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Prologue
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Lachlan MacGavin walked into the huge conference room. He’d been with Mason’s team for a few months now and when Mason had called, Lachlan had stepped up. One thing that Mason had that Lachlan would like to have in his own future was the respect of everybody he knew around him. As he walked into the empty schoolroom setup, he frowned to see Mason sitting there, with a stack of papers in front of him. “Hell of a place for a meeting.”

Mason looked up. “Yeah, we’ve got computer training coming up. I do get tired of it, but it’s important to stay on top of the new techniques.”

“Absolutely.” Lachlan sat down beside Mason. “You called me in, so what’s up?”

Mason laughed. “I always liked that about you. A straight shooter all the way.”

“Don’t really have time for games,” Lachlan replied in a mild voice.

“Nope, I hear you there. I’ve got somebody telling me that you’re quite the electronics guy.”

“Well, I am,” Lachlan agreed, “but I don’t think I’ve got anything on Tesla.”

“She’s in a world unto herself. But she’s the one who told me that you were really good.”

Lachlan found himself smiling at that. “Praise from her is high praise, indeed. Tell her thanks.”

“Not an issue,” Mason stated. “So I was thinking I’d get you in here, while we do some other training.”

“What are you doing training on?” he asked.

“Security, but more for our own offices.”

Lachlan winced at that.

“Not exactly your thing, I know,” Mason noted, “but we have an interesting case that we’re tracking right now. We’ve got a hacker out of England, hitting banks in Europe.”

“What’s that got to do with us?”

“It’s a joint task force,” he explained, “with Germany. Because they suspect it originated from a joint team of hackers in England and Germany. We’ve been asked to send in specialists to help, if we have anybody.”

“Is Tesla going?”

“She’d love to,” he replied, “but no.”

“So?”

“The idea is that you would work with her. You would be her field person over there, while she works from here.”

Lachlan looked at him in surprise. “Wow. Is this …?” And he stopped, a little confused.

Mason looked over at him and smiled. “Basically Tesla would like you on the team. She’d like you to be her eyes and ears.”

“I’d be honored,” he stated. “I’m just not sure what capacity this would be in.”

“You’d be heading over with two of our men.”

“Two?”

“Markus and potentially Axel.”

“And the three of us will do what?”

“Sort out exactly what’s going on.”

“And we’re expecting it to be out of Germany, not England?”

“We do have a few feelers out in Germany. MI6 will be there, and you’ll coordinate with Jonas.”

At that, Lachlan winced.

Mason grinned. “Everybody loves Jonas.”

“Sure, but Jonas doesn’t love any of us,” he murmured.

“See? That makes you so perfect for this. You already understand the lay of the land.”

“And who are we coordinating with in Germany?” Lachlan asked.

“Her name is Leah,” he responded. “She’s a friend of Tesla. She’s in a similar position to Tesla’s here, but she’s green and new to the job. New to the post. She’s set up for a six-month stint there in Germany. Tesla wants to make sure Leah has the help she needs, and you’re to keep Tesla in the loop. And me.”

“Okay, that sounds decent.”

“Yep.” Then Mason grinned.

“What’s that grin for?” Lachlan asked, staring at him.

“Nothing. Just that Tesla is of the opinion that you two would be a great pair.”

Lachlan’s heart sank, and he glared at Mason. “Oh no, not happening. None of that.”

“None of what?” Mason asked.

“No matchmaking.”

“Not me.” Mason raised his hands, with an innocent look.

“No, not at all,” Lachlan repeated. “No matchmaking.”

“If it’s not to be”—he shrugged—“I presume you wouldn’t have anything to do with Leah.”

“What does that mean?”

“If you don’t find her attractive and if there isn’t any chemistry, then you have nothing to worry about.”

Lachlan stared at his friend suspiciously. “That sounds dubiously like a sidestep.”

Mason laughed. “This training is about to start.” He straightened up his stack of papers, as the door opened, and more guys sauntered in. “Is that a yes or a no?”

“It’s a hell yes,” Lachlan replied immediately. “When do I leave?”

Mason looked at him with a smile. “Yesterday.”

He rolled his eyes and asked, “Seriously?”

“You leave in less than three hours. So get your gear, and I’ll set it up.”

“On it.” As Lachlan walked to the door, he watched as everybody else filed in for the computer upgrade session. Then he looked over at Mason, who was watching him. Lachlan shook his head at him. “No matchmaking.” He pointed his finger for emphasis.

Mason gave him a thumbs-up and a big grin.

And Lachlan knew he was already halfway lost.

The only way to prove Mason wrong was to get there, to find out Lachlan had absolutely nothing to worry about, and to carry on.

Tesla had asked for him, huh? For that, he was pretty damn happy. He loved working with her, and she was one smart cookie. If there was anything or anyone he wouldn’t mind learning under, it would be her. Smiling and whistling, he headed home to get ready to go.


Chapter 1
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Germany

Lachlan MacGavin held out his ID as he entered the US Army Garrison Stuttgart—or USAG Stuttgart for short. He hadn’t really expected to end up here, but he was being rerouted here for the moment. As long as he got wherever he needed to go, the logistics didn’t really matter, not as far as he was concerned. He reminded himself that he was here for Tesla’s and Leah’s sake and for the assistance that potentially could be required by Markus. Axel was apparently already here.

Lost in thought, Lachlan heard a shout and looked over to see the man himself walking toward him. Smiling, Lachlan headed that way, reaching out to shake hands.

“There you are,” Axel greeted Lachlan with a big grin. “What did you guys do? Take the long way around?”

“Felt like it,” Lachlan replied, feeling the weight of the international travel he had endured. “But we’re here now.”

“Grab your bags, and let’s go.”

“Are we staying here?” Lachlan asked, looking around in surprise.

“We’re meeting up near here, but we have places to go and things to do,” Axel replied. “Or make that people to see. Another bank CEO has been killed.”

“What the hell is going on?” Lachlan asked. “Fill me in, man.”

“We’ve got a unique hacker situation, focusing on banks, but the hackers aren’t holding data hostage but real people, yet with a twist. We’ve got the bad guys kidnapping someone associated with a bank, like a manager or somebody in the actual bank building, but, when the bank fails to make the ransom payout,” he added in a low voice, “instead of killing the hostage, the bad guys go after their CEO. Presumably because the CEOs are the ones saying no to the ransom payouts. And, just as we made the CEO connection in those previous cases in England, now the bad guys are expanding into Germany.”

He relayed as much as he could as they moved through the airport. “Remember that ransomware pipeline fiasco a few years back, where the company paid five million to the hackers to get back into their own website? Well, hacker prices have gone way up, and I think these hackers are asking for twenty-seven million for this latest one. The bank said no from the start and told the kidnappers that the bank doesn’t do hostage negotiations and that they won’t pay the ransom—even though they shut down the whole banking system for a couple days. Almost immediately the CEO related to that bank turned up dead. Shot in the back of the head. No witnesses. No nothing.”

“Of course not. Was the kidnap victim taken from home? What do we know?”

“We don’t know a hell of a lot,” Axel replied in frustration. “That is where we think the hacker part comes into play. This latest dead CEO was in Germany.”

“Oh, great,” Lachlan muttered. “So, like Mason told me, I presume Jonas is coming then.”

At that, Axel looked over at him with half a grin. “Oh, so he’s your favorite too, huh?” They heard a commotion not too far ahead, and there Jonas was, the one who got along with everyone. Not.

“Come on. It’s not like you’re all my favorite people either,” Jonas snapped, his thick British accent hard to ignore.

Lachlan looked over at Jonas. “Hey, buddy. Nice to see you.”

Jonas rolled his eyes. “You know what? It would be nicer if we didn’t meet quite so often.” He nodded to the group at large. “You guys just bring shit whenever you came over to England.”

“Hey, it’s not us all the time,” Axel argued.

“Are you sure about that? Because it seems like it is.”

“Maybe you’re talking about Levi’s group or Badger’s.”

“I am darn certain that it’s all of you.” Jonas raised both hands. “Sometimes I think the entire country gets overrun by your supposed goodwill police.”

“Hey, we don’t have to be here on goodwill,” Markus added, joining the group, with a nod in greeting to Axel and Lachlan, “but it generally does get us a better footing with the locals.”

“You have such a good relationship with my people,” Jonas pointed out in a mocking tone.

With a dangerous grin, Markus slugged him on the shoulder. “I know you love us.”

Lachlan shook his head, smirking at the male bonding going on around him.

“God, help me,” Jonas replied, “I’ll admit that sometimes I like the work you guys do. I enjoy it in the moment, but I don’t enjoy the mess you leave for me to clean up?”

“You do just fine,” Markus stated, with a chuckle. “I know our supposed mess is not that bad.”

“It’s not that good either,” Jonas muttered. “And you do know that it would be nice if you didn’t destroy Germany either, while you’re here.”

“We may not be in Germany for long, and maybe we’ll resettle over in England,” Markus teased, practically beaming, his eyebrows raised at Jonas.

“Personally I’m okay with working and living in England. At least for the moment.” Axel added, “It may very well be Germany or France with these hacker types. Who cares?”

“I suspect we’ll end up in England fairly quickly.” Jonas frowned, as Markus and these guys enjoyed mocking MI6. “However, our present meetup is here.”

They all looked over at the incoming woman, a tall, graceful, and willowy blonde. Her hair was held back in a clip, but it still fell below her waist. Just the fact that she had hair that long was amazing, considering the time it must take to care for it. She was dressed in business attire. She wore it all very well.

Lachlan reached out a hand. “I’m Lachlan MacGavin.”

“I know who you are,” she stated immediately. Then she smiled. “Tesla sent me photos. I’m Leah Ketridge.”

He looked at her in surprise. “Too bad she didn’t do the same for me,” he noted cheerfully.

“Not needed. I would be the one to pick up you guys, so you’d have met me soon enough.” At that, she turned and shook hands with the rest of them.

“I still don’t quite understand why we’re all here,” Lachlan admitted.

“No, I know,” she replied. “Much of it will involve doing run-around work, boots on the ground stuff, instead of actual computer work.”

“I hope it won’t be too much legwork. The more computer work, the better,” Lachlan noted, his eyes twinkling.

“You’ll be Tesla’s eyes and ears, I understand, sending her impressions and other information.”

He nodded. “That’s for all of us to share, right?”

“Yes, and you’ll all be learning about our computer software,” she murmured. “But, with this latest murder, things have gotten serious and are a hell of a lot more complicated than I anticipated. We’ve noted an MO. So much of the training will be pushed back.”

“Right,” Lachlan agreed. “I’m not exactly sure what that’ll mean for us.”

“It means that I don’t really have time for teaching and delegation. I need information, and I need it fast. So you and your team will be helping with that.”

“And you need that information from us? What about MI6? Are they not capable?” Lachlan pointed to Jonas, who sneered back at him.

Markus and Axel both shared their views, uncensored, and Lachlan stood rooted there, a smirk on his face.

Leah turned to Jonas, her own lips twitching. “I won’t get into an argument there. I have worked with Jonas and his agents a couple times now.” She reached out and patted his hand. “Nice to see you again, by the way.”

He nodded and in a quiet voice added, “I just wish it was under better circumstances.”

“Me too,” she agreed. “Me too.” She turned back and looked at the group of men in front of her, motioning to them all. “Too much to do and too little time. You will all have to pick up and dig in. Come on. Let’s go.” She turned and led the way through the building and outside. Lachlan looked over at Markus, who frowned as he followed the group. “Problems?” Lachlan asked Markus quietly.

“Not so much a problem,” Markus admitted, “but this scenario means that we’ll end up in the way of law enforcement.” He sighed. “I was hoping to work behind the scenes. I was also looking forward to the specialized computer training.”

“And that you will still get,” Leah replied, overhearing their quiet conversation. “We might have to get you to stay for a few days afterward.”

He nodded. “Understood. This comes first.”

“It has to,” she murmured. “This is the third one that we know of, two in England and now this one in Germany. We can’t have this happening anymore.”

“What do we know so far?” Lachlan asked. “I’m interested in the fact that they’re not killing the person they are kidnapping.” Lachlan was the new guy on the team, and the others let him ask the questions, so he could be brought up to speed. Plus it was no hardship for Lachlan to get his answers from a beautiful and smart woman.

“No, apparently the kidnapping appears to be a decoy,” she replied, looking away. “The frustrating part is that we don’t know what banks they’re targeting. It appears random at the moment. We have little to nothing to go on. Hence the call for all hands on deck.”

“Which is an interesting strategy, if you think about it,” Lachlan murmured, “and certainly not a bad one.” She looked at him, and he just shrugged. “Consider it from the hackers’ perspective. All attention is focused on whoever they’ve kidnapped. They keep the hostage as a backup, and yet, in the meantime, they are busy working their own agenda, all behind the curtain. It’s a game-theory scenario. Plain and simple.”

“I get that, but I don’t understand the logic behind it. Well, the logic I do, but the purpose of the action eludes me,” she murmured.

“I’m not sure there is any, other than to throw us off and to make us feel like we don’t know what’s going on,” Lachlan suggested. “Sometimes that’s all it is—divide and conquer. Throw in false leads to muddy the tracks.”

“Unfortunately,” Jonas added, “that’s quite possible. But it doesn’t help at all when it comes to finding out who’s doing this. Has anybody claimed credit so far?” he asked Leah curiously.

She looked over at him and nodded. “Yes. We do have a group here who has claimed credit for the kidnapping and for the hacking. It is a big-ass black-hat group that I’m sure you’ve probably heard of.”

He nodded as he heard the acronym. “But that group has never killed before.”

“No, never, so we’re not sure whether it’s actually them or not.”

“That would sure be a twist,” Jonas noted, with a whistle. “Since, like I said, we’ve never known them to get involved with a killing. That way it keeps them out of that level of police scrutiny.”

“Which is also BS, when you think about it,” Markus stated. “I mean, they are doing the hacking, finding all this personal data on all these bank employees and the board members on up to the CEO. That information alone could be sold internationally for some big bucks, and just that thought could frighten a lot of employees and board members to seek jobs elsewhere, effectively collapsing the bank. It’s a threat the hackers may never follow through on, yet it’s damaging enough to just have that data. Releasing it to the public or to the highest bidder would cause severe-enough repercussions from all the local bank robbers everywhere to get the hackers the money they ask for, by an old-fashioned bank robbery, right? All without the hostage-taking. So why do they need a physical hostage?”

Jonas stepped in here to explain. “So far the hostages have all been released. Yet they are always hooded, if not drugged, so we get an anonymous tip, find them wandering an alleyway or a deserted street, with no knowledge of what happened to them, much less any idea of how the kidnapping happened or the vehicle involved or the men involved.” Jonas shook his head. “It’s pretty sophisticated for a kidnapping operation, especially where they have no need for the victim.”

“But it’s not a kidnapping operation in the end,” Lachlan noted, frowning. “Surely hacking into all kinds of business ventures, banks and financial institutions, then just digitally locking everybody out of them for even a few minutes should be considered a serious crime. Regardless, the hackers are creating havoc and costing these companies serious money.”

“And adding to those issues, in some cases, the ransom demand is almost nominal in some cases, especially compared to the damage that could result.”

“It used to be nominal,” Leah argued, “but it’s not so nominal anymore.”

“How much?” Lachlan asked.

“Unless you think twenty-five to fifty million dollars is nominal …” She left it hanging in the air.

“No,” Lachlan replied, cautiously feeling his way forward. “It’s not, but neither is it enough to break even one medium-size bank.”

“Exactly,” Leah confirmed, “but it is an amount that they could pay and keep everything still functioning.”

“So, in that case, if the hackers needed to come back to the same bank at another time, they could,” Lachlan theorized, with a sarcastic twist.

“And that is definitely one of the reasons why these boards of directors are so against paying out. They don’t want to set a precedent that can then be repeated.”

“How do they feel now, with the deaths of the CEOs?” Markus asked, a bit of an edge to his voice.

“The chairman who used his veto power to stop the payment on this last hacker demand is the one who was killed,” she noted softly.

“And we’re thinking that’s deliberate?” Axel asked.

“It would appear so.” Leah sighed. “I mean, … if you wanted to send a message, wouldn’t you take out the biggest, baddest voice in the room?”

Lachlan nodded. “That would make sense, yes,” he replied equally softly. “But the way they did it is also very interesting. Like a professional hit.”

“Exactly,” she agreed.

“So, what is it that you really want from us?” Markus asked, trying to get to her end game.

“I was hoping to quickly teach you some of the new programs that we’re working with, then get your assistance on the current banking software systems,” she explained. “We need to shore up any holes in their coding, maybe reinforce the back door with several layers of added protection. However, my team will deal with that, while I have you people out in the field, seeking anything suspicious. Who knows? You may find a drunk who saw something related to the local kidnapping or people physically scoping out the bank’s comings and goings. Just keep your eyes and ears open. We need your people on the ground, and we need your people in the bank itself.”

“The bank? Surely not the bank that’s already been hit?” Lachlan asked, looking at her.

“No,” she said, “but I have another one that I suspect will be hit next.”

“Good,” Lachlan noted. “I’d like to get ahead of these guys.”

“The trouble is,” she murmured, “I’m getting a little bit of static on my chosen bank.”

“From the board? Is that it?” Markus asked.

“To a certain extent, yes …” She hesitated, then continued. “It’s also not one of the biggest banks around. It’s more of a midsize bank. And, of course, I need access to bits and pieces of their banking system, and, given who I am, they don’t want me anywhere near them.”

Lachlan nodded ever-so-slightly at that. “So they’re quite possibly scared that, if they give you access, you could potentially use it against them. For all they know, you could be somebody’s way in.”

“It’s always great to know that I’m trusted so very much. Thanks for the reminder,” she snapped testily.

“I think, in a situation such as this, nobody trusts anyone,” Markus explained quietly.

Jonas, who had been silent so far, nodded. “I think that is quite a safe assumption,” he agreed. “And, as much as I’m here to get information so we can solve this quickly, nothing about this case makes a whole lot of sense.”

“Nothing about any of these related cases makes sense,” she stated in exasperation.

Lachlan studied the area, as they walked out onto the main street. He understood he would be staying at the garrison overnight. He was tired, and they had been traveling all day. In a way, it seemed as if she had read his mind, as she looked over at him and shrugged.

“Sorry, things kind of blew up faster than expected,” she stated. “No rest for the weary. We have to move quickly.”

He nodded. “Something we’re used to.”

“I know,” she murmured. “We did send an update back to your boss,” she noted. “And, of course, I’ve updated Tesla.”

“Is she on the hunt for whoever is doing the hacking?”

“She is,” Leah confirmed, with a smile. “But she also wanted to get impressions from the field, as you guys moved on the ground.”

“We can do that.” Lachlan calmly assessed the group, getting nods from Jonas, Axel, and Markus, one by one. “Does Tesla have any theories to offer?” he asked Leah.

“Not that I’ve spoken about to her to date. She agrees with me on the next target though.”

“That would be hugely helpful, if you’re correct,” Jonas added.

“The chances of it being correct are an issue for some.” She nodded. “I get it, and believe me, I’m getting a lot of blowback from others because they don’t agree. … Yet I’m pretty sure I’m right, and, of course, there’s no way to know until it actually happens.”

With that, they had to be satisfied.

She pointed out a vehicle ahead of them—a large SUV, with smoky windows.

Lachlan smiled. “Government-issue vehicles all look the same, no matter where we are.”

She chuckled. “Yeah, they sure do. They’re probably even built by the same companies.”

And, with that, they climbed into the twin back seats.

She sat in the middle of Lachlan and Jonas. “Jonas, I am surprised that you’re here right now.”

“Hey, I need to know what you guys know,” he stated bluntly. “We’ve got people dying on English soil, and that’s never something that will go down well in my world. The fact that it’s being done across Europe just means that we need to all be on the same page. Interpol is in the loop at every step as well.”

“Oh, I agree completely,” she murmured. “Though it isn’t necessarily all across Europe,” she noted cautiously. “However, there is a chance that’s where the hackers are going, and we do want to stop it before it gets any worse.”

“Agreed,” Jonas replied, a tinge of anger to his tone.

“You’re just pissed because they headed into England first, aren’t you?” Markus teased, with a smile.

“Not so much that they went there first,” Jonas argued, “but that they went there at all.”

Lachlan looked over at him. “You did come pretty quickly though, didn’t you?”

“I wouldn’t miss it,” Jonas teased. “I knew you were coming.”

“You wouldn’t miss the chance to show off,” Lachlan suggested, with a big fat grin.

“What better way to keep track of what goes on?” Jonas admitted. “We all know that the person here at the information spot gets the best details.”

“But these aren’t the good details to be had,” Leah noted, her voice hard. “We have real families being affected by this.”

Jonas had the grace to look ashamed. “And I’m not trying to minimize that,” he responded quietly. “We’re all more than fed up with this whole thing too.”

“Of course you are.” She turned her gaze to stare through the tinted glass. “And what you all should probably know—right now, instead of down the road—is that the last person who was killed … was someone I knew.”
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Leah stopped, cleared her throat. “And a good friend, which just made this all the more personal.” Before any of them had a chance to react, the vehicle took several sharp turns, sending her careening off to the side. She immediately turned to look at the two men in the front seat. “Is there a problem?” she asked, leaning forward and directing her inquiry to the guy in the passenger seat.

The driver had no name to go with the face in her mind. Neither did his passenger, who shook his head. “I don’t think so,” he replied calmly, but he was studying the rearview mirror and his side mirror.

“We are being followed,” Lachlan declared, as the SUV made more drastic changes, and he shifted on his seat.

She looked at him, still unsure what to think of this trio from Mason’s team, even though she’d already been well prepped by Tesla. Leah had been given a concise description of exactly who these men were, but, at the same time, she preferred to make her own assessments. She asked Lachlan, “How can you tell for sure?”

“Because the driver is maneuvering to get rid of them.” Lachlan flashed a smile, pointing to the guy in the front seat. “The same black SUV has been behind us for quite a while.”

At that, the driver looked back at him. “Did you get a decent glimpse at it?”

“No, not yet,” he replied. “I presume you don’t know who they are.”

“No, I sure don’t,” he stated. “But this is one of their latest tactics. Taking down people before they get a chance to know they are a target.”

“Interesting, but that also means they are far-reaching, as in we just flew in to Germany.”

“Very much so. Must be an international group or one with great online resources.”

With that, Lachlan went quiet again, but his gaze never left the trailing vehicle. Their ride suddenly took a hard left, careening around the corner again. Leah swayed badly, and other men reacted more assuredly around her. She didn’t have much chance other than to hold on to both Jonas and Lachlan.

She spent her life on computers and delving into software systems and online research, so this was a little out of her usual realm. And she couldn’t ignore the fact that Lachlan had immediately placed his arm in front of her to stop her from falling to the floor.

Even though she was buckled in, his move obviously was an instinctive reaction on his part. She shook her head at that and held on to him for a moment longer.

“Are you okay?” he whispered.

She took a deep breath. “This is a little out of my comfort zone,” she murmured.

He nodded. “It’s out of almost everyone’s comfort zones,” he noted, with an engaging grin.

And that damn grin definitely hit the right chord.

The fact that Tesla had warned Leah about that grin was something else, but she thought that maybe she was immune to his charms. She had more confidence in herself, especially when she’d been warned about it. But apparently not. She found herself instinctively responding in the same way. “This seems to be pretty normal for you.”

“I don’t know about normal, but it’s definitely something I have experience with,” he murmured.

“Good for you,” she admitted. “I’m okay if I don’t ever have an experience like this.”

At that, he burst out laughing. The vehicle then took another sharp turn, and, once again, she was up against his strong arm, as he held her in place. “I do have on a seat belt, you know?” she mentioned mildly.

“Yep, and you can get a hell of a nasty bruise from the belt if you hit up against it hard as we take these corners. Something about force and inertia,” he noted, without even turning to look at her.

She pondered that for a moment, and then realized he was probably correct. And it was not worthwhile to argue. Besides, to know that somebody cared enough about her to ignore getting hurt to keep her in place was unsettling and yet comforting. Now whether that was because he was also somebody Tesla liked or just part of his protective personality, Leah didn’t know, but she wasn’t used to having someone look after her. Yet it really wasn’t the time to sit here and argue about it either.

Suddenly the vehicle took another series of sharp turns. She held her breath, noting that this got more serious. She sat up a bit and looked out the back window, when Lachlan immediately grabbed her head and told her to stay down. She looked at him for a moment, not comprehending, as he kept her head down and urged her to stay there.

As soon as she was about to ask him to let her go, she heard gunfire. She stared at him, wordless, but he was down with her. Almost immediately he popped up and said, “Nice. Bulletproof glass.”

“I didn’t even know we had that feature,” she whispered.

“Doesn’t matter,” he noted quietly. “It’s all good.”

She wasn’t so sure about that, but this was definitely more than she had bargained for today. She closed her eyes and whispered a silent prayer to get them out of this. When the vehicle slowed down and came to another sharp corner and then hit the brakes hard, she looked over at Lachlan.

“I’d say we’re here,” he noted, with a grin.

She stared at that grin suspiciously. “Did you enjoy that?”

“Hey, nothing like a welcome like that to make you feel at home.”

She snorted. “Since when is that a great welcome?” Lachlan quickly unbuckled her seat belt and ushered her out the door of the SUV. She asked, “Are we even supposed to be leaving the vehicle?” But then she noted the other men were outside already, handguns at the ready, even though they were surrounded by three closed-in walls to a carport-type area, with a town house above. “Where are we?” she asked.

“A safe house,” one of guys replied evenly. “Let’s get you inside.”

“Why are we parked outside?” she asked.

Lachlan chuckled. “The drivers will immediately get us new wheels.”

She was led into the garage and to an elevator at the far back wall and then upstairs. As she stepped into the building, she looked around at the empty anteroom and frowned. “I don’t even know where we are.”
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Apache License
                           Version 2.0, January 2004
                        http://www.apache.org/licenses/

   TERMS AND CONDITIONS FOR USE, REPRODUCTION, AND DISTRIBUTION

   1. Definitions.

      "License" shall mean the terms and conditions for use, reproduction,
      and distribution as defined by Sections 1 through 9 of this document.

      "Licensor" shall mean the copyright owner or entity authorized by
      the copyright owner that is granting the License.

      "Legal Entity" shall mean the union of the acting entity and all
      other entities that control, are controlled by, or are under common
      control with that entity. For the purposes of this definition,
      "control" means (i) the power, direct or indirect, to cause the
      direction or management of such entity, whether by contract or
      otherwise, or (ii) ownership of fifty percent (50%) or more of the
      outstanding shares, or (iii) beneficial ownership of such entity.

      "You" (or "Your") shall mean an individual or Legal Entity
      exercising permissions granted by this License.

      "Source" form shall mean the preferred form for making modifications,
      including but not limited to software source code, documentation
      source, and configuration files.

      "Object" form shall mean any form resulting from mechanical
      transformation or translation of a Source form, including but
      not limited to compiled object code, generated documentation,
      and conversions to other media types.

      "Work" shall mean the work of authorship, whether in Source or
      Object form, made available under the License, as indicated by a
      copyright notice that is included in or attached to the work
      (an example is provided in the Appendix below).

      "Derivative Works" shall mean any work, whether in Source or Object
      form, that is based on (or derived from) the Work and for which the
      editorial revisions, annotations, elaborations, or other modifications
      represent, as a whole, an original work of authorship. For the purposes
      of this License, Derivative Works shall not include works that remain
      separable from, or merely link (or bind by name) to the interfaces of,
      the Work and Derivative Works thereof.

      "Contribution" shall mean any work of authorship, including
      the original version of the Work and any modifications or additions
      to that Work or Derivative Works thereof, that is intentionally
      submitted to Licensor for inclusion in the Work by the copyright owner
      or by an individual or Legal Entity authorized to submit on behalf of
      the copyright owner. For the purposes of this definition, "submitted"
      means any form of electronic, verbal, or written communication sent
      to the Licensor or its representatives, including but not limited to
      communication on electronic mailing lists, source code control systems,
      and issue tracking systems that are managed by, or on behalf of, the
      Licensor for the purpose of discussing and improving the Work, but
      excluding communication that is conspicuously marked or otherwise
      designated in writing by the copyright owner as "Not a Contribution."

      "Contributor" shall mean Licensor and any individual or Legal Entity
      on behalf of whom a Contribution has been received by Licensor and
      subsequently incorporated within the Work.

   2. Grant of Copyright License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      copyright license to reproduce, prepare Derivative Works of,
      publicly display, publicly perform, sublicense, and distribute the
      Work and such Derivative Works in Source or Object form.

   3. Grant of Patent License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      (except as stated in this section) patent license to make, have made,
      use, offer to sell, sell, import, and otherwise transfer the Work,
      where such license applies only to those patent claims licensable
      by such Contributor that are necessarily infringed by their
      Contribution(s) alone or by combination of their Contribution(s)
      with the Work to which such Contribution(s) was submitted. If You
      institute patent litigation against any entity (including a
      cross-claim or counterclaim in a lawsuit) alleging that the Work
      or a Contribution incorporated within the Work constitutes direct
      or contributory patent infringement, then any patent licenses
      granted to You under this License for that Work shall terminate
      as of the date such litigation is filed.

   4. Redistribution. You may reproduce and distribute copies of the
      Work or Derivative Works thereof in any medium, with or without
      modifications, and in Source or Object form, provided that You
      meet the following conditions:

      (a) You must give any other recipients of the Work or
          Derivative Works a copy of this License; and

      (b) You must cause any modified files to carry prominent notices
          stating that You changed the files; and

      (c) You must retain, in the Source form of any Derivative Works
          that You distribute, all copyright, patent, trademark, and
          attribution notices from the Source form of the Work,
          excluding those notices that do not pertain to any part of
          the Derivative Works; and

      (d) If the Work includes a "NOTICE" text file as part of its
          distribution, then any Derivative Works that You distribute must
          include a readable copy of the attribution notices contained
          within such NOTICE file, excluding those notices that do not
          pertain to any part of the Derivative Works, in at least one
          of the following places: within a NOTICE text file distributed
          as part of the Derivative Works; within the Source form or
          documentation, if provided along with the Derivative Works; or,
          within a display generated by the Derivative Works, if and
          wherever such third-party notices normally appear. The contents
          of the NOTICE file are for informational purposes only and
          do not modify the License. You may add Your own attribution
          notices within Derivative Works that You distribute, alongside
          or as an addendum to the NOTICE text from the Work, provided
          that such additional attribution notices cannot be construed
          as modifying the License.

      You may add Your own copyright statement to Your modifications and
      may provide additional or different license terms and conditions
      for use, reproduction, or distribution of Your modifications, or
      for any such Derivative Works as a whole, provided Your use,
      reproduction, and distribution of the Work otherwise complies with
      the conditions stated in this License.

   5. Submission of Contributions. Unless You explicitly state otherwise,
      any Contribution intentionally submitted for inclusion in the Work
      by You to the Licensor shall be under the terms and conditions of
      this License, without any additional terms or conditions.
      Notwithstanding the above, nothing herein shall supersede or modify
      the terms of any separate license agreement you may have executed
      with Licensor regarding such Contributions.

   6. Trademarks. This License does not grant permission to use the trade
      names, trademarks, service marks, or product names of the Licensor,
      except as required for reasonable and customary use in describing the
      origin of the Work and reproducing the content of the NOTICE file.

   7. Disclaimer of Warranty. Unless required by applicable law or
      agreed to in writing, Licensor provides the Work (and each
      Contributor provides its Contributions) on an "AS IS" BASIS,
      WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or
      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions
      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A
      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the
      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any
      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.

   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,
      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,
      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly
      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be
      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.
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