever set eyes on him again, he’s dead.”

My lips curled at Chase’s passion—that was more like the illustrious leader I’d grown to know and admire.

“I’ll second that,” I growled. “He disrespected us the day he walked away. Men of Honor can’t be seen to tolerate that kind of duplicity.”

“All I’m saying is Seb’s time will come.” Oscar threw me an indifferent stare. “What we have to focus on is how to move forward.”

“Jacob.” Chase spun in his seat, his attention fixed on me. “Any new security implications we should know about?”

“None.” I shook my head. “I’ve been tracking the son of a bitch since he walked away, and there’s nothing of concern.”

“If we get a whiff of anything to worry about, I’ll pin him to the wall.” Jordan, Chase’s legal man, arched a brow. “He can’t outwit us, and he sure as hell can’t outmaneuver us.”

“Right.” I blew out a breath. “I know we’re stung by his disloyalty, but I see no reason Sebastian should taint things.”

“Thank you, gentlemen.” Chase nodded slowly. “If nothing else, this sorry episode has made me realize how strong the rest of us are.”

“That’s right, old man.” Oscar patted him on the back playfully. “You’ll never get rid of me or the rest of them.” Gesturing toward the semi-circle the rest of us occupied, Oscar laughed. “You know that, right?”

“I wouldn’t want to.” Chase sniggered. “And less of the old, Hatter. Forties are the new twenties.”

“Is that what they told you?” I chortled at his dubious mantra.

“That’s right.” Chase grinned as he caught my eyes. “Old enough to know better, but young enough not to care.”

“Not that we care, anyway,” Jordan interrupted. “Money and power mean we’ll never have to.”

“You’re right.” Chase’s smile widened as he settled back in his enormous leather seat, the tension easing from his shoulders. “Thanks, guys.”

“We’ve got you,” I assured him. My gaze scanned the room, taking in the faces of the men assembled. Each wore his own sharp suit, his own wry expression, and each knew the one truth that never needed to be vocalized.

Together, Men of Honor was unstoppable.

Sebastian had turned his back on the best thing he’d ever had. He was a fool. It wasn’t a mistake I would be repeating. No woman was worth surrendering my position. Glancing around the throng, I recognized I was the only real bachelor left.

“I suggest we forget Tompkins and get back to business.”

Silence lingered in the air as every man in the place waited for Chase’s approval.

“Agreed, Jacob.” Chase’s lips twitched as he met my grin. “We’ve wasted enough time on that traitor, but now he’s gone, we’ll need someone else to step into his role.”

“Allow me.” Oscar’s dark, intense stare glimmered in Chase’s direction. “I don’t have much on at the moment.”

“What about Alice?” Jordan jibed. “If she’s anything like Joanna, she’ll be keeping you pretty busy.”

A low snicker rumbled around the room. Joining the collective response, I chuckled, glancing out at the exquisite college lawns. Lately, the top brass had become entwined in monogamous relationships, a new and frankly unsettling development. It was just as well they had me, the consummate bachelor—apparently, the only one immune to love’s allure. I liked women—toned, tanned, and attentive—as much as the next man, but the thought of anything more, any true commitment, made my skin crawl.

“Yeah,” Oscar agreed as I turned back. “She does, but you know, a man needs more than a blonde with great tits.”

“The Hatter has a hard life.” Chase chuckled. “Like all of us.”

“I’ll drink to that.” Jordan lifted his coffee cup in an impromptu toast. “I like it hard, and so do the women.”

“For Christ’s sake.” Oscar shook his head at the schoolboy humor. “I’d welcome the extra challenge, and in due course, we’ll find someone more qualified to take on the responsibility.”

“If you’re sure, I’d appreciate it.” Chase smiled as he met the Hatter’s gaze. “Thanks, Oscar.”

I rolled my eyes at the love-in unraveling in front of my eyes. I liked these guys, but the sycophancy never appealed unless I was the one garnering Chase’s attention. “Mind if I take a rain check?” Shrugging my sleeve up my wrist, I confirmed the time was fast approaching ten forty-five. “The Prime Minister has another cobra meeting at eleven and asked if I’d attend.”

Chase’s focus flitted to me. “Of course.” He signaled past the rows of ancient books to the door. “Don’t let me keep you.”

“Thanks.” Rising from my seat, I tugged down my lapels. “I’ll let you know if anything new comes from it, but it could take an hour or so. The PM does like to prattle on in a crisis, and every day’s a catastrophe now.”

“That’s about right.” Jordan snorted, shaking his head. “Enjoy yourself, Jacob. You have such entertaining associates.”

Ignoring his mocking tone, I stalked past him to the door.

“Will do.” Glancing over my shoulder, I met his eyes. “Give my regards to Joanna. Tell her when she’s ready for a real man, she knows where to find me.”

Chapter Two

Laura Bryant

––––––––
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PULLING IN A DEEP BREATH, I rapped my knuckles against the huge wooden door.

“What is it?” The rattled voice of the Prime Minister permeated the structure. Lowering my head, I resisted the urge to roll my eyes.

“It’s time for your cobra meeting, sir,” I prompted, the sixth reminder I’d offered this morning. “Everyone is waiting.”

“Let them wait,” he snapped, his petulance evident even from behind the door. “I’m busy.”

“Something I can help with, sir?” Turning, I locked gazes with the obligatory security on guard outside his office. “You really are needed.”

“Okay, fine.”

A noisy thud thundered from inside the room, his footsteps getting louder as he approached from the other side of the door. Pulling it open, his stern expression met mine. “Heaven forbid they could cope without me for a few moments.”

I smiled as apologetically as I could muster. “If there’s anything I can do in your absence, just let me know.”

His lips twitched as he straightened his tie. Closing the door behind him, he wandered past me. “Let’s talk after the meeting, Laura.” Blowing out a breath, he strode off down the corridor, but fortunately, I was used to his long strides and managed to match his pace, even in my heels.

“Of course.” Clutching the papers to my chest, I checked the time. It was five minutes to eleven. If we hurried, I might still get him there on time. “Don’t forget, sir, you have a call with the President of the United States at three o’clock.”

The Prime Minister glanced in my direction, his appalled expression conveying how excited he was about that prospect. “Fabulous.” His tone dripped with disdain. “Sounds like I’ll need a liquid lunch to keep me going.”

“I’ll arrange it,” I concurred, secretly wishing I could follow suit, but some of us had jobs to do. “Oh, and your wife called again, sir.”

We turned the corner, striding past another row of armed police scattered liberally along the hallway.

“Again?” He sighed. “I only spoke to her this morning.”

“Yes, sir.”

“I’ll call her after our chat,” he promised as if I actually gave a shit how well his marriage fared.

“Deflect her if she tries again. I do have a country to run.” He laughed, the sound vacant as it echoed around the halls of 10 Downing Street.

“Will do.” I met his grin, trying my best to mirror it, though surely failing. “Here we are, sir.” We’d reached the meeting room, the place where cobra, the emergency committee, convened, which meant I could finally let him loose on the band of usual suspects.

“Actually, I’d like you to sit in on this one, Laura.”

My stomach fell at his words. “Me, Prime Minister?”

“Yes, you!” He chuckled as if I was stupid. “You’re my right-hand woman. What would I do without you?”

What indeed? I bit down on the sarcasm surfacing. It was true I took care of most of the detail while he paraded himself in front of the press, but honestly, the last thing I wanted to do was get embroiled in another emergency committee. I had a stack of messages to plow through and a desk full of unkempt paperwork.

“Come on.” His gaze narrowed, conveying the unspoken message. The Prime Minister had spoken, and whatever he wanted, he got. “You can take notes.”

Turning to the door, he chuckled, though I struggled to see anything amusing. He had other staff to take bloody notes—it wasn’t my job—but it was already too late as he pushed the door open and marched inside the room.

“Ah, Prime Minister.” The Secretary for Health rose, flashing an insincere smile as I followed behind our boss. “There you are.”

“Worried I’d be late, eh?”

A low rumble reverberated around those assembled. Heart falling, I placed his papers on the table, taking a seat behind the PM. I had nothing with me to take notes, so reluctantly, I pulled out my phone, opening an app that would serve the purpose.

“Thanks, everyone.” The PM called the meeting to attention by clapping his hands together, that inane grin plastered on his face. “Let’s get started. Who’s calling in today?”

“We have a few guest speakers,” the Home Secretary answered. “I’d like to draw your attention to Jacob Naylor. He’s in charge of security at Men of Honor.”

“Chase Benedict.” Reaching for his glass of water, the PM took a drink, shaking his head before he replied. “What’s their interest?”

“Naylor is the consultant who helped us roll out the new security software at the border, Prime Minister.” The home security smiled, though the gesture was more of a sneer.

“He’s also helped guide us through the National Health Service software update,” the Health Secretary chimed in, though no one else seemed to notice him.

“Did they achieve charity status a while ago?” Leaning back in his chair, the PM glanced around the vacant expressions of his cabinet. “Anybody know?”

“That’s right, Prime Minister,” I interjected, keen for the meeting to bloody start so it could be over with.

“Thanks, Laura.” He turned, offering me a grateful smile before he addressed the rest of the room. “Benedict is just like his father—fingers in a lot of pies.”

“We trust him, though,” the home secretary said, though I wondered if she was trying to convince herself as much as anyone else.

“Oh, yes.” The PM’s enthusiasm resonated around the space. “You know my allegiance is to Oxford rather than Cambridge, but Benedict is British through and through.”

Inhaling, I tried to project myself to somewhere else—any place I didn’t have to witness this episode of the old boy’s network. The references to the Prime Minister’s university days were difficult to endure. Recently, most of his contacts seemed to stem from either his days at Eton or Oxford University. It was demoralizing.

“Let’s begin then, shall we?” He directed the question to the home secretary. “I assume Naylor will be joining virtually, rather than jumping out from behind door number one?”

Another wave of sniggers rumbled around the large table.

“That’s right,” she confirmed, pressing a button on the screen in front of her. “He should be online now.”

A few seconds later, an image of the aforementioned Naylor appeared on the wall in front of us. Those assembled at the other side of the table moved to acknowledge the new participant. I glanced down at my phone with a sigh. These so-called experts the government insisted on consulting were always the same—dull, tedious little men. Whoever this Naylor was, he’d do nothing to improve my mood.

“Mr. Naylor.” The Prime Minister lifted his hand in a bizarre salute. “Thank you for joining us.”

“Prime Minister.”

I glanced up at the stranger’s voice, conscious it wasn’t what I’d expected. Mostly, these men were graying, in their late fifties, and about as alluring as barbed wire, but this one was different. Younger than I’d anticipated, he had short, dark hair and a deep, stirring tone.

“Thank you for the invitation.” His lips curled as if he knew something no one else was privy to. “Please, call me Jacob.”

“We won’t keep you long, Jacob.”

Knowing the PM, Naylor’s approach would appeal. He liked the facade of informality, even though, as he put it, he was supposed to be running the country.

“The Home Secretary has just been updating us on the new border security system.” He paused, once more glancing at his colleague. “I believe we have you to thank?”

“Indeed.” Naylor flashed a conceited grin. “Perhaps the Home Secretary could give feedback on how it’s going. We love to know the good and the bad at Men of Honor.”

My brow furrowed as the name of the organization was bandied again. Unthinkingly, I flicked into Google and plugged it into the search bar.

“I’d be happy to.”

Vaguely aware of the home secretary as she launched into a reply about what a delight the new system was, I studied the screen in my hands. My gaze took in a barrage of images of the elusive Chase Benedict, his perfect smile gleaming back at me as I clicked on a recent Vanity Fair article about him. Smart, fortunate, and attractive, it seemed as though Mr. Benedict had it all, and now he’d decided to give back with his charitable work. It was almost too good to be true.

“So, you’re happy with the updates?” Naylor’s question interrupted my reading, and peering up, I noticed his glance sliding from the home secretary back to the PM.

For one protracted moment, it felt as though those dark eyes no longer bored into the Prime Minister, drilling instead into my place behind him, but that was ludicrous. Shifting in my seat, I tried to dismiss the disconcerting idea, but even when the home secretary started speaking again, Naylor’s gaze lingered.

“That’s great to hear.” He beamed, one eyebrow arching as his attention flitted back in my direction.

Not my direction—the Prime Minister’s. The only reason he’s looking this way is the PM is sitting in front of you.

“Though if you have any concerns, please, let me deal with them.”

“I wouldn’t say concerns,” the home secretary corrected him. “Just areas we’d like to understand better.”

“Then allow me to educate you.” Naylor leaned forward in his chair, and even though it made no sense, once again, I had the sense his attention was wholly on me. Lifting my hand to my face, I registered the blush rising at my cheeks. “I can come to London any time and meet with you and the Prime Minister.”

“How about Tuesday?” The Prime Minister interjected, breaking whatever mesmeric effect Naylor’s eyes seemed to have. “That works for me, doesn’t it, Laura?”

I gasped as he twisted to meet my flustering expression, his brow creasing.

“Tuesday?” I said the word out loud as though I expected someone else in the room to know his diary. Christ, what was wrong with me? “Yes, I think that works, sir.”

“Excellent.” The PM turned back to his colleague. “How about you, Home Secretary?”

Pulling in a deep breath, I fought for composure. The voices at the table merged into the background as I tried to collect myself, but as I gazed back to the screen, Naylor was still there, lips twitching as our eyes met.

“Excellent,” Naylor answered with a confident smile. “Tuesday, it is.”

Chapter Three

Jacob

––––––––
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“SO, YOU’RE HAPPY WITH the updates?” I posed the question directly to the Prime Minister with my usual cocky, self-assured style, but I had good reason to be nonchalant. Men of Honor’s systems were world-class, providing the government with everything they sought while offering us the ability to tap into matters of national security with a few clicks of a mouse.

The home secretary responded, jabbering on with some official reply, but I wasn’t listening. I could tell from her tone she was satisfied, as well she might be, but beyond that, the details were irrelevant. The government got what they wanted from the deal, and unknowingly, they’d provided us unfettered access to their systems. They were as stupid as they were gullible.

It wasn’t the home secretary garnering my attention. It was the woman seated behind the Prime Minister. I couldn’t recall seeing her in these dreary meetings before. Her long, dark blond hair and feminine features assured me I would have remembered.

“That’s great to hear.” I smiled, one eyebrow arching as my attention drilled into her attractive face.

Glancing up, she met my eyes for a moment, tugging lightly at her lower lip before she quickly looked back at the device in her hands. A surge of arousal bloomed at her coy response. It was so unusual to meet a lady who reacted that way. The women I dallied with at Chase’s club, White Rabbit, were anything but shy, and while they were physically appealing, their attitudes sometimes grated. Something about the tempting specimen squirming behind the Prime Minister was far more alluring than I’d expected from the invite to the cobra security meeting.

“Though if you have any concerns, please, let me deal with them,” I added, mainly to break the monotony of the home secretary’s constant babbling.

“I wouldn’t say concerns,” she corrected. “Just areas we’d like to understand better.”

Jesus, where did they find these overpromoted puppets to run the country? My brow rose as I attempted to suppress my rising levels of disdain.

“Then allow me to educate you.” Leaning forward in my seat, I allowed my gaze to scrutinize the unknown woman again. She lifted her hand to her face, and following the gesture, I took in the gorgeous blush blooming in her cheeks. Jeez, she was unexpectedly beautiful, by far the most beguiling woman I’d ever seen in a government meeting, predominantly run by old, white men. “I can come to London any time and meet with you and the Prime Minister.”

I feigned the intention of speaking to the home secretary, but naturally, it was the enticing stranger on my mind as I made the offer. I’d travel to London this afternoon if it meant I got my hands on her.

“How about Tuesday?” the Prime Minister replied, his interjection breaking the hypnotic hold I seemed to have on her. She gazed down at her fingers with a small shake of her head. “That works for me, doesn’t it, Laura?”

Laura. My lips twitched as I absorbed her name. It was delightful—just like her. Her gasp was audible as the PM twisted to meet her agitated expression. Evidently, she hadn’t expected a direct question.

“Tuesday?” Laura shuffled awkwardly, her face erupting into a fierce bloom of heat. “Yes, I think that works, sir.”

My balls tightened at her deferential tone, and in my mind, I imagined her on her knees, offering me that same respect.

“Excellent.” The Prime Minister turned back to his colleague. “How about you, Home Secretary?”

Ignoring the conversation, my focus slid back to Laura, noticing her breathing had become ragged. I resisted the urge to grin as our gazes locked again.

“Excellent.” I didn’t even know for sure the home secretary had agreed to the meeting next Tuesday, but frankly, I didn’t care. I would be meeting with the Prime Minister and would insist he bring the lovely Laura with him. “Tuesday, it is. Anything else I can help you with, Prime Minister?”

“Nothing that can’t wait until then,” he assured me with his usual absurd smile. “Thanks for making time for us this morning, Jacob.”

“It was my pleasure.” For once, it wasn’t a lie. “Call me any time. I assume your assistant has my number?” I was hedging my bets on whether Laura was the PM’s aide, but it seemed a reasonable guess, based on the way she seemed to be in charge of his diary.

“Laura?” Once more, he turned in his seat, looking at her for the answer. “Do you have Mr. Naylor’s contact details?”

“I’m not sure, sir.” She shifted awkwardly, her discomfort only adding to her growing allure. “But I can access them should we need to.”

I bet she could.

“Then it seems so.” The Prime Minister turned back to me, his unruly hair falling into his eyes. “I’ll ask Laura to contact you directly to arrange the meeting.”

Fabulous. I couldn’t repress the beam painting my face. “Then I look forward to hearing from her.” My gaze deliberately traveled behind him to meet Laura’s expression. She was still flushed, trying to recover her composure, and while I had no way of knowing if I was the cause of her disquiet, I bloody hoped I was. “Thank you, Prime Minister.”

I just caught sight of the smallest smile on her lips as the connection was lost. The image burned into my psyche as I switched off my screen. Dealing with officials was usually so dull, but then Laura had never attended the meetings.

The buzzing in my inside jacket pocket drew my attention from the tantalizing prospect of her. Grasping the device, I registered an incoming security alert. Tapping into the phone, I opened the app, my brow rising at the latest update on Sebastian. Right now, he was in the South Kensington branch of Barclays Bank, trying to withdraw fifty grand from his Men of Honor account.

“Prick,” I muttered, my finger hovering over the button to decline his request, but just as I was about to tap, a new thought burst into my mind. Pausing the app, I dialed Chase’s number, leaning back in my seat as he answered.

“Jacob?”

I could hear the smile in his voice.

“Problem with the prime minister?”

“Far from it, actually.” My lips twitched at the idea of Laura. “That’s not why I’m calling.”

“Why then?”

“Sebastian.” I spat out his name as if it left a bad taste in my mouth. In many ways, his treachery was so scandalous, it did.

“What about him?” Chase’s voice was strained. “I thought we’d put that rat bastard to bed.”

“He’s in Kensington right now, trying to tap another fifty thousand from our generosity.” I snorted at his freaking audacity. “My instinct was to reject and forget the moron, then I had another thought.”

“Go on.”

“If we stall him with a pointless security check, make him come back in an hour or so, we can get the bank to trace the bills, find out where he is and what he’s doing.” I paused. “If you want to know, of course.”

“I’m not gonna lie,” Chase replied. “I’m not going to be happy until his treason has been dealt with. I’m not great at this forgive and forget rubbish.”

“You don’t say!” I laughed. “That was my thinking. This is an easy way to find out where he is and work out how to deal with him.”

“Easy?” It was Chase’s turn to chuckle. “It’s costing me fifty thousand pounds!”

“We can afford it.” Stretching back in my chair, I grinned at how good life was. “It will be money well spent if it gifts you the revenge you need to move on and give Allegra all the attention she needs.” It was a low blow, using his latest conquest to manipulate his answer, but I suspected it would be enough to tip the balance.

“You’re right,” he replied through gritted teeth. “Do it and keep me updated.”

“On it.” Running my tongue over my teeth, I disconnected the call, clicking back into the waiting app. A couple of clicks later, the deed was done. My instruction to the bank confirmed the money could be paid after several futile checks, and the bills they paid out were the marked variety. It wasn’t a bold request when you had security clearance at my level, and as suspected, the bank responded to confirm its compliance.

Closing the app, I slid my phone back into my pocket, glancing out the window. The sky had filled with gray clouds in the hour since I’d left Chase’s meeting, a metaphor perhaps for the way Sebastian’s life was about to unravel.
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