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        To the original Black Knights Inc. fans…


        You didn’t think the ride was over, did you?


      


      


    


  




  

    

      

        

        Nations do not die from invasion;


        they die from internal rottenness.


        —Jenkin Lloyd Jones
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        Arlington County, Virginia


      


      


      Hunter Jackson was happy for the AC.


      The Mid-Atlantic states could be stifling in the relentless high summer heat, and he’d arrived at the meeting in full dress uniform. His medals weighed heavily upon his chest. His wool beret sat hotly upon his head. And the tailored jacket with its metal buttons made his movements stiff and awkward.


      At least he wasn’t alone in his discomfort. Arranged around the conference table were five guys, similarly attired. And even had they not been advertising their ranks, affiliations, and commendations on their sleeves and chests, he would’ve known them for what they were.


      It was there in the way they carried themselves, so straight and sure and maybe just a bit cocky. There in the solid cant to their jaws.


      There in the hard gleam in their eyes.


      The men who’d arrive to the meeting had blood on their hands. Because anyone who followed orders ended up that way eventually. And each of them had considered consuming a lead diet at some point. Because everyone in their line of work, who had even an ounce of self-reflection, had seen and done enough bad shit that they recognized it was possible the world might be better off without them.


      Stone-cold combatants.


      Granite-hewn warriors.


      Spec-ops soldiers.


      Although, the giant seated across from Hunter wore the white uniform and the trident pin that identified him as a Navy SEAL. So technically, he was a spec-ops sailor.


      They’d been shown into the windowless room in the bowels of the Pentagon by a balding man in a three-piece suit. But no introductions had been made. No explanations for why they’d been summoned had been offered. Which meant they’d sat in closed-mouth silence for the last five minutes.


      One of the first things a man learns when it comes to all things covert and clandestine, Hunter thought as he unconsciously wound the antique watch strapped around his wrist, is silence really is a virtue.


      Nothing graced the drab gray walls of the room except for a round, analog clock that kept the time and reminded him he’d been up well before the sun. The air was filled with the smells of fresh starch, shoe polish, and a mixture of aftershaves. Hushed and harried voices sounded beyond the closed door, making him take a deep breath in preparation for…well…whatever the hell this was.


      He was used to being called into action in the middle of the night. Came with the territory for any Green Beret. But never had that call summoned him to the heart of the D.O.D.


      “Sorry to keep you waiting. It’s been one of those days.” A tall man with broad shoulders and salt-and-pepper hair rushed into the room. He grabbed a seat at the head of the table and slapped down a stack of files.


      Hunter noted his name graced the tab on the file second from the top and felt a frisson of foreboding skim down his spine. Whatever was about to happen in the drab, gray room, whatever was about to be discussed, was going to be life-changing.


      Now…whether that change was going to be good or bad, he couldn’t say.


      “Although,” the man went on after shooting his cuffs and adjusting the knot on his tie, “it’s probably more appropriate to say it’s been one of those six months. Ever since Madam President took office, it’s been pedal to the metal.”


      “Holy shit!” The guy sitting cattycorner from Hunter and sporting the insignia for the 75th Ranger Regiment leaned forward in his chair. He had an amiable Midwestern accent that pegged him as having been raised in a place that grew two things: corn and evangelicals. “You’re Leonard Meadows, chief of staff.”


      Hunter watched the older man incline his head and realized the ranger was right. He remembered seeing Meadows standing behind the president when she took her oath of office.


      “And you’re Sergeant Britt Rollins,” Meadows replied. “The man who led the successful raid on Abu al-Bakr’s compound in November 2020.”


      Hunter raised an eyebrow. That’d been a hell of a coup. A mission that’d earned the respect of every Special Forces operator who’d ever held the title.


      In typical army fashion, Rollins shrugged self-deprecatingly and gave credit where credit was due. “Couldn’t have done it without my team, sir. That job was a joint effort from start to finish.”


      The chief of staff narrowed his eyes consideringly. “Speaking of the job, Sergeant Rollins, do you enjoy it?”


      The ranger’s chin jerked back in surprise and Hunter found his own chin doing a little downward jig. It was rare to be asked that question, especially given the nature of the work they did. People didn’t like the idea of someone actually enjoying being a soldier.


      After a brief hesitation, Rollins answered honestly. “They pay me to do it, sir, not to enjoy it.”


      The man sitting next to Rollins, a handsome son of a gun sporting the Delta Force Airborne insignia, snorted in agreement while a small smile curled the corners of Meadow’s stern-looking mouth.


      It appeared the chief of staff was pleased by Rollins’s response. That, or he’d been expecting something along those lines.


      When he turned his piercing gaze on Hunter, training and habit had Hunter sitting straighter. “And what about you, Major Jackson?” Meadow’s deep voice was tinged with curiosity. “When you think about your career so far, what do you envision for your future?”


      Hunter could’ve prevaricated or given the standard response. “I’m a military man through and through. I plan to keep on keepin’ on climbing those ranks, sir.” But, like the ranger, he went with the unvarnished truth. “To be honest, I don’t think much about yesterday or tomorrow. Yesterday is full of shit…” He winced. The military was known for cursory cursing. Sometimes he forgot to sensor himself around civilians.


      “Sorry.” He cleared his throat. “What I should’ve said is yesterday is full of things I’d just as soon forget. And tomorrow may never come, so there’s no use wasting my time on it.”


      “Mmm.” Meadows nodded and then continued around the table, asking each man a slightly different question, and getting back the same kind of response.


      When he got to the end of the line, he sat back in his chair, steepling his fingers under his freshly shaved chin. “I have a proposition for you gentlemen.” His tone made the hairs on Hunter’s arms stand on end. In dread or anticipation, he couldn’t say. “I hope each of you will seriously consider it.”


      Hunter listened intently to the chief of staff as he offered them a deal that seemed almost too good to be true. And when Meadows finished his pitch, silence cloaked the room. The only sound to break it was the hum of the air conditioner and the thud of Hunter’s own racing heart.


      Exhaling slowly, he practiced box-breathing and felt the beginnings of…maybe not excitement, but something a lot like it.
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        Starke County, Indiana


        Three and a half years later…


      


      


      “Some nights are so dark the dawn seems impossible.”


      The words Grace Beacham’s father spoke to her that awful evening her husband filed for divorce came back to her as she used the outdoor spigot to wash the blood from her hands. Hands so shaky she could barely perform the task. Hands so pale the brightness shining from her lit cell phone screen made the skin appear translucent. She could see her veins snaking beneath her flesh like holding a leaf up to the sunlight.


      Her father had been talking about the depths of her despair and the weight of her failure. But now she felt the simple truth of his words.


      If she believed that text message, this moonless night may very well be her last.


      Rubbing her wet hands on her thighs, she snatched her phone off the ground and forced herself to look at the screen again. Hoping the text had magically disappeared.


      No such luck.


       Who would think six little words could have terror weighing her down until her body felt like a bag of wet concrete?


      Orpheus is hunting you. Run. Hide.


      “Who’s out there?”


      When the porch light snapped on, she thumbed off her phone and crouched next to the bushes. They still had a few late summer blooms, and the smell from the flowers was sickeningly sweet.


      She’d been sure no one was home. The house had been dark. There’d been no cars in the gravel drive. No bark of a dog on the lookout for trespassers.


      “I heard the water running!” the raspy voice called again. “I know you’re there. Show yourself!”


      This command was followed by a sound Grace would recognize anywhere. For as long as she could remember, her father had carried a Glock 22. The weapon made a very specific metallic shnick when a round was chambered.


      Damnit!


      “FBI! Don’t shoot!” She thrust her hands in the air at the same time she stood to her full height. When the yellow porch light beamed into her eyes, she squinted and scolded herself for stopping.


      It’d take a full minute for her eyesight to adjust to the darkness after this. And on such a night, a minute could be the difference between life and death.


      A ratty terry cloth robe covered the man who stepped through the open front door of the creaking old farmhouse that was nearly as bent and grizzled as he was. The few tufts of snow-white hair atop his liver-spotted head waved gently in the warm breeze.


      The end of August in the upper Midwest was a capricious creature. Sometimes it held onto summer with tenacious fingers. Other times it slipped quickly and quietly into fall.


      This August was shaping up to be one of the hottest on record.


      As if on cue, a bead of sweat cut through the dust on the side of her face. The warm drop reminded her of the blood she’d washed into the man’s flowerbed. How hot it’d been when she pressed her hands over the wound in Stewart’s back. And then how quickly it’d turned cool and dried into a sticky crust that had stained her cuticles and coated the undersides of her fingernails. The iron-rich smell of it had made her retch anytime she’d breathed too deeply.


      Hence, her giving in to the urge to use the outdoor spigot.


      “FBI, eh?” The old coot stepped farther onto the porch. The wooden beams groaned under his slippered feet. “Got some ID to prove that, missy?”


      “If you’ll allow me to reach into—”


      “Easy there.” He waved his pistol in a fast circle. “One hand’ll do ’er. Keep that other one sky-high if ya know what’s good for ya.”


      She obliged. Partly because she didn’t want to take a round center-mass. But mostly because the act of swinging the gun loosened the belt tied around the man’s waist. She was beginning to suspect he was naked beneath that threadbare robe.


      Wouldn’t that be the cherry on top of this craptastic sundae? she thought a little hysterically. Here it is, possibly my final night on earth, and one of my last visions will be of ancient, wrinkly wedding tackle.


      “You’re the boss.” She kept her right arm in the air and used her left to slowly pull her FBI credentials from the inside breast pocket of her jacket.


      Unfortunately, he didn’t lower his weapon even after she flashed her badge. “That real?” he asked instead.


      “Why would a woman in a pantsuit be standing in your yard in the middle of the night with a fake FBI badge?” she countered, wincing when her impatience came through in her tone.


      “You tell me.” He hitched a narrow shoulder. “What were you doin’ with my outdoor faucet, eh?”


      “Getting a drink. It’s a hot night.”


      “But what’s an FBI agent doin’ all the way out here?”


      Running for her life, she thought, feeling the effects of the panic and desperation that’d been her dogged companions since she’d heard Stewart shout her name from the adjoining room. The thought of spending a few minutes rocking herself in a corner and indulging in a good old-fashioned pity party complete with teeth gnashing and hair pulling sounded really, really tempting.


      Unfortunately, she didn’t have the time.


      “My partner and I are staying at the Moonlight Memories Motel down the road. We had a suspect escape and head in this direction. I gave chase on foot but lost the trail in the woods. When I stumbled on your house, I couldn’t pass up the chance for water.”


      Lies. All lies.


      They came to her easily, but that didn’t mean they didn’t sit on her tongue like poison pills. Having grown up a Beacham, she’d been taught being a straight shooter—both literally and figuratively—was the only thing that mattered.


      “A suspect, eh?” The man lifted an eyebrow so bushy Grace imagined some of the hair from his head must’ve migrated down his face. “He the dangerous sort?”


      “You should go inside and lock the door behind you. Better safe than sorry,” she answered evasively.


      The well-timed ee-oo-ee of a siren sounded in the distance. Usually she took comfort in the familiar hi-lo clammer. This time, and despite the stickiness of the night, she had to suppress a shiver.


      “Those will be my colleagues.” She was glad to give the codger at least one truth, even if it was only a half truth.


      The sirens weren’t crying out for some mysterious missing man. They were crying out for her. She was the suspect.


      “Alrighty.” To her relief, he lowered his sidearm and took a step back inside the door. “Happy hunting to ya, Miss FBI Agent. Hope ya catch the guy.”


      “Thanks.” She offered him what she hoped passed for a smile and didn’t wait around to see if he did as she instructed and locked the door behind him. Instead, she turned and sprinted for the cover of the woods.


      The rubber lug soles of her sensible duty shoes seemed to find every twig and snap it in two. Spindly limbs made clattering noises as she brushed by because her night-blind eyes made them impossible to avoid. Her labored breathing sounded as loud as thunder as she bolted…where?


      Where the hell am I going?


      She had no idea.


      Usually, when she was scared or in trouble, she ran home. Between her father, who was a sheriff, her two older brothers, who were both cops, and her kid sister, who was busy climbing the ranks of the U.S. Marshals, one of them would help her find a solution to her problem.


      But she couldn’t leave a trail back to Buncombe County. She didn’t dare drag her family into this.


      Whatever this was.


      Skidding to a halt beside a fallen tree, she pressed a hand to the stitch in her side as she tried to catch her breath and think. Think. If she had any hope of making it through the night she needed her wits about her.


      Something moved in the undergrowth to her left. Somewhere off in the distance an owl hooted. To her right? The snap of a twig broken by a footfall.


      Instinct had her flattening herself beside the log. The rich smell of fertile soil and decaying plant matter tunneled up her nose. And she bit her lip to keep from crying out when another footfall landed on crunchy leaves.


      Orpheus!


      Her palms were so clammy she could barely grasp the butt of her service weapon as she slowly, ever so slowly, slipped her hand beneath her body to pull the semiauto from its leather holster.


      How? How could Russia’s most notorious assassin, a man whose very existence was hotly debated, have learned what she and her partner were up to?


      Of course, as much as she might wish it weren’t so, she knew how. It was just as she and Stewart had suspected.


      Now the question became, since Orpheus did know, and since he’d been sicced on her by some mysterious player in this game of cat and mouse, how could she possibly survive him when so many before her had not?


      Run. Hide, the text had read. But run to whom? Hide where?


      The forest less than a mile from the motel wasn’t exactly a world away from the scene of the crime. And this fallen log wasn’t exactly a safe house.


      She needed a place off the grid while she worked things out. She needed someone who could help her disappear into darkness so deep that not even the world’s brightest spotlight could find her. She needed—


      The crackle of another snapping stick had her squeezing her eyes shut. A poisonous brine of despair and terror swirled in her stomach. And muscles filled with adrenaline and twitching from inaction prompted her to leap up and run. Just escape into the night in heedless flight.


      Before her lizard brain could take over and push her into foolhardy action, she heard a flurry of movement followed by the clomp-clomp of hoofbeats as something four-legged dashed off to the north. Straining her eyes against the darkness, she caught a brief flash of white through the trunks of the trees.


      Not Orpheus. A whitetail deer foraging in the undergrowth. It’d spooked when it caught her scent.


      “You won’t last ten more minutes if you keep on like this,” she admonished herself.


      Before she could talk herself out of it, she re-holstered her Glock 19M and pulled her cell phone from her hip pocket.


      Hiding the device inside her suit jacket—she didn’t dare let the lit screen pinpoint her position—she thumbed it on. Her fingers trembled as she punched in her six-digit code and then immediately hit the phone icon.


      She didn’t need to scroll through her contacts. She could key in the telephone number by heart.


      A thousand. That’s how many times she’d stared at those digits since he’d plugged them into her cell. Nine-hundred-and-ninety-nine. That’s how many times she’d been tempted to hit the “call” button so she could hear his voice. Nine-hundred-and-ninety-eight. That’s how many times she’d refrained from doing exactly that.


      There’d been that one time early on when she’d given into the urge. But she’d hit “end” before the first ring. Because an image of how his hazel eyes had held such sympathy, how his beautifully stern mouth had softened with compassion when he’d said, “If you ever need anything, even if it’s just a willing ear to listen, please call” had popped into her head.


      It’d been three years, but the sting of his pity still felt fresh.


      Then and now, she hated that all he’d seen when he looked at her was a charity case. A spurned divorcee. A fragile woman who’d been rendered meek and mute when she’d come face-to-face with her ultimate failure in the middle of the Waldorf Astoria Hotel’s ballroom.


      She’d hoped that one day, if they ever bumped into each other in the real world, she’d be able to show him who she truly was. A strong woman. An independent woman. A woman capable of facing all comers.


      And yet…here she was reaching out in desperation to the mysterious man who’d haunted her dreams. The enigmatic operator who’d entered her life in an instant, seemingly from out of nowhere, and then disappeared just as quickly.


      Hunter Jackson.


      His name was enough to make her mouth go dry.
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        Black Knights Inc,


        Goose Island, Chicago, Illinois


      


      


      For those who knew how to listen to their senses—senses passed down through eons of ancestral memory—it was easy to detect an approaching threat.


      Hunter knew how to listen.


      His first warning someone snuck up behind him were the fine hairs lifting on the back of his neck. His second warning was the subtle, nearly imperceptible shift of the air around him.


      When a hand landed on his shoulder, he instinctively ducked and spun. His arm flew out in a semi-arc as he used his momentum to aim the hard edge of his hand at his assailant’s ribs. His attacker blocked his blow at the last second by chopping at his wrist.


      Pain exploded in the joint. He barely noticed as his muscles coiled to take a second shot.


      Of course, as soon as he saw it was only Samuel Harwood, he straightened from his fighting stance. “What the hell?” He plucked out his earbuds and pocketed them. AC/DC’s “Back in Black” was replaced by the low hum of the overhead light and the quiet of the night. “You know better than to sneak up on a man programmed for extreme violence. I can’t just shut that shit off.”


      Sam rolled his eyes. “Bruh, there’s no one here but me, you, and Eliza. Who did you think would be coming at you sideways? This place”—Sam gestured around the cavernous space that used to be a menthol cigarette factory and now fronted as a custom chopper shop—“is Fort friggin’ Knox.”


      “Sometimes muscle memory takes over,” Hunter explained with a careless shrug. “Especially this late and when I’m low on sleep.”


      Sam shook his head. “You’re gonna make a therapist very wealthy someday.”


      “You’re one to talk.”


      “True,” Sam agreed easily. “The difference between you and me, though, is that my way of coping with trauma is to employ a little gallows humor. Totally normal. Totally healthy. Your way is to go full-on hermit for days at a time. Ted Kaczynski ring a bell? Should I check your room for pipe bombs and triggering devices?”


      Hunter hated how clearly Sam saw him. Not about being Unabomber 2.0, but about having to squirrel himself away in order to keep himself together.


      Blame it on his youth. When things had gotten too chaotic, his only means of self-preservation had been to hide away in the abandoned cabin perched on the edge of town. There’d been no electricity. No running water. And the hole in the roof had let the rain and snow drift in. Still, he’d felt better there than he had anywhere else.


      Cut to the present and he still only felt truly at ease when he was removed from the rest of the world. Somewhere quiet where he could listen to his own thoughts instead of other people’s words. Somewhere hidden where he could be totally and completely alone.


      Of course, he said none of that aloud. Aloud he told Sam, “Fuck you.”


      “Not even on your birthday,” Sam deadpanned. “Besides, I wouldn’t know what to do with your teeny, tiny Tic Tac testis and itty, bitty micro-peen. I mean, how do you manage to keep the ladies coming back for more? Do you always do it in the dark so they can’t see what they’re dealing with?”


      The thing about men whose jobs required them to flirt with danger on the daily was that they tended to cut the tension by gleefully feeding each other heaping helpings of shit.


      Hunter shook his head. “See, that would be funny except you know it’s not true. You’ve seen what I’m packing. That time in Karachi?”


      Sam shuddered. “Don’t remind me. I dunno which was worse. That we had a deathstalker scorpion living under our bathroom sink? Or that when you found him, you ran out of there buck naked and screaming your head off? I still have nightmares.”


      “About the scorpion?”


      “About your candy stick and giggleberries bouncing six inches from my face.”


      “Ah. I understand.” Hunter nodded solemnly. “There’s that old saying about comparison being the thief of joy, right?” He clapped a commiserating hand on Sam’s shoulder. “I hate that I burst your bubble of self-delusion. But if you’re really worried about it, I’ve heard there’s some surgical options. A silicone implant? Maybe a fat transfer? Or you could even—”


      “Well, look at you,” Sam cut him off, “lowering yourself to aspersions about the size of my willy. What gives? When it comes to being a weapons-grade dingus, you usually leave that to me or Fisher.”


      Hunter snorted. Weapons-grade dingus. Sam had a rare gift for words. Which was probably why he liked Coen Brothers movies so much. They were filled with snappy, fast-fire dialogue.


      “Blame it on us being left behind,” Hunter admitted, taking a deep breath of air perfumed with the competing, and yet somehow complementary, scents of too-strong coffee and grease guns. “I hate having nothing to do. Makes my skin feel too tight for my body.” To emphasize his point, he hitched his shoulder blades together.


      “You and me both, brother.” Sam nodded. “But I’m trying to focus on the bright side. We may hafta hold down the fort, but that’s a thousand times better’n playing babysitter to some politician’s spoiled spawn.”


      Black Knights Inc. had been the brainchild of President Thompson and the last administration. And even though the players had changed right along with the leadership when Madam President took over the seat at 1600 Pennsylvania Ave, the concept was still the same.


      Some jobs were too clandestine or too pressing to leave to the usual suspects. Despite most of the people working for the CIA, FBI, and NSA being good at their jobs, their hands were often tied by red tape. Which meant threats against the U.S. slipped through the cracks as solutions and actions were debated by committee. Throw in posse comitatus and the international resistance to certain types of government-backed exercises, and the bad guys were allowed to escape scot-free more often than anyone would like to admit.


      This frustration had prompted President Thompson to form his own fast action response team, for lack of a better phrase. He’d scoured military branches and government agencies for the best of the best when it came to spycraft and those gifted in reconnaissance, unconventional warfare tactics, and the ability to counter terrorism. Then he’d found a home for those highly trained individuals in the heart of Chicago. And when it’d been her turn in the hot seat, Madam President had done the same.


      Behind the façade of a custom motorcycle shop worked the most elite, most covert group of spec-ops warriors the world had ever seen.


      Warriors who didn’t have to run their mission parameters up the chain of command. Warriors who could fly into action at a moment’s notice and operate in complete secrecy without their actions being traced back to anyone inside the federal government. Warriors who sometimes got assigned bodyguarding jobs as a favor to Madam President herself.


      Three days earlier, the Black Knights had received a request to ensure the secretary of defense’s daughter didn’t get kidnapped or killed on her end-of-summer trip to Venezuela. But the job had only called for four of the six current BKI operators since there were only four extra seats on the political debutante’s private plane.


      Hunter and Sam had drawn the short straws.


      Or the long straws if one was to side with Sam that being stuck at home was better than playing bullet-catcher for a twenty-year-old kid who didn’t know the difference between danger and dessert.


      “I’m so bored I could eat a tire iron,” Hunter lamented.


      When he was on the job, his gray matter was occupied with how best to breach a position or take down a tango or rescue a hostage. And when he was in self-imposed exile, as Sam liked to call his trips north, he focused his mind on chopping wood or figuring out the best way to turn an old cattle trough into a raised garden.


      But more and more often, and especially recently, when he found himself at loose ends, his brain filled up with thoughts about his future.


      Or, more specifically, his lack thereof.


      In the three and a half years since he’d come to work for BKI, he’d been watching the original crew, all the hardened operators who’d answered to the previous president and who’d left their mark behind on the world of international intrigue. To a man, the OG Black Knights had moved on with their lives. They’d gotten married and fathered children. They’d proved that even for guys like them, guys like Hunter, there was something to look forward to after service.


      Except…it was different for Hunter, wasn’t it? Not only did he not have the first clue how to build a family since he’d never been part of one, but he also lacked the basic means to begin even if he had known where to start.


      The thought of never marrying, never becoming a dad, hadn’t bothered him before. Mostly because he’d assumed it would be a miracle if he didn’t end up running into a bullet with his name on it; covert operator was just a prettied-up description of a guy who grubbed for tin as a means of employment. But also because he’d had no clue what he was missing.


      The men who’d come before him had had the unwitting audacity to show him everything he’d never thought was possible. Show him that even guys who’d witnessed so much brutality and bloodshed could still have the capacity to embrace domesticity. Show him just how sweet the flip side could be.


      Now he was left wanting. Wishing.


      Which pissed him off.


      He hadn’t wanted or wished since he’d been a kid and learned the hard way that life wasn’t fair and that not everybody got their happily-ever-after.


      “Well, you’re better off twiddling your dick than messing with that.” Sam hitched his chin toward the motorcycle frame secured to the bike lift. “What the hell are you doing anyway?”


      “I sanded off the powder coat on the engine mount so I can install the V Twin and the transmission,” Hunter told him, happy to have his somber thoughts interrupted.


      One of Sam’s dark eyebrows arched so high it was nearly lost in his hairline. “Did Becky say you could do that?”


      Becky Knight, née Reichert, was the wunderkind mechanic and motorcycle designer who made it possible for them to keep their covers intact.


      Her creations were the faces Black Knights Inc. showed the world. Works of rolling, roaring art sought after by collectors from Texas to Taiwan. The ultra-wealthy stood in line to drop a quarter mil on something that only had two wheels. And professional athletes couldn’t seem to pass up the flash and fury of a hand-designed and hand-built Harley.


      Which was all to say, Becky was super picky about who she let touch her babies.


      “She had no problem letting me do the last install.” Hunter shrugged, figuring three and a half years of part-time apprenticeship meant he could mount an engine without Becky standing over his shoulder and supervising. “I thought it’d be a nice surprise when she comes into the shop in the morning. You know, one less thing.”


      Not to mention, he’d needed a distraction from the dream that’d had him waking up covered in sweat and throbbing with need.


      For shit’s sake, it’s been three years! When are you going to forget her? It was four measly days and one little kiss.


      Except, it hadn’t been one little kiss, had it?


      It was cliché, but he would swear the instant his lips touched hers, a piece of himself he hadn’t known was missing locked into place. Just click.


      It’d felt as if he’d…come home.


      Which was ridiculous since he didn’t have a home. Had never had one.


      The dozens of crappy apartments his DNA suppliers had moved into and then been promptly kicked out of hadn’t counted—he never thought of Bert and Susan Jackson as his parents; that title was reserved for people who actually protected and provided for their offspring. And the ten different foster families he’d been shuffled through after CPS intervened? None of those could carry the mantle of home either. At best they’d been temporary shelters where he’d gotten in out of the rain. At worst they’d been prisons manned by cruel adults whose sole incentive was to cash the government checks that’d come their way with each new kid they took in.


      So what the hell was the matter with him? Why did he continue to dream two…three times a week of Grace Beacham and that kiss? Why, after all this time, did he continue to hold out hope she’d call him?


      “Be sure to wake me up before you come downstairs in the morning,” Sam said, and Hunter determinedly pushed all thoughts of Grace aside.


      “Why?” He frowned.


      “’Cause I wanna have time to pop some popcorn before the show.”


      “What show?”


      “The one where Becky rips you two or three new assholes.”


      Hunter and Sam had grown up less than a hundred miles apart. But you’d never know it to hear them talk. Hunter had the quintessential Michigander accent, his vowels flat and his consonants staccato. But Sam? Sam’s accent was pure Chicago Southsider.


      Instead of two or three, when Sam said them, the words came out sounding like two or tree.


      “Pfft.” Hunter waved him off and then pointed to the chromed-out engine sitting on a nearby workbench.


      He’d never been much of a motorcycle guy before coming to work for BKI. Now he couldn’t get enough of the machines. When he wasn’t on assignment or snugged away in his hidey hole, he could be found in the shop wielding a grinder or paint sprayer.


      Maybe if things had been different, maybe if he’d been given a chance to decide what to do with his life instead of being forced to accept the only ticket out of town, he might’ve become a mechanic. A man who fixed things instead of destroying them.


      “Help me lift this thing over the bike’s rails so I don’t scuff up the paint,” he told Sam.


      “Oh, no.” Sam backed away. “My asshole is fine the way it is, thank you very much. And I’d prefer to keep it down to just the one.”


      Hunter rolled his eyes. “Becky is a hair over five feet and barely weighs a buck-ten. Don’t tell me Sam the Supergun is afraid of her.”


      “What she lacks in physical presence she makes up for with a razor-sharp tongue. Besides, getting on her bad side is the shortest route to getting on Boss’s bad side. And I don’t know about you, but I’ve gone three and a half years without seeing that guy get angry. I’d like to keep it that way.”


      Boss, AKA Frank Knight, was Becky’s husband. The retired Navy SEAL had been the original head honcho at BKI, but now his job title was CEO of the civilian side of their operation. He was part mentor, part benevolent landlord, and all dad all the time to his two little girls. But he had a habit of spinning a fixed-blade KA-BAR knife atop his desk when he was deep in thought that made Hunter think Sam was right. There was a scary side to Boss they didn’t want to meet.


      “Fine.” He marched over to the workbench. “I’ll do it myself.”


      “It’s your funeral,” Sam warned.


      Before Hunter could wrap his arms around the heavy engine, his phone buzzed in his back pocket.


      “It’s two o’clock in the morning.” Sam checked the time on his watch. “That’s one thing and one thing only. Booty call.”


      Hunter wasn’t what anyone would label a monk. Recently, however, he’d been whittling down the list of lovely ladies who occasionally phoned up to ask if he wanted company.


      When he’d been in his twenties, having no strings attached and a willing woman in every port had been a dream come true. But he’d just celebrated his thirty-fifth birthday, and meaningless sex with partners who were simply passing through, or who couldn’t be bothered to ask him more than his name, had lost its appeal. The hit-it-and-quit-it of it all had grown routine. Dull. Hollow.


      He wanted more. He wanted…


      What?


      What was he looking for?


      If he searched for the answer, he knew he’d find it. And he knew he wouldn’t like it. So he pulled his cell from his back pocket and told himself he’d say yes to whichever woman was inviting him over. Told himself that the antidote to his boredom, and the best way to get over all his uncomfortable musings about what was missing in his life, was to get under a beautiful woman who wasn’t asking him for anything more than a night of pleasure.


      Except…he didn’t recognize the number on his screen.


      “Area code 202.” He frowned at Sam. “That’s D.C.”


      Sam nodded. “Which of your current paramours lives in the capitol?”


      “Not a single one.”


      “Wrong number then?” Sam asked.


      “Probably so.” Hunter went to hit the button on the side of his phone. But at the last second, he hesitated. He didn’t believe in the woo-woo magical alchemy of premonition or precognition, but something told him he should answer.


      Something told him it was important.


      Thumbing on the device, he held it to his ear. “Hello?”


      “Hunter?”


      He nearly shit his own heart. He would never forget the sound of her sultry voice, so sweet and smooth and hinting at her raising in the South. Whenever she spoke, he was reminded of tupelo honey.


      “Grace?” By contrast, his voice came out strangled-sounding.


      “I’m in trouble, Hunter. I need your help.”
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      The flutter of unseen wings matched the beat of Grace’s heart.


      Having grown up in the middle of the Appalachian Mountains, she was used to the sound of animals scurrying through the underbrush. Familiar with the deafening buzz of night insects calling for their mates. Accustomed to the cries of nocturnal creatures that’d been caught in the jaws of carnivorous beasts.


      None of it had frightened her before.


      Then again, she had never been the prey before.


      She was the prey now.


      The denizens of the forest grew quiet when the one who hunted her passed by. The warm wind shifted, and she caught a faint whiff of tobacco smoke. And there! She could just make out a dark shadow snaking around the trunks of the trees.


      She was out of places to run.


      And this was the only place she’d found to hide.


      Clutching her sidearm close to her chest, she remained stock-still inside the oversized drainpipe running beneath the roadway. When fear tried to claw its way up the back of her throat, she did her best to swallow it down.


      Her instincts told her to take aim and fire.


      Logic and training kept her from listening.


      It might not be Orpheus dogging her ever step. It could be one of her colleagues, an innocent FBI agent simply doing what they’d tasked him to do.


      Besides, if Grace fired and missed—which, as good a shot as she was, was likely since the man was still deep inside the woods—she would give away her position. That was the dead last thing she wanted. This spot in the road, and more specifically the mile marker above her head, was where she’d told Hunter she’d meet him.


      Even though she was a little hazy on which agency or branch of the government he worked for, she knew he called the Windy City home. Convenient since her latest assignment had brought her to Koontz Lake, Indiana. A wide spot in the road less than two hours from Chicago.


      But it’d been dumb luck, or maybe simply good timing, he’d actually been home when she phoned. One of the few details he’d shared during their brief association had been that he spent more time out-conus—military speak for outside the continental U.S.—than he did in.


      She wished she could check the time again on her phone. But after hanging up with him, she’d run a mile up the road and chucked the device over the side of an overpass.


      Her cell was government-issued, encrypted, and difficult to trace. But there was a difference between difficult and impossible. Give her colleagues enough time and they would hack into her signal and pinpoint her location.


      Plus, there was a golden rule when it came to going on the lam: lay down tracks in the opposite direction. Her phone was east of her position. And hopefully, once Hunter arrived, she’d be headed due west.


      Once Hunter arrived…


      If Hunter arrived.


      How long has it been since I made that call?


      Ninety minutes that felt like ninety hours.


      Ninety minutes where she’d tried to sort out when and where and how her investigation had gone so wrong. Ninety minutes where she’d made herself stay still inside her hiding place even though her left leg was asleep and a beetle kept crawling back and forth across her lap. Ninety minutes of hoping and praying Hunter would believe her when no one else seemed to.


      Headlights rounded the bend and hope swelled in her heart. It deflated like a popped balloon when the car passed the mile marker without slowing, its tires creating a hollow-sounding roar above her head that reminded her of the High Falls in Dupont State Forest where her father had taken her and her siblings camping during fall breaks.


      What she wouldn’t give to be back there now. Safe in the arms of family. Happy in a place where the only bad thing to ever happen was her oldest brother’s twisted ankle.


      The man in the woods ran headlong into a line of bramble bushes. She knew it was a line of bramble bushes because she’d stumbled through them herself.


      She’d silently cursed even as she’d charged toward the safety of the quiet country road and the hollow steel drain running beneath it. Her pursuer wasn’t so circumspect. He let loose with two words that made her mouth fall open in a soundless scream.


      She didn’t speak Russian. She had no idea what zalupa konskaya meant. But there was no longer any question who was out there.


      It was Orpheus.


      Whoever sent her that text had been telling the truth.


      Terror fueled her movements as she carefully slipped her pointer finger from the trigger guard and curled it around the cool metal of the trigger itself. When her head buzzed, she raked in a slow, steadying lungful of air that smelled of damp concrete mixed with the cloying aroma of decaying flesh.


      Something dead lay in a puddle of rainwater at the other end of the storm drain. She hoped like hell she wouldn’t be joining its ranks anytime soon.


      Concentrating on the sound of the assassin’s approach, her brain absently noted that a mockingbird called from the trees. A bullfrog croaked from the tall grass near the side of the road. And off in the distance came the low rumble of thunder.


      No. Not thunder. An engine.


      A big engine.


      Like the kind in a muscle car and—


      Once again, headlights.


      She chewed her bottom lip and didn’t allow herself to take her eyes off the trees. If the headlights spotlighted the Russian, she would take her shot.


      Her father’s slow, Appalachian drawl sounded in her head. “Fix your weapon on the target, Grace. Gently pull the trigger. Don’t yank it.”


      She’d been twelve years old the first time he’d put a gun in her hands. She realized how ridiculous that would sound to most people. But to the Beachams, mountain folks since King George II took over what would later become North Carolina from the lord proprietors and generated a land bonanza, learning to shoot, learning to handle a gun, was a rite of passage. A step into adulthood.


      Her mother had taught her to shuck corn and make a quilt from fabric scraps, and her father had taught her to kill what she aimed at and to only aim at what she planned to kill.


      Grace was a true-blue product of the hill country. A Blue Ridge Mountain girl through and through. And even though she would do things differently with her own kids—if she ever had any; her divorce had certainly thrown a wrench in those works—she couldn’t find any fault in the way her folks had raised her.


      Their parenting style might not have been conventional, but they’d given her the skills and the confidence to stand on her own two feet. And for that, she was forever grateful.


      Wish I was sitting at Momma’s table now, she thought longingly, having buckwheat cakes and listening to Daddy talk about the Tourists’ season.


      Her father enjoyed keeping up with the local minor league baseball club, the Asheville Tourists. And her mother loved to gift him with season tickets when they had the extra cash.


      The noise from the approaching car grew obscenely loud and Grace grimaced. Then, to her relief, the big engine cycled down. When she heard a second vehicle shut off, she assumed Hunter had brought along backup.


      In the next instant, however, her blood ran cold when her follow-up thought was that it was possible it wasn’t Hunter on the road above. Maybe the Russian didn’t work alone. Maybe Orpheus was the code name given to a group of—


      “Grace?” Hunter’s deep voice echoed into the night and she hiccupped on a sob she hadn’t realized was sitting at the back of her throat.


      “Hunter!” she screamed, bolting from the relative safety of the drainpipe and scrambling up the side of the embankment. Her motions were jerky; she couldn’t feel her left foot, only the pins-and-needles sensation of the blood rushing back into it. “I’m here! I’m coming!”


      She could feel the Kremlin’s assassin aiming at the invisible target on her back. Any second she expected a round to slam into her spine. Expected to feel the shock of the impact. The burst of agony.


      But she topped the rise without any extra holes being drilled through her body. And the sight that met her eyes had her blinking in surprise.


      It wasn’t a pair of muscle cars parked in the middle of the roadway but a pair of motorcycles that appeared as mean as they were strangely beautiful. Two men in helmets and dark leather jackets sat astride the metal beasts.


      Despite the darkness that was broken only by the white-hot glare of the bikes’ headlights, she instantly knew which man was Hunter. The breadth of his shoulders and the casual way his gloved hand splayed across his denim-clad thigh was unmistakable. Even after three years.


      “Start the engines!” she wailed, never breaking stride as her feet left the dirt of the shoulder and hit the pavement. “He’s right behind me!”


      Hunter didn’t need to be told twice. He cranked over the bike’s big engine and the night was once again filled with the throaty roar of a well-tuned piece of machinery. The second man followed suit. And by the time she made it to them, they’d swung the motorcycles around in the road.


      She didn’t wait to be invited before throwing her leg over the leather seat behind Hunter. Wrapping one arm around his waist, she screamed, “Go!” Then she turned to aim into the line of trees behind them.


      Her desperate eyes searched for a tiny blackhole since the end of a weapon absorbed all light. But no matter how hard she looked…nothing.


      No faint glint of matte-black metal caught in the glow of the taillights. No flash of orange because the shooter had taken his shot.


      Hunter laid on the throttle and the bike’s massive rear end fishtailed as its back tire fought for purchase on the pavement.


      She was caught off guard. The only thing that saved her from being thrown off the bike and taking a face full of asphalt was Hunter. He reached around with one arm and pulled her tight against his back.


      It was like being caught in a reverse bear hug.


      Big, bulky guys might be able to throw their weight around. But guys who were lean and mean, with muscles made for stamina and staying power? They were the true strong men of the world.


      And Hunter Jackson could be counted among them.


      From one second to the next, they’d gone from a standstill to eating up the asphalt. The bikes’ taillights cast the forest behind them in an eerie red wash. But that wasn’t what made her shiver despite the warmth of the night.


      It was the figure climbing the embankment.


      The man made his way to the middle of the lonely, deserted road, but he didn’t raise a weapon. He didn’t shout or give chase. He just stood there, mouth pursed like he was blowing her a kiss.


      No, she thought. Not blowing me a kiss. He’s whistling.


      She couldn’t hear the tune over the rumble of the motorcycles. But something told her, had she heard it, she’d want to scrub her eardrums with bleach.


      Pulling a lighter from his hip pocket, the Russian slowly lit a cigarette.


      She shivered again when the yellow glow of the flame briefly lit his face. His features were made indistinct by the growing distance, but she was still close enough to catch the look in his eyes.


      His casual curiosity seemed to scream his unconcern. It seemed to say he didn’t doubt his ability to track her down and finish what he’d started.


      It was an understatement to say she felt relief when they turned a corner and she could no longer see her pursuer. The sigh that shuddered out of her was long and windy.


      She realized her hands were shaking when she tried to stow her gun and couldn’t place the nose of her Glock inside its holster. It kept hitting the edge of the leather and sliding down the side.


      Her third attempt was successful. And after snapping the strap over the butt of the weapon, she grabbed hold of Hunter with both hands.


      The move was a relief in more ways than one. Not only was it nice to have something—someone—to hang onto when she felt so shaky she thought it a wonder her teeth weren’t rattling around inside her mouth. But also, they were screaming down the road at sixty miles per hour and she was well aware of her precarious position perched on the back of the bike.


      The wind buffeted her cheeks and yanked at her hair, caught the sides of her suit jacket and had it flapping behind her like a drunken bat. Hunter’s reflected gaze in one of the rearview mirrors caught her attention. He tapped his helmet and then gestured toward the back of the bike.


      Frowning, she turned to discover a helmet strapped to the U-shaped bar of the backrest.


      Right, she thought. Wouldn’t it be ironic to escape Orpheus’s clutches only to end up x-ed out from a head injury if I’m thrown off the motorcycle?


      The helmet was a little big and she struggled to secure the chin strap. But once she managed it, she snaked her arms back around Hunter’s waist and yelled, “Thank you!”


      He didn’t so much as twitch. The noise of the booming engines and the wailing of the wind made it impossible for him to hear.


      Just as well. Her heart was in her throat and beating hard enough to make talking, much less shouting, feel like someone was running a bottle brush across her tonsils.


      Or maybe her sore throat could be blamed on her having held back frustrated screams for hours now.


      Her operation was a bust, her partner was dead—Jesus! Poor Stewart!—a Russian assassin, not to mention her very own agency, was after her. And she had no idea where to begin to sort out any of it.


      To make matters worse, she had to pee.


      Her desperation to get far away from Koontz Lake, Indiana, was the only thing that kept her from poking Hunter on the shoulder and gesturing for him to pull over. Well, that and the last thing she wanted was for him to watch her run into the bushes and drop trou five minutes after racing to her rescue.


      She needed to take her mind off her discomfort.


      Fortunately, she was snuggled up behind the ultimate distraction.


      Closing her eyes, she dragged the smell of Hunter into her lungs. A smell that was mixed with the aroma of the open road and the sweetness of the summer night.


      For three years she’d dreamed of the complementary scents of spicy aftershave and leather oil. And she’d assumed that second note had to do with the antique watch he wore around his thick wrist. The one with the leather band. The one she’d noticed he wound when he was deep in thought.


      Now, however, she realized he might smell of leather oil because he wore leather. Because he was some sort of spy/soldier/biker?


      Didn’t have quite the same ring as Tinker, Tailor, Soldier, Spy but it was close.


      Who are you, Hunter Jackson?


      The thought leaked out of her head when his gloved hand closed over the fingers she’d laced together at his waist. He gave her a pat before returning his grip to the handlebar.


      It was a gesture of reassurance. Of comfort. And that small act of noblesse oblige had sudden tears burning the back of her throat.


      Hunter was basically a stranger. One she hadn’t seen or heard from in years. And yet, when she’d needed him, he’d come.


      Without question.


      Without hesitation.


      She might not know who he worked for or who he really was. But one thing she knew for sure.


      Tonight, he’s my savior.
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