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        To my father. This is the first book I’ve written since you’ve been gone. But it’s certainly not the first book I’ve written about heroes who look out for the little guy, who believe right is more precious than might, and who value truth and justice above all else.


      


      


      


      

        

        These things I learned from you. Thank you for always leading by example.


      


      


      


      

        

        I miss you every day.


      


      


    


  




  

    

      

        

        Those who do not know the value of loyalty can never appreciate the cost of betrayal.


        —Alexander the Great
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      South Riverside Plaza, Chicago, Illinois


      


      Britt Rollins was a stalker.


      That’s right—a stalker.


      He hadn’t set out to be anything of the sort. It had started by happenstance.


      You see, a month earlier, he’d made a trip to the Beverly neighborhood in the farthest reaches of South Chicago to buy King Curve Rhino handlebars from a mustachioed dude selling them cheap on Facebook Marketplace.


      As was his tendency, Britt had arrived at the rendezvous point early. And since he’d needed something strong and black and packed with caffeine to take the edge off the sharp hangover he’d been sporting thanks to an engagement celebration from the night before—the celebration was for some friends, not for him—he’d stepped into the coffee shop on the corner.


      And there she’d been.


      The ineffable Julia O’Toole. All five towering feet of her.


      Give or take an inch or two.


      He’d known she had a bangin’ little bod under her standard-issue pantsuits and crisp, button-down shirts. But he’d been unprepared for…perfection.


      As The Commodores sang… Thirty-six, twenty-four, thirty-six. What a winnin’ hand!


      Her cutoff jean shorts had passionately hugged her round butt and emphasized her muscular legs. Her ribbed, blue tank top had molded to her breasts and followed the lovely dip of her waist. And her casual plastic flip-flops had highlighted the arches of her dainty feet and the charm of her unpainted toenails.


      He’d only ever seen her with her hair pulled back into a ponytail or twisted up into a tight bun. But that day she’d left it loose to hang down her back in a silky sheet.


      “Old money blonde.”


      That’s how Eliza, the Black Knights’ den mother, on-site chef, and all-around Girl Friday, had described Julia’s hair…that warm, honeyed color somewhere between light brown and dark blond. Considering Eliza came from old money, who was Britt to argue with her assessment?


      Anywho…let’s return to the moment I took on the title of Creepy McCreeperson.


      Julia had popped the top on her cup of coffee the instant the barista handed it to her. He’d thought she might stroll over to the condiments station to fill her drink with cream and sugar, and he’d been eager to watch the sway of her hips in those Daisy Dukes. But to his disappointment, she’d simply shuffled to the side to allow the next person in line to order before pursing her lips and blowing across the surface of the steaming black liquid like she couldn’t wait to get the contents inside her mouth.


      Seeing her lips in that perfect moue had done things to him.


      If he’d been one of those cartoon dogs, his eyes would have bulged from his head, and his tongue would have unfurled from his mouth to hit the floor. But since he was just a man, he’d stood there stunned. Jaw agape. Heart pounding. Dick…well…doing decidedly dickish things.


      When she had turned in his direction, he could have lifted a hand and said, “Fancy meeting you here, Agent O’Toole.” He could have bobbed his chin and offered her a knowing smile. Hell, he could have shot her a one-finger salute followed by a friendly wink.


      All of those things would’ve been normal. Natural. Not stalker-y.


      Instead, he’d gone with door number four.


      Stepping quickly behind the wide concrete support beam in the center of the room, he’d held his breath as she breezed by him on her way to the front door. He’d felt the air shift as she passed. And his nostrils had flared unwillingly when her perfume's sweet, warm scent wafted over to him.


      Thinking back now, he told himself he’d avoided letting her see him because he was a man of secrets—loads of them. And since she was a woman paid by Uncle Sam to uncover secrets, avoiding a run-in with her was instinctual.


      Fourteen years of conducting covert operations worldwide had taught him many things. The most important was to trust his gut.


      If things had ended there, everything would have been fine. He would have been fine and not have become…well…what he’d become.


      Things had not ended there.


      Before he’d known what they were doing, his biker boots had followed her out the door. Before he could stop them, his eyes had searched the sidewalk and spotted her hopping into her cherry-red Jeep Wrangler. Before he’d thought to convince them otherwise, his legs had carried him to his tricked-out, custom-made Harley chopper.


      And the rest, as they say, is history.


      He’d followed her turn-for-turn for five full minutes. When she’d pulled into the lot of a small city park, he’d walked his bike to the opposite curb, cut his engine, and leaned his forearms across his handlebars to watch her leap from her Jeep and be welcomed into the group of people gathered around a picnic table.


      He’d known they were her family not because he had much of his own to speak of. But because he had Black Knights Inc.


      The men and women who worked at the covert government defense firm that masqueraded behind the façade of a custom motorcycle shop were his siblings by choice instead of by blood. And the children of the OG group—Britt and the five guys who currently ran missions with him were BKI version 2.0—had become Britt’s noisy, oftentimes sticky, honorary nieces and nephews.


      Being welcomed in the fold at BKI meant he’d easily recognized as goodhearted sibling rivalry the noggin scrubbing Julia had received from one of the big-shouldered men who’d greeted her. He’d pinpointed the motherly love in the eyes of the older woman who’d hugged her before brushing back a strand of hair from her forehead. And he’d identified the squeals from the crowd of kids who’d swarmed her legs as the excitement of children whose favorite aunt had just arrived.


      Forgetting about his hangover, Mr. Mustache, and those sweet handlebars, he had spent the next hour covertly watching the festivities in the park. Smiling as Julia pushed a wild-haired boy with a Bluey Band-Aid on his dirty little knee on the merry-go-round—adorable. Curling his hands into tight fists while she played a rather harrowing game of flag football with her brothers, a group of men twice her size—anxiety-inducing. And sucking in a ragged breath when she wrapped her luscious lips around a hotdog—talk about shwing!


      Just that easily, Britt the Stalker had been born.


      He might have forgiven himself the voyeurism had that afternoon been the sum of it. But like jumping out of an airplane or hanging off the side of a mountain by a pencil-thin safety line, he'd been hooked once he’d tasted that sweet adrenaline.


      Now, he made it a point whenever he was CONUS—military speak for inside the continental U.S.—to get up early and grab the table in the far corner of Peet’s Coffee in South Riverside Plaza because, Monday through Friday, Julia O’Toole came in at precisely seven-thirty A.M. to order her standard cup of no-frills java.


      How had he learned this was her pre-work pitstop, you ask?


      To his utter shame, he’d followed her home from the park that first day and watched from down the block as she was greeted by two mangy-looking dogs and one loud-mouthed cat. The picture window in the front of her bungalow-style house had afforded him an unencumbered view of the large, gray parrot that had flown from its perch to alight on her shoulder. And when one of the animals had done something to make her smile, when he’d heard her soft laugh drift out through the screen door, he’d been transfixed.


      Captivated. Enthralled.


      He’d gone back the following morning because he’d told himself if he saw her in her boxy pantsuits, if he caught a glimpse of her badge, if he watched her walk into the FBI building, then the spell she’d cast over him the day before would be broken. He’d told himself if he could be reminded she was Agent O’Toole and not the sweet, Southside girl with a soft spot for rescue animals, he’d be able to go back to not dreaming about her when he was asleep and fantasizing about her when he was awake.


      Turns out, he thought now. I lied.


      Before she’d made it to the field office on Roosevelt Road, she’d stopped at Peet’s Coffee. And even in her pantsuit, even with her hair pulled tight into a bun and her sidearm poorly concealed in the shoulder harness beneath her jacket, she’d still been…


      Julia.


      Julia with the kind of face you’d see on the girl next door—the one who always waved as you passed by. Julia with the kind of fresh complexion that was soft and inviting, a natural sort of beauty that needed no enhancement. Julia with that direct, unfaltering gaze…behind which lay a mind as honed and precise as a steel trap.


      Far from being freed from the spell she’d cast over him, he’d been hooked.


      Hooked on catching a glimpse of her smile. Hooked on hearing the deep, sultry tone of her voice. Hooked on the warm, sweet scent of her perfume that seemed to linger even after she left the room.


      Which brings us to this morning and my spot here at the corner table.


      He liked the corner table because it was shadowed, hidden behind the condiments station, yet still afforded him a view of the counter, the cashier, and anyone who placed an order.


      You know, if he leaned to the side and wasn’t thwarted by an idiot in a three-piece suit standing in front of the jug of cream and checking his phone instead of getting on with it and moving the hell out of the way!


      Britt glowered up at the man.


      When Mr. Three-Piece felt Brit’s knife-sharp gaze, he quickly filled his cup with cream before scampering away in a pair of wingtips that probably cost more than the custom chrome exhaust Britt had recently installed on his motorcycle.


      “Agent O’Toole!” A deep voice broke through the hiss of the barista’s steaming wand and the low hum of conversation emanating from the coffee shop’s many patrons.


      Today’s cashier was Britt’s least favorite. Maybe because the asshole had hero hair, and any man who spent that much money on product was automatically suspicious in Britt’s book. Or maybe because the guy’s teeth were so perfectly straight and so blindingly white that Britt felt the need to slide on his sunglasses anytime the dickhead smiled. Or maybe—okay, most likely—because Julia flirted with the twatwaffle.


      Case in point…


      “Hey you!” Her grin was patently sexy. Britt loathed seeing it aimed at the bastard behind the counter. “Long time, no see.”


      “I keep telling you twenty-four hours is an eternity between visits.” Chaz shook his head. Yes, the bastard’s name was Chaz. Oh, the clichés abound! “I get off at noon. Want to meet me for lunch?”


      “You know I don’t mix business with pleasure.” Julia’s dark lashes fell to half-mast so her expression became decidedly…bedroom-y.


      Britt gripped his mug so hard he was surprised it didn’t shatter in his hands. He wanted to jump up and shout: Can’t you see he’s vain and vapid and sporting a micro-penis?


      Okay, so he’d had plenty of observation days to back up his vain and vapid assessment. The micro-penis? Pure speculation.


      Or maybe that’s just pure hope.


      A guy that good-looking must have at least one physical flaw. The universe believes in balance, right?


      “But we don’t work together,” Chaz countered, flashing her a grin that made his dimples wink.


      The woman in line behind Julia sighed like an actress in a melodrama, and Britt rolled his eyes so hard that he was surprised they stayed in their sockets.


      “In a way we do,” Julia insisted. “You’re the key to my success. Without you fueling me with caffeine, I’d be useless. And since I hunt bad guys for a living, surely you don’t want me off my game.”


      “Now that’s where you’re wrong.”


      Julia cocked her head.


      “I definitely want you regardless of your game.”


      An evil expression spread over Britt’s face, and at the same time, a blush spread over Julia’s. Her heightened color was accompanied by a dreamy look that alarmed Britt more than if she’d launched a grenade in his direction.


      Chaz is that guy, he thought, his jaw grinding so hard it was a miracle his molars didn’t turn to dust. The one begging to have all those pretty teeth rearranged by my fist.


      Once again, his legs had a mind of their own. They’d shoved him to a stand before he’d made the conscious decision to move. And since when it came to Julia his ability to control his impulses rested comfortably on the head of a pin, the only thing that stopped him from marching over to the counter and dragging Chaz across it so he could punch the asshat in the peanut pouch was the heavy hand that landed on his shoulder.


      “Busted.”


      Britt blinked in surprise to find Hewitt Birch standing beside him. His shock was partly because they were miles from the former-menthol-cigarette-factory-turned-custom-motorcycle shop that was their home. Partly because Hew was a recluse—when the guy wasn’t piloting a chopper in a country half a world away, he was in a corner somewhere with his nose buried in a book. But mostly because Britt hadn’t seen Hew come into the coffee shop.


      Which meant he’d been so focused on Julia that he’d completely abandoned his training.


      “What the hell are you doing on this side of town?” he demanded, feeling a crease form between his eyebrows.


      “Watching you watch Agent O’Toole with a broody stare that’s all covetous and hot,” Hew replied in that thick, Downeast Mainer accent that made most folks think he’d been born and raised in Boston.


      If Britt had been the blushing sort, he would’ve been red from his toes to the tips of his ears. Since he wasn’t, all he did was retake his seat and sullenly admit, “I’m already hating this conversation, and we’re only one sentence in.”


      Hew snorted and grabbed the chair next to Britt, easily lowering his substantial frame into it.


      Where Britt was lean and muscular, Hew was big and bulky. They both spent their fair share of time in the BKI outbuilding packed with gym equipment. But Britt chose exercises that honed his agility and endurance while Hew picked up heavy things and put them down again.


      “I couldn’t help noticing you’ve spent the last two weeks sneaking out at the crack of dawn to take the train to the other side of the city for a cup of coffee that’s not half as good as the stuff we brew back home.” Hew quirked an eyebrow two shades darker than the auburn hair on his head. “Am I right in assuming that’s due to one hot-to-trot fed?” He hitched his bearded chin in Julia’s direction.


      “Never assume, Hew. It makes an ass out of you and m⁠—”


      “Yeah, yeah.” Hew waved him off. “Stop with the diversion tactics and spill the tea. Or…the coffee, as the case may be.” Hew appeared pleased by his own wit. “Are you two secretly dating?”


      “No,” Britt hissed. “And keep your voice down. That accent of yours travels.”


      “I don’t have an accent. You have an accent.” Hew blinked when he realized they had gotten off-topic. Again. He pointed an accusing finger at Britt. “Diversion tactics! Stop it!”


      “Shhh!” Britt peeked beyond the condiments and didn’t know if he was relieved or ready to spit nails when he discovered Julia still deep in conversation with Mr. Hero Hair. “And no. Julia and I aren’t secretly dating.”


      “Then what are you doing here besides shooting eye daggers at Captain America working the register?”


      “If I tell you, you’ll think I’m crazy.”


      Hew snorted. “Hate to break it to you, brother, but you think jumping out of perfectly good planes is fun. We passed the exit to crazy miles ago.”


      No use lying. Bitt was caught red-handed. “I’ve been coming to…uh…see her.”


      Hew rubbed his hand over his short beard. “Now, see? When you say it like that, it sounds okay. Because when you say you’ve gone to see someone, people assume that means the person you went to see is seeing you too. But not once has that lovely little blond looked your way.” He hooked a thumb in Julia’s general direction. “And I can’t help but notice you’ve picked a rather strategic spot over here behind the condiments station.”


      Britt didn’t respond. But he knew his glare was sharp enough to cut.


      Unbothered, Hew grinned. Or what passed for a grin on Hew’s face, which was more just a quirk of the left side of his lips. “No need to look like someone shoved a cactus up your ass. Just tell me why you’re stalking an FBI agent.”


      And there it was. Said right out loud. The S-word.


      “I’m not stalking her.” The lie fell easily from Britt’s tongue. Unfortunately, it tasted like piss.


      “To borrow one of your favorite phrases…bullshit.”


      “Okay, fine. But it’s not what you think.”


      “I think she’s got a smile that could melt the brass off a doorknob. And I think one look at her makes your boy parts get bigger.”


      If the Earth’s crust had chosen that moment to crack open and swallow Britt whole, it would have been a kindness.


      Instead, Britt was left to grit his teeth. “So it is what you think. But it’s more than that. She…fascinates me. She’s got all these interesting pieces that don’t fit together. And I can’t stop myself from trying to solve the puzzle.”


      Hew’s eyes narrowed. “Care to elaborate?”


      “Not really. I’d like to forget we started this conversation.”


      “Humor me anyway. Unless you’d rather I got Agent O’Toole’s attention and—” Hew turned in Julia’s direction and cupped his hand around the side of his mouth like he was getting ready to shout her name. Britt astonished himself by punching Hew in the arm.


      “Don’t you dare,” he hissed.


      Hew lifted an unphased eyebrow. “Then give me a reason not to. I need something to make the trip out here worth it. And if you’re not willing to entertain me, then maybe the hottie with the body”—again he hooked a thumb in Julia’s direction—“will.”


      “Fine,” Britt spat.


      Hew crossed his arms, the picture of indolent interest.


      Sighing heavily, Britt decided that maybe if he admitted his reasons for following Julia, it would take away their power. Maybe if he said the words out loud and heard how ridiculous they sounded, her hold on him would loosen.


      “She’s…tough and no-nonsense, right?” They’d learned that much about her when she’d come into their lives while investigating a mass shooting at a senator’s house. “But she’s also this tenderhearted thing who collects stray animals like most folks collect Amazon boxes. She’s whip-smart, and yet she reads trashy sci-fi novels.” His words came quicker as he listed her quirks and qualities. “She pays attention to the most minuscule details when she’s on a case, but she’s a menace on the road. I’m convinced she’s paying attention to everything but the fact that she’s driving when she’s behind the wheel. If there’s a pothole, she finds it. If there’s a curb, she’ll hit it. She’s a mystery inside an enigma wrapped in a boxy pantsuit. And all I want is to figure her out.”


      For what felt like an eternity, Hew remained expressionless. Then he grinned—or, rather, that corner of his mouth quirked. “You like her,” Hew said.


      “She has more than two brain cells to rub together and is built like a brick shithouse.” Britt shrugged noncommittally. “What’s not to like?”


      “No.” Hew shook his head. “You like her like her. Like, hearts and flowers like her. Because if it were anything less, you wouldn’t be stalking the woman.”


      “Quit using that word.” A muscle ticked in Britt’s jaw.


      “Which one? Like or stalking?”


      “Now that I think of it, both.”


      “Quit liking her to the point of stalking her”—Hew shrugged as if it was just that easy—“and I will.”
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      You’re being paranoid, Julia scolded herself as the coffee shop’s glass door swung shut behind her and she was swept into the crowd on the busy sidewalk.


      She couldn’t shake the feeling someone was watching her, but she told herself the sensations were left over from her fifteen minutes of fame.


      After she’d uncovered the culprit behind the mass shooting at Senator McClean’s residence—the villain had turned out to be none other than the frickin’ senate minority leader—the press had hailed her as the hero of the hour, and they’d spent weeks hounding her for interviews. She hadn’t been able to leave her house for a while without some over-zealous reporter shoving a microphone in her face.


      But since the news cycle was the news cycle and kept spinning, she’d eventually gone from “breaking news” to “human interest story” to…nothing. And yet, she couldn’t shake the sensation she was lined up in someone’s crosshairs.


      Paranoia, she silently insisted. It’ll pass.


      Scrubbing a hand over the back of her neck, she shoved her disquiet aside and forced herself to take in the day and the city around her.


      Chicago…


      It was a place of contrasts: both beautiful and gritty, tranquil and chaotic.


      A construction site on the corner was noisy, with clanging metal and roaring machinery. But she could also hear an orchestra tuning up in Millenium Park—that green oasis amidst the concrete jungle.


      Fall was in the air. The earthy aroma of dying leaves mixed with the fresh, clean scent of the cool breezes that swept down from Canada.


      An hour earlier, the sun had peeked its head above the waters of Lake Michigan. Now, it cast its golden glow over the buildings, bathing them in that wonderful half-light that made everything seem magical.


      The sidewalk grew less crowded—and more uneven—as she continued south towards the FBI building. The tourists who thronged the streets closer to downtown, standing in line for a bag of Garrett’s Popcorn or snapping pictures of the iconic architecture, had no reason to wander this far past the river and⁠—


      The buzzing of her phone in her pocket wrenched her from her ruminations. Pulling out the device, she frowned at the screen when she saw who was calling.


      Dillan Douglas. Her partner.


      Also known as the pain that lives in my ass.


      Dealing with him required more caffeine than she currently had onboard. Which meant there was only one solution.


      Tipping back her coffee, she gulped down as much of the burning beverage as she could manage before she had to come up for air or risk a scalded esophagus.


      It wasn’t that Dillan was a bad agent. His interrogation skills were average and his investigative instincts were fair. She’d worked with better agents, and she’d certainly worked with worse.


      The problem was he thought he was god’s gift to the bureau.


      Which meant he hadn’t taken it well when she had been promoted to lead agent. And even though he’d managed to get over most of his pique in the handful of months since she’d assumed the position, he still didn’t afford her the respect her title deserved.


      But what’s new? she thought with a sigh of resignation. She’d spent her whole life having to prove herself worthy of the kind of recognition and regard guys like Dillan—guys like her father and brothers—were given as a matter of course just because they had the hair and the height and the jawlines of comic book heroes.


      When her phone buzzed again, she took another quick sip of coffee before thumbing on the device. “Hello?”


      “Where are you?”


      “Good morning to you too, Agent Douglas.”


      “We’ve worked together long enough to skip the pleasantries.” The annoyance in his tone was palpable.


      It took everything she had not to squeeze her coffee cup hard enough to pop off the top and have its remaining contents bursting forth in a geyser. But she reminded herself that the coffee was hot, and she didn’t feel like making a trip to Northwestern’s burn unit.


      Plus, you know, I still need the caffeine.


      “Okay. Consider the pleasantries skipped. What do you want?”


      “I want you to haul ass into the office. We just landed a new case, and you’ll never guess who might be involved.”


      Her pace quickened at the words “new case,” and she took the steps up to the front door of the FBI field building two at a time.


      She and Dillan had been given decidedly low-priority work after the massacre at Senator McClean's mansion. Their supervisor had said they couldn’t effectively work a big case with the press hot on their heels. Then, once the reporters moved on, he’d told them he wanted to give them time to decompress before throwing anything of genuine interest their way.


      Not to put too fine a point on it, but she’d been bored off her ass for weeks now.


      “I’ll bite,” she said as she ran her security badge through the checkpoint and nodded to the guard manning the front desk. “Who might be involved?”


      “None other than those custom motorcycle builders over on Goose Island. Small world, huh?”


      She didn’t bother answering as she stopped in front of the bank of elevators because, one, it was a rhetorical question. Two, she hadn’t exactly heard it since the moment Dillan had alluded to Black Knights Inc., her mind had tuned out what he was saying so it could fill itself with images of one particular man.


      Army Ranger turned motorcycle mechanic, Britt Rollins had become…well…a bit of an obsession. She’d spent many an hour after work—and usually after a glass or two of wine—remembering how absolutely delicious he’d looked in his jeans, biceps-hugging T-shirts, and biker boots.


      He wasn’t as drop-dead gorgeous as his coworker Fisher Wakefield, or as big and built as the Black Knight who’d introduced himself to her as Hewitt Birch. But there was just…something about Sergeant Rollins.


      Maybe it was the way the jagged scar across his temple turned his otherwise comfortably handsome face into a visage that was as compelling as it was intimidating. Maybe it was the unique sound of his accent. It wasn’t the slow drawl so many associated with the South, but something softer. Something rounder. He avoided the final and middle R sounds in words so that the English language hit the ear the same way tupelo honey hit the tongue.


      She’d done some digging on him.


      Yes, I used my position within the FBI to pull his records. So sue me.


      There had been frustratingly little to discover, however. She’d found out he’d been born and raised in Charleston, South Carolina, which explained the accent since the city's language had been affected by the local African-American Gullah dialect as well as different European influences.


      Yes, I looked that up too.


      She’d discovered he’d lost both of his parents when he’d been too young to experience such tragedy. And she’d unearthed that his brother was a bit of a ne’er-do-well.


      But when it came to his military service? When it came to figuring out what had put that hard glint in his crystal-blue eyes or that tough cant to his jaw?


      Nada. Zero. Zilch.


      His file had been redacted six ways from Sunday. Which actually told her all she needed to know.


      He’d seen action. The hard kind. The bloody kind.


      For whatever reason, that just made him even more fantasy-worthy.


      And boy-oh-boy, had she fantasized. In fact, she should go ahead and name her vibrator Sergeant Rollins since he’d been the sole inspiration behind the tool’s use for the past few months.


      “Are you still there?”


      Dillan’s voice pulled her from her reverie. She realized she’d missed the elevator and had to re-push the button.


      “Still here. Headed up. See you in sixty seconds.” She hung up without signing off and then took three slow breaths to calm her racing heart before stepping into the elevator.


      Her reaction to the idea of seeing Britt Rollins again was silly. He was just a man. She’d grown up in a house full of men. She worked in a field that was predominantly populated by men.


      They’re not all that.


      Except…something told her the sergeant was different.


      “Yo!” Dillan said as soon as the silver door slid open onto their floor. He had his tablet in hand. The screen shined into his face and highlighted the eager glint in his eye. “This is a good one. A real Harrison Ford-type deal.”


      She blinked, wondering what Han Solo had to do with the Black Knights and their new case.


      When Dillan saw her confusion, he rolled his eyes. “As in The Fugitive.”


      “Oh.” She nodded, reminding herself that Harrison Ford was famous for roles outside the Star Wars universe.


      With a practiced ease, she made her way through the maze of cubicles to the corner cubby she shared with Dillan. The movies made it look like FBI agents had private offices and wide wooden desks. But the reality was that America was a big business and treated its federal police force like most corporations treated their employees. They were packed in like sardines to optimize the workspace and minimize the overhead.


      Sinking into her rolling chair, she absently tossed her fanny pack into the side drawer of her plain, metal desk—she’d never understood the appeal of a purse—and looked expectantly at Dillan as he took his place at the opposite desk.


      Most days, she wasn’t hyped about the idea of staring at his too-handsome face for eight to ten hours straight. But today, his excitement was contagious. She found herself leaning toward him eagerly. “Okay. Give it to me. What are we dealing with?”
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      Black Knights Inc., Goose Island


      


      Remember that thing Britt said about finding a home at Black Knights Inc. and feeling like those who worked there were family?


      He took it back.


      They weren’t family. Quite the contrary. He wanted to run upstairs, grab his trusty sidearm, and start shooting them all…in the legs—they needed maiming, not killing. Besides, if they were busy staunching blood and gritting their teeth against pain, they wouldn’t have time to give him any more shit.


      And boy howdy, nobody was better at dishing out shit than the Black Knights.


      On the train ride back to their side of town, Britt had repeatedly threatened Hewitt with great bodily harm should Hew decide to out him and his current…um…preoccupation with one Agent Julia O’Toole. But no matter how precise and inventive Britt’s threats had been, Hew hadn’t agreed to keep quiet.


      In fact, Hew hadn’t agreed to anything.


      He’d simply popped his AirPods into his ears, pulled a tattered paperback copy of Paulo Coelho’s The Alchemist from his back pocket, and ignored Britt for the entirety of the ride.


      Britt had considered snatching the book from Hew’s hands and tossing it out the window. But he quite liked his nose the way it was—namely, not broken—and so he’d been forced to sit back and hope beyond hope Hew would have mercy.


      He should have known better.


      He was pretty sure Hew and mercy were listed as antonyms in the thesaurus.


      The minute the two of them walked through BKI’s front door, Hew had hooked a thumb over his shoulder toward Britt and announced, “You’ll never guess what I found this sonofabitch up to!”


      “Did you wake up and take an asshole pill this morning?” Britt had demanded, his hands curling into fists.


      Hew had wiggled his eyebrows. “No need for supplements. I come by it naturally.” And then Hew had filled everyone in on how he’d caught Britt, to use Hew’s word, “mid-stalk.”


      Now, Britt found himself seated at the large island in the kitchen while everyone who’d been onsite during Hew’s big announcement took turns asking him questions and relentlessly teasing him.


      He wanted to crawl under the tall, metal bistro table in the corner or disappear into the brick walls. But there was nowhere to hide from his colleagues.


      “You’re stalking an FBI agent?” Ozzie, an original Knight and their current tech guru, stared at him wide-eyed. Britt couldn’t tell if Ozzie was impressed or appalled. “Damn, bro. The balls on you would shame a rhino.”


      Okay, so he’s impressed.


      Too bad it wasn’t the kind of admiration Britt wanted.


      “I take exception to Hew describing it as stalking.” His jaw was clenched so hard he marveled he could speak at all.


      “And what name would you give to the action of a man following a woman around, unbeknownst to her, and watching her with a look in his eye that says he’d like to club her over the head caveman-style and drag her by her hair back to his lair?” Hew countered while happily breaking a freshly baked blueberry muffin in half and smearing each side with a generous portion of butter.


      The old menthol cigarette factory was a wonderful mix of homey and industrial. Out in the shop, the smell of grease, fresh auto paint, and metal shavings permeated the air. But inside the kitchen, the scents were familiar and comforting. The earthy kick of too-strong coffee mixed with the sweeter aromas of warm pastries.


      Eliza Meadows—soon to be Eliza Wakefield because she’d said yes when Fisher Wakefield had popped the question—could put together mission parameters, give them a dissertation-worthy lecture on global politics, and hobnob with D.C.’s glitterati without batting a lash. But it was a well-known fact her favorite pastime was puttering around the kitchen, cooking up tasty delights worthy of the blue ribbon at any county fair.


      “Of all the times you could have chosen to pull your nose out of a book and string more than twelve words together, why’d you pick today?” Britt glared at Hew.


      “Ah, ah, ah.” Hew wagged a finger. “Nice try. But answering a question with a question is the oldest trick in the book.” He thickened his accent. “And I ain’t falling for it.”


      “I’m observing her,” Britt declared with a sniff. Then he attempted to succor his sorrows by shoving a strawberry tart between his lips.


      The taste was so divine his eyes tried to roll back in his head.


      Unfortunately, despite the comfort of the pastry, his sorrows were still happily ensconced in their front-row seats. Mostly thanks to Boss, who, as his nickname suggested, had been the brains and brawn behind the birth of Black Knights Inc. Frank “Boss” Knight had handpicked the original twelve members, had taken over running the civilian side of things once the former president no longer needed the OG crew, and still helped Britt and his teammates out whenever the occasion arose. In short, he had been and ostensibly still was…the boss.


      “Observing her implies you have some professional or scientific curiosity.” Boss’s low, guttural voice was made for radio. FYI, the man had a face made for radio, too. His features were as blunt as a closed fist. Considering the unnatural flatness across the bridge of his nose, Britt assumed many closed fists had made them that way. “So tell us, what is it about Agent O’Toole that you find professionally or scientifically curious?”


      “Is it the way her bottom fills out those slacks she wears?” This from Sam Harwood, the former Marine Raider and current target of Britt’s heated stare. “Or is it ’cause you like waxing your axe while fantasizing ’bout her putting her cuffs on you?”


      Closing his eyes, Britt prayed to any god who would listen to take pity on him.


      “Not to risk putting another frown line on your already crowded forehead,” Eliza chimed in gently, “but if you like her, why haven’t you asked her out? I know you aren’t suffering from a lack of confidence. I’ve seen you pick up dozens of bar bunnies over the years. So why all the subterfuge now?”


      Britt donned what he hoped was the facial equivalent of a chalkboard that’d been wiped clean. “Who says I like her?”


      “Please.” Sam snorted. “There’s no putting the jam back in that jar. You wouldn’t be skulking around after a woman you didn’t like.”


      Britt considered telling Sam to go do something with himself that was anatomically impossible. Instead, he took the high road—go me!


      “Fine. You all caught me. I was impressed by how she handled herself during the Senator McClean case. And if I hadn’t happened to run into her again the morning I rode down south to look at some handlebars, then things would have ended there. But I did run into her again. She was off-duty, wearing street clothes, and hanging out at this park with her family. I found myself…intrigued by her.”


      Sam snorted. “Intrigued.” He made air quotes. “Said every stalker who ever lived.”


      “Fine.” Britt tossed his hands in the air. “So I like her. She’s pretty and smart. But she’s also a fed.” He stressed the last word. “Give the woman an hour in this place, and she’ll figure out we’re a hell of a lot more than a bike-building outfit. So, since I can’t ask her out, I’ve been doing the next best thing: sneaking a few glimpses of her when I get the chance. Is that so wrong?”


      “There’s nothing that says you can’t date a federal agent,” Eliza countered. “Hunter married one.”


      Hunter Jackson had been the first of the Knights version 2.0 to have fallen ass over teakettle into that crazy little thing called love. But there was one crucial difference between Hunter and Britt that Eliza wasn’t taking into account.


      “Correct.” He nodded. “Hunter married her. As his wife, she is duty-bound to keep his secrets. But there’s no guarantee that’d be the case with Julia once I’ve scratched this itch and sent her on her way.”


      Eliza frowned. “You act like sending her on her way is a foregone conclusion. Who’s to say you won’t take a page out of Hunter’s book?”


      The snort that burst from him shocked him with its force. “Me,” he managed once he’d gotten himself under control. “I say. I know you’re all”—he waved a hand to indicate the gathered group—“so annoyingly in love that you can’t imagine anyone not wanting what you have. But marriage? Kids? Happily ever after?” He scoffed. “I’m sorry, but have you met me?”


      Boss crossed his big arms over his even bigger chest. “That’s what we all said.” He dragged his coverall-wearing wife, Becky—who’d been blessedly silent up to that point—under his arm and planted a kiss atop her head. Since she was more than a foot shorter than he was, he had to bend down to do it. “I’d resigned myself to being a bachelor for life until this one came along.”


      Becky plucked a red Dum Dum lollipop out of her mouth and pointed it at Britt. “I never thought I wanted a ring on my finger or a bunch of ragamuffins running around my house. But then I met the big guy here”—she patted Boss’s chest—“and everything changed. You’ll start singing a different tune when you find the right one. And who knows? Maybe Agent O’Toole is the right one.”


      The mere thought had cold sweat breaking out on Britt’s brow. “Nope.” He shook his head. “Not me. Not ever.”


      Every face in the room morphed into a frown. But it was Sam who asked, “Why not?”


      Before Britt could answer, Fisher Wakefield, former Delta Force officer and Britt’s brother from another mother—aka: his best friend—walked into the kitchen while running a hand through his shower-damp hair. He came to a stop when he sensed the odd atmosphere. “Uh. What did I miss?”


      “Britt’s been stalking Agent O’Toole,” Hew said around a mouthful of muffin.


      Britt refrained from smacking his forehead into his palm. But the temptation was there.


      An evil grin slowly spread over Fish’s face. “Why, Britton Daniel Rollins. How absolutely scandalous of you.”


      Oh, god. Not the government name.


      Britt braced himself for whatever scathing witticism was next poised to come out of Fish’s mouth. Thankfully, he was spared the mortification when his phone jangled to life in his pocket.


      One look at the screen told him it was Rafer Connelly at the front gate.


      “Saved by the bell.” Eliza smiled at him softly.


      “Right.” He nodded, but his expression was the epitome of sarcasm. So was his tone when he added, “Everything is coming up Britt!”


      Eliza’s smile turned sympathetic. Then she squealed when Fisher swept her off her feet to press a smacking kiss on her lips.


      For years the two of them had bickered like they were getting paid for every insult. But ever since they’d admitted their animosity was really L.O.V.E, they’d been on each other like cold on ice cream.


      It was annoying.


      And adorable.


      But mostly annoying.


      “Put me down, you big oaf!” Eliza swatted Fish on the shoulder, but there was no real force behind it.


      “Fine.” Fisher lowered her slowly, letting her body drag against his so that by the time Eliza’s feet hit the floor, her cheeks were flaming red. “You woke up on the bossy side of the bed this morning, huh?”


      The smile she slanted him was pure seduction. “You love it.”


      Fish’s return grin was that of a man who’d gotten everything he wanted out of life. “Yeah, I do. I really do.”


      “Ugh.” Sam rolled his eyes. “Get a room.”


      Fish frowned at Sam. “Don’t yuck our yum just because you’re cranky that your girlfriend is out of town again.”


      Sam’s girlfriend, a purple-haired computer whiz named Hannah, was employed by the Cyber Crimes Division of the DOD. She’d recently been working on cases that required her to travel. It was a situation that made Sam—who was otherwise a pretty amiable guy—decidedly grouchy.


      Sam opened his mouth to answer, but Britt didn’t stick around to hear it. Instead, he quickly made his way to the door and thumbed on his phone.


      “What’s up, Rafe?” Before Rafe could answer, Britt grimaced and added, “Sweet Jesus. Is there anything in your Spotify account that doesn’t make me want to take a bath with a toaster?”


      The Connelly brothers, the four huge, freckled native Chicagoans who took shifts manning the gate, were great at their jobs. They were never late. They never complained about the long hours or the boredom that was occasionally followed by bursts of excitement or gunfire. And they could tell jokes better than standup comedians.


      But they had shit taste in music. Geralt was a fan of jazz. Manus preferred death metal. Toran had recently gotten into a musical genre called “folktronica.” And Rafer? Well, Rafe blared nothing but yacht rock.


      The dulcet tones of Rupert Holmes singing his one-hit wonder “Escape” drifted over the open connection.


      Not that Britt couldn’t appreciate some soft-sational seventies tunes. But he’d always thought “Escape”—otherwise known as “The Pina Colada Song”—was complete garbage.


      I mean, they both set out to cheat on each other. And then, when they catch each other, they just laugh and act like their mutual deception is nothing?


      Ignoring him, Rafer announced, “You’ve got company.”


      Britt hurried out to the shop, where a monitor was mounted on the wall beside the front door. The screen was tuned to the security feed at the front gate.


      He squinted at the two figures on the feed. The first was a woman huddled in a light jacket. The second was a man leaning an arm casually into the window of the guard house.


      But not just any man. Britt’s brother.


      Knox had gone missing soon after being released from his last stint in the pen.


      On the one hand, Britt was relieved to see him alive and kicking. The last time they’d talked, Knox had been amped about some new venture, and Britt had assumed the next word he’d hear about his brother was when Knox was either back inside the big house or dead. On the other hand, he was filled with a deep sense of dread. Because as much as it pained him to admit it, Knox’s sudden arrival could mean only one thing.


      Trouble.
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      Sabrina Greenlee wrapped her arms around herself to keep her heart from flying out of her chest.


      She hoped, however, that anyone looking at her would simply think she was attempting to stop the cool north wind from tunneling under the hem of the jacket she’d stolen off the rack at that truck stop in Indiana.


      Yes, stolen.


      I’m a thief.


      Discounting the M&M’s she’d taken from a gas station when she was three—and that didn’t count because she’d been too young to understand how commerce worked—she’d never swiped anything in her life. However, in the last twenty-four hours, she’d stolen more things than she could count.


      Okay, that wasn’t true. She’d kept count.


      She wasn’t sure why. If she’d been religious, she would’ve said it was so she could ask God for forgiveness for each and every transgression. If she’d been a kleptomaniac, she would’ve said it was so she could relive the thrill of the crimes. But since she was neither, she supposed she’d kept a mental tally because she told herself if she lived through this ordeal, she would go back and repay the people and places she’d wronged. Put some change back into her karma bank.


      You know, get right with the world.


      To the elderly gentleman who’d offered them a ride, she’d tell him exactly where they’d left his car. After Knox had kicked the man out at a crossroads, they’d proceeded north until the old sedan had run out of gas. Knox had coasted the vehicle off the country lane into a stand of trees. Chances were, it would remain hidden there unless someone happened upon it.


      She could make whole the roadside cafe where she and Knox had dined and dashed—well, Knox had dined. She’d only dashed because she’d been too sick with terror and grief to keep anything down. Neither of them had had cash or credit cards on them. But even if she’d had her Visa, Knox would not have allowed her to use it.


      No paper trail.


      That was rule number one when going on the lam.


      Ha! Her snort, even though it existed only in her head, was tinged with hysteria. Look at me! Acting like I know the rules of being a fugitive.


      Scenes from Thelma and Louise ran through her head. Then she decided that wasn’t a good comparison since Knox was a guy.


      We’re more like Bonnie and Clyde, she decided. Then she felt light-headed because Thelma, Louise, Bonnie, and Clyde all died.


      Are there any movies where two people on the run from the law both make it out alive?


      None sprung to mind, which made the sick sensation in the bottom of her stomach start swirling.


      She forced her attention back to her list of injured parties. Recounting her sins was better than contemplating her potential demise.


      There’d been the truck driver who’d taken them through Kentucky. Knox had stolen forty dollars from the guy’s glovebox when they’d stopped for gas. There was the convenience store clerk she’d distracted with inane conversation so Knox could pocket two Snickers bars without getting caught. And last but not least, there was the truck stop that was missing one cheap, plastic rain jacket.


      It’d been nearly eighty degrees the night they left Charleston.


      Ha again! Left Charleston? It's more like we ran for our lives.


      But she’d bet it was in the fifties here in Chicago. And the wind had a definite bite, a cold, sharp-fanged warning of what would come in the next few months.


      She concentrated on that, on her physical discomfort, as they waited for Knox’s brother to exit the large, three-story factory building that sat like an insolent, brick-faced king behind the tall iron gate. If she focused on how much her head hurt and how every subtle gust of wind tried to cut her to the bone, she could forget the horror and grief that turned a knife in her heart and slashed relentlessly at her gut.


      My god, Cooper…


      She didn’t dare close her eyes. If she did, she knew what she’d see playing against the backs of her eyelids. Her brother’s last moments, his last act—one of stupidity and heroism.


      If she pictured that, she’d give in to her heaving stomach and throw up the partial Snickers she’d eaten because Knox had threatened to shove it down her throat if she didn’t put it there herself.


      Don’t think about it. Don’t think about it.


      It had been her refrain since Charleston.


      Don’t think about the abuse you suffered at the hands of that man.


      Don’t think about the awful way your brother died.


      Don’t think about it. Don’t think about it.


      She stared hard at the factory building, so hard without blinking that by the time the front door opened, her eyeballs burned like her tears had turned to kerosene and someone had lit a match.


      “Breathe.” Knox pushed away from the guardhouse’s window to throw an arm over her shoulders. “We made it. Britt will help us.”


      She swallowed past the lump in her throat and nodded, never taking her eyes off the handsome, fit fellow who strode toward them with purpose. She noted the scuffed biker boots, the black leather jacket, and the T-shirt beneath that sported an image of Wolverine and Deadpool with their arms thrown around each other. Printed below the image was one word: Besties.


      In any other circumstance, she would’ve smiled. In this circumstance, she knew if she allowed her face the freedom to move, it would crumble, and then she’d be done for.


      Don’t think about it. Don’t think about it.


      Britt Rollins resembled Knox in many ways. The brothers had the same lean, muscular build, the same mop of wavy, messy hair, and the same eyes—icy blue, so light they were almost eerie. But that’s where the similarities ended.


      Knox had the hard look of a man who’d done serious time. Sunken cheeks. Perpetually pinched mouth. And Britt? Well, except for the mean-looking scar that zigzagged across his temple pseudo Harry Potter-style, Britt looked like the kind of guy she might let buy her a drink at a bar. He was handsome in an understated way that made a woman feel simultaneously intrigued and safe.


      Of course, when he got close enough, she realized he was far from safe. His expression might be polite and easy, but the harsh flash of his eyes was neither. And when he slipped through the gate after it clanged open on its track, the shift of his muscles assured her there wasn’t a hint of softness about him.


      Except for maybe the curling of his lashes and the full, almost pouty curve of his lower lip.


      She expected him to smile, hug Knox, and welcome them in. When he did none of that, when he simply tilted his head to the side and said lowly, “Hello, brother,” the sour taste of fear filled her mouth.


      Or, more accurately, refilled her mouth. She’d been terrified for the last two days. Ever since those three men burst into Cooper’s house and dragged them into the back room kicking and screaming.


      Well, to be clear Knox had been kicking. Cooper had been screaming. She’d simply twisted against the heavy hands that had grabbed her arms. She’d been too shocked to kick, too stunned to scream.


      “Hey, little brother,” Knox said now. “How ya been?”


      “Livin’ the dream.” Britt’s piercing blue gaze slid from Knox to Sabrina. He didn’t try to hide the speculation and the calculation in his eyes, and she suddenly felt like an insect pinned to the corkboard of some kid’s science fair project.


      Had Knox been too quick to believe his brother would help them? Had they made the journey for nothing? And if they had, what next? Canada? Mexico?


      Her mind jumped from one worst-case scenario to the next until the seconds slowed and became small eternities wherein she wanted to scream. Wanted to cry. Wanted to run in front of the next city bus because then she could stop being so scared, so horrifically sad, so⁠—


      “Who’s this?” Britt inquired of his brother, but he was still eyeing Sabrina. It was clear he expected her to answer.


      She swallowed and extended a hand. When he accepted it, he must have felt how much it shook because his eyes narrowed ever so slightly, and a look of unease tightened the skin across his face.


      “Sabrina Greenlee,” she whispered, wondering if she looked as bad as she felt. Because she felt like a colony of vampires had snacked on her, drained her of all but the last of her life force. “Nice to meet you. Knox has told me so much about you.”


      “Well, that makes one of us,” Britt said, and something softened in his face as he watched her will herself to keep standing. Then his nostrils flared as he turned back to his brother. “So, you want to tell me what this sudden visit is about?”


      “I do.” Knox’s arm once more went around her shoulders. His subtle, not-so-gentle squeeze told her to keep it together for a little longer. “Invite us in, and I will.”


      Britt hesitated. Not for long, but it was enough time for Sabrina to catch the subtle flex of his jaw.


      He doesn’t want us here, she admitted with a sinking sensation.


      Then, she breathed a sigh of relief when, with a dip of his chin, Britt said, “Sure. Come on in.”


      He went to turn away, but Knox stopped him with, “Hold on. Don’t I get a hug?”


      When Britt swung back, he wore an expression Sabrina couldn’t read. Seriously, the man epitomized the phrase poker face. Then he stepped forward and pulled Knox into a hug.


      She moved aside to give the men room but didn’t move so far away that she missed how Britt closed his eyes when he held his brother close. Nor did she miss the look of resignation on his face when he pulled away and turned for the gate.


      She understood.


      Resigned is how she would describe her relationship with her own brother. It’s what happens to a person when they’ve been disappointed repeatedly. It’s what happens when hope dwindles to disappointment and eventually melts into a sort of apathy.


      How many times had she begged Cooper to straighten out his life? How many times had he promised he would only to call her in the middle of the night to tell her he’d been arrested?


      She’d bet Britt had experienced the same.


      Except…the difference between her and Britt Rollins was that Britt might still get a chance to see his brother make good. She never would.


      Cooper was dead.


      Dead.


      No, not just dead. Murdered.


      Don’t think about it.


      As she followed the brothers past the gate and into the factory grounds, she distracted herself from her thoughts by forcing her attention to her surroundings.


      Off to the west sat a squat little cottage. She wondered if it’d been home to the factory foreman back when the place had been…well, whatever it had originally been. Off to the east was that imposing brick wall that surrounded the entirety of the grounds. It rose ten feet and was topped by military-grade razor wire. And directly in front of them was the massive metal door that acted as the factory building’s front entry.


      When Britt turned the handle, it made a strange clank and a hiss, and she wondered what activated the locking mechanism.


      Then, all thoughts were pushed into the back of her mind because Britt led them inside, and she was instantly hit with sensory overload.


      The space was cavernous, with soaring three-story ceilings and massive windows letting in the morning's light. The motorcycle shop spread out before her. Bikes in various stages of assembly sat atop narrow metal tables. There was a glass-walled cubby at the back where a woman in pink coveralls spray-painted a gas tank hanging from a hook in the ceiling. And a giant machine near the outer wall cut into a length of sheet metal.


      In front of the workshop sat a double row of custom-made motorcycles that didn’t look like anything she’d ever seen riding down the road. They were too fantastical. Too colorful. Too chromed out and complicated to be labeled anything but art.


      When Knox told her his brother built custom motorcycles in Chicago, she’d expected to arrive in the City of Broad Shoulders to see a typical mechanic’s shop. You know, the prefab building that’d been weathered by time. The rusty sign proclaiming the place’s purpose. The no-frills parking lot filled with the vehicles of customers and mechanics alike.


      She’d been more than a little surprised to see instead the grand, brick building protected by the guardhouse and surrounded by a brick wall that would’ve made the Qin Dynasty proud.


      But she got it now.


      Boy-howdy, did she.


      The tools, machines, and motorcycles housed within the walls of Black Knights Inc. had to be worth more than most folks would see in ten lifetimes.


      Twisting her head, she noted the metal staircase as it rose to an open area on the second floor. She could see a long conference table beyond the iron railing as well as some rather impressive-looking electronics. To her left was a narrow hallway. Motorcycle license plates covered its brick walls. All were rusty and aged and looked like they belonged in an antique shop.


      The smell of grinding metal and high-gloss auto paint wafted from the direction of the workshop. But she would swear that beneath those scents she could detect something sweeter, like sugar and cream and hot, melting butter. It emanated from the direction of the hall, and she wondered if the passageway led to a kitchen.


      Croissants, she realized. The smell reminded her of the croissants they baked at her favorite coffeehouse back home.


      A sudden pang tore through her stomach. It wasn’t hunger, though. It was homesickness.


      Would she ever return to Charleston? To those flood-prone cobblestone streets and the quiet marshes packed with water primrose and alligator weed?


      Would she ever return to her clients? To the people who depended on her to keep them trending on TikTok and Instagram so their products continued to fly off the shelves?


      And yes, it was insane to be thinking about her job when she’d had a pistol jammed into her mouth, when her brother was dead, when she was running for her life from a group of men who’d made her their enemy simply because she’d been in the wrong place at the wrong time. But there was a part of her that hoped this whole thing could be cleared up and she could go back.


      Was that wishful thinking?


      As the hours wore on, she began to suspect so.


      She began to suspect that night at Cooper’s house was what Gen Z-ers called a “canon event.” There was her life before, and there would be her life after.


      If I even have an after.


      “Love iiisss all around you!” Someone sang from the second floor, pulling her from her ever-spiraling thoughts.


      The sights and smells inside the old brick building were overwhelming. But they were nothing compared to the noise.


      If Sabrina had been asked to describe the sound of chaos, she would have detailed Black Knights Inc.'s auditory overwhelm.


      “Love Song” by Tesla blared from speakers on the second floor. The music was accompanied by the rather lovely—but earsplittingly loud—voice of the faceless, nameless singer. A guy with a handheld grinder worked on a tailpipe, sending out sparks and shrieks of sound. An intermittent hiss came from the sprayer in the hands of the woman in the paint corner, a feral growl of what sounded like a blender came from somewhere down the hallway, and that blasted machine cutting sheet metal whined ceaselessly.


      She was tempted to cover her ears but was interrupted when a giant man with a buzzcut and what seemed to be a bad attitude—if his expression was anything to go by—materialized in front of her. She blinked into his merciless face and decided he’d look right at home guarding the gates of hell.
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