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        The greatest threat to our planet is the belief that someone else will save it.

        —Robert Swan
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        Red Delilah’s Biker Bar, Chicago, Illinois

      

      

      “Ya know how they say a watched pot never boils? The same is true for cell phones. Ya keep starin’ at that thing and it’ll never ring.”

      Samuel Harwood turned his phone facedown on the table. “Sorry. Just a little distracted tonight.”

      Which was an odd thing for a man famous for his focus to say. A man who’d become one of the deadliest Marine Raider snipers ever to graduate the program because he had the rare ability to concentrate on a fixed point for hours on end.

      Apparently, he wasn’t the only one who found his absent-mindedness unusual. Fisher, his teammate at Black Knights Inc., lifted an eyebrow. Fisher’s signature Louisiana drawl sounded round and sonorous compared to the flat Midwestern accents heard around the bar. “Anything ya want to share with the group?”

      “Nah.” Sam shook his head. “It’s nothing.”

      Or it’d be nothing if she’d just text me back.

      “Hmm.” Fisher narrowed his eyes. “That hang-dog expression says otherwise. Looks like you’re sufferin’ from a bad case of woe-is-mes. Careful there, brother, those can be fatal.”

      “Leave him alone, Fish.” Eliza reached across the table to smack Fisher’s arm. “Just because we live and work together doesn’t mean you have the right to shove your nose in everyone’s business.”

      “Says the woman who knows everything about everyone,” Fisher countered. “I mean, ya could probably tell me what color underwear I’m wearin’ and what I had for breakfast this mornin’.”

      “Your underwear is black because that’s the only color you own. And no.” She lifted a finger when Fisher opened his mouth to say something salacious. “I haven’t been snooping through your dresser drawers because I have some sort of weird boxer-brief fetish. We share a laundry room, and you have a bad habit of leaving your clothes in the dryer.”

      “Add that to the list of transgressions ya keep against me,” Fisher grinned at her. “Lazy launderer.”

      “As for what you had for breakfast.” She ignored him as she continued. “It was biscuits and gravy. I know that because I made it. And it’s not that I know everything about everyone. It’s just that I have an eye for detail. Which is undoubtedly one of the reasons you all decided to hire me.”

      “We”—Fisher pointed to his own chest and then indicated the gathered group of covert operators—“didn’t have any say in that. As I recollect, la jefa herself insisted ya be brought in under pressure from your dear ol’ daddy.”

      If indignation had a face, it would’ve been Eliza’s. “Are you saying nepotism is the only reason I’m here? If you don’t think I’m pulling my weight, Fish, I’d be happy to hear what you think I should be—”

      “Now, hang on a minute.” Fisher had the good sense to interrupt. Then he proved he didn’t have any sense at all when he added, “Don’t go gettin’ your panties in a wad.”

      Eliza’s top lip curled until her teeth showed. “I despise that phrase.”

      “Likely ’cause ya got a bit a class and talk of a person’s britches goes beyond the pale.” The last three words were said in a posh, East Coast accent that mimicked Eliza’s. She opened her mouth to let him have it, but he rushed ahead. “My point wasn’t that you’re not good at your job. My point was that none of us had any say in the matter. That’s all.”

      “Well, thank you so much for clearing that up.” Her tone was the same one she’d have used had Fisher insulted all her ancestors.

      Fisher Wakefield and Eliza Meadows were oil and water. Except, instead of not mixing, they mixed it up on the reg. The two of them couldn’t be in the same room without bickering like siblings stuck in the backseat of the family Volkswagen on a long summer road trip.

      Which, if Sam was being honest, was part of the charm of Black Knights Inc. The people who lived and worked there were more than coworkers or colleagues. They were family. The only family he’d ever known since he’d been the only son of a couple of South Side methheads and since his ex-wife had been little more than a stranger who’d accepted his ring and lived in his off-base condo for a short period of time.

      His parents had spent his formative years cooking up the poor man’s coke in the abandoned warehouse down the road from their shitty apartment. Which meant he’d been left to raise himself.

      Feral. That was a good word to describe his pre-pubescent self. Neglected and helpless and malnourished all worked too. In fact, were it not for his high school baseball coach seeing something in him and giving him a purpose, he might’ve ended up another sad South Side statistic.

      Lucky for him, instead of slinging dope he’d learned to sling curveballs. Not well enough to make it to the Majors, but well enough to get his team to the state playoffs two years running. Which is where he’d met a Marine Corps recruiter. Which is how he’d become a Raider. Which is the reason he’d popped up on Madam President’s radar when she’d been looking to put together her very own fast-action response team.

      And, yes, somewhere in the middle of that he’d popped the question, walked down the aisle—er, the steps at the courthouse—and tried as an adult to build what he’d never had as a kid. But that’d been little more than a blip on the radar of his life, over before it’d even begun. And his ex-wife certainly hadn’t filled the hole left behind by his lackluster upbringing.

      Which brings us full circle, all the way back to Black Knights Inc.

      Sam celebrated the day two Secret Service agents knocked on the door of his quarters in Camp Lejeune and told him the leader of the free world was making him an offer he couldn’t refuse. He celebrated because that offer hadn’t just given him the opportunity to do the kind of work he’d always dreamed of doing—taking on the missions that were too hard, too hot, or too politically unwise for the armed forces or the alphabet soup of American agencies to handle—but it’d also made him part of a family.

      A loud, sarcastic, often quarrelsome family. But a family all the same.

      And sure, there were times he missed the routine and regimentation of the Marine Corp. Missed the structure and the stability that came from working under a strict chain of command. But he wouldn’t trade the time he’d spent at BKI or the relationships he’d built there for anything.

      The Marine Corp had given him people to fight beside. Black Knights Incorporated had given him people to fight for.

      Turning his attention away from Fisher and Eliza, he avoided reaching for his phone by forcing himself to focus on his environment. On the clink of beer bottles and the smooth, driving beats of Chris Stapleton crooning from the jukebox. On the leather and denim covering the clientele packed into the place because it was 10PM on a Saturday night and everyone who was anyone in Chicago’s biker scene considered Red Delilah’s the place to be. On the aromas of hops and barley mixed with the saltier, earthier smell of the crushed peanut shells strewn across the floor.

      Red Delilah’s Biker Bar was a home away from home for the Black Knights. Owned by the wife of one of the original BKI operators, it was just about the only place where a group of big, bearded, leather-wearing men could gather without drawing attention to themselves. In fact, at Red Delilah’s the Knights were just another band of tattooed, motorcycle-riding guys in a room full of tattooed, motorcycle-riding guys.

      Okay, that’s not exactly true.

      It was still tough to blend in when every woman within thirty feet couldn’t stop sneaking peeks their way. Blame it on Fisher, who looked like he should be on billboards hocking designer jockey shorts. Or Britt Rollins, who had the kind of boy-next-door face that made women want to ruffle his hair before taking him home to bounce up and down on his lap. Or Hewitt Burch, who’d been told he looked like Sam Heughan’s beefier, handsomer brother. Or Graham Colburn, whose six-feet-five-inches of hardpacked muscle and dark, fulminating stares drew women in like moths to the flame. Or Hunter Jackson, who was…

      Currently lip-locked with his fiancée.

      Sam rolled his eyes at the couple snugged into the corner of the large booth the crew appropriated anytime they came to the bar. It afforded them unimpeded views of both the front and the back doors. Instinct, intuition, and too many missions to places where dangerous men toting deadly weapons might burst in meant the Knights couldn’t turn off their training.

      Even when they had a night off.

      “You two remind me of teenagers in the back row of a dark movie theater,” he told the canoodling pair, thinking it a wonder either of them had any skin left on their lips as often as they tried to eat each other’s faces off.

      Hunter came up for air, his hair mussed from Grace’s busy fingers. “Jealous?” His grin was more than a little self-satisfied.

      “If I’m being honest?” Sam nodded. “Yeah.”

      Ever since coming to live and work at the old factory building on Goose Island, he’d realized missions and mayhem, and the monotony of one-night stands, weren’t enough to satisfy him.

      He wanted more.

      The kind of life he’d only ever seen on TV. The kind of life he hadn’t thought he could have until he’d given up the career that had shaped him into the man he was—because if his ex-wife had taught him anything, it was that covert operations and matrimony didn’t mix.

      Then he’d seen Boss and Becky, Ozzie and Samantha, Christian and Emily, and all the rest of the OG Knights, and he’d come to realize that with the right woman, it was possible to make things work. And when Hunter—a man who epitomized the phrase lone wolf—told the group he was ready to settle down with Grace, that realization had been cemented.

      Something Britt had recently said drifted through Sam’s head. “Whoever builds souls, built Hunter’s and Grace’s the same.”

      Even though Sam wasn’t much for religion—hell, he wasn’t sure he even believed in the concept of a soul—he knew Britt was right. Hunter and Grace…fit.

      And that’s what he wanted.

      To find the person who saw him for all he was, from his smallest weakness to his greatest strength. The person who would cry and laugh with him through all of life’s sorrows and joys. The person who was as happy sitting beside him at a Sox game as she was sitting beside him on some romantic getaway.

      The woman whose soul matched his own.

      But where would I even begin?

      The dating apps weren’t helpful. A man in his line of work couldn’t exactly be up-front in the whole getting-to-know-you game. And it wasn’t as if he’d have any luck finding love at the office. The only women working at Black Knights Inc. were either already married or…Eliza. And as beautiful and smart as Eliza Meadows was, he couldn’t think of her as anything other than a sister from another mister and—

      “Not to be cliché or anything.” Grace dragged him from his thoughts. “But it’ll happen for you when you least expect it.” She squeezed his hand and he couldn’t help but smirk at the proprietary spark that ignited in Hunter’s eyes. “Take it from me,” she continued. “One minute I was investigating the Michigan Militia. The next minute this one”—she jerked her chin toward Hunter—“moseyed into my life.”

      “I never mosey. And that’s enough of that.” Hunter snagged Grace’s hand from Sam’s and placed it inside his own.

      Until Grace, Sam would’ve sworn Hunter didn’t have a possessive bone in his body. Now? The former Green Beret seemed to be made of possessive bones. Or, at the very least, greedy ones.

      Hunter was happiest having Grace all to himself.

      “Grace is right,” Eliza chimed in from beside Sam. “With those ocean eyes and that John Hamm jaw, the minute you’re ready you’ll have no trouble finding someone to fall into your lap.”

      Tell that to the woman who refuses to text me back, he thought grumpily.

      Although, if there was anyone on the planet he would never consider for the role of Mrs. Harwood, it was Hannah Blue. Hannah, whom he’d watched trade in her undershirts for training bras. Hannah, whom he’d consoled when the “cool girls” in middle school mercilessly teased her about her new braces. Hannah, who’d been the closest thing he’d had to family before BKI had come into the picture.

      That’s it. One little peek.

      Flipping over his phone, he checked to see if one of those wonderful red numbers had appeared beside his Messages app.

      Nothing.

      What the hell, Hannah?

      “Good lord, brother,” Fisher muttered. “Ya got it bad.”

      Grimacing, he slammed his phone facedown on the table. “I don’t have it bad. Having it bad implies I have romantic feelings for Hannah. Which I don’t. She’s like a kid sister.”

      Visions of Hurricane Hannah flashed through his head. Big, dark eyes that took up too much of her face. Small, Cupid’s bow of a mouth that covered a set of train-tracked teeth. SpongeBob SquarePants pajama bottoms that were frayed around the hems from her walking on them.

      Except…

      That wasn’t Hannah anymore, was it? That was the girl from sixteen years ago.

      The women she’d grown into had amazing purple hair, an hourglass figure, and porcelain skin that looked too soft to touch. The woman she’d grown into had come back into his life like a breath of fresh air, reminding him that not everything from his past was dark and disturbing. Reminding him there had been parts of his formative years that were sweet and uncomplicated. And then she’d disappeared without a word, taking that breath of fresh air with her, and leaving him with—

      “I call bullshit.” Once again, it was Grace who dragged him from his thoughts. “No one obsesses over their kid sister not texting them back. Take it from me. I have a kid sister.”

      “I’m not obsessing.” He realized his tone might invite a response of me thinks he doth protest too much. He tempered his next words. “I just owe her a steak dinner for helping us out two weeks ago, and I’m trying to nail her down on a time. We’re flying outta here in three days, and I hate leaving loose ends behind.”

      Especially because, in their line of work, there was no telling if they’d make it back home in one piece. Or if we’ll make it back home at all.

      “Whatever ya need to tell yourself.” Fisher smirked.

      Sam was usually immune to the good-natured ribbing that came with being part of such a tight-knit crew. But something about this ribbing hit a nerve.

      He told himself it was because what they were insinuating gave him the ick. To think he could view Hurricane Hannah as anything more than the funny, sarcastic younger sister of his high school girlfriend was…well…gross.

      “You guys dunno shit.” His South Side accent had grown right alongside his temper. “Not every relationship has to look like that.” He gestured toward Grace, who’d leaned in to catch Hunter’s earlobe between her teeth. “Now, what were we talking ’bout before this discussion got turned on me?”

      The look on Fisher’s face made Sam think he was in for more ridicule. He was relieved then when Fisher only shrugged. “We were talkin’ about how Graham here has been campaignin’ for an ass whoopin’ for years now.” Fisher nudged Graham with a not inconsiderable amount of force. “And how he just won the election by honin’ in on my newest conquest. I mean, I go to the bathroom for two minutes and come back to find he’s seduced the woman I’ve been makin’ eyes at all night.”

      Sam lifted an eyebrow at Graham, awaiting the big man’s response. He should’ve known better than to think Graham might rise to Fisher’s bait.

      To say Graham Colburn was the strong, silent type was an understatement. Graham rarely spoke. And when he did, it was more of a low grumble that forced everyone to lean in to listen.

      Ignoring Fisher completely, Graham hitched his chin toward a dark-haired woman in skintight jeans who sat with a group of ladies two tables over. Raising his deep voice above the din of the bar, he called out two words. Just two. “You ready?”

      The woman’s face lit up like a kid whose Christmas wishes were about to come true. And the way she launched herself from the table, it was a wonder she didn’t knock over her chair.

      Graham was a little slower to his feet. The big guy spent most of his life moving at a snail’s pace. Which just made his occasional bursts of speed that much more astonishing.

      Sam remembered the time he’d watched Graham run across the Saharan Desert like a freight train pegged to full-tilt. A truckload of armed enemy fighters had been trying their level best to gun him down. And even as Sam had been laying down cover fire, his jaw had slung open to witness that much bulk moving so quickly.

      Graham towered over the petite brunette when she joined him beside the table, her eyes wide with excitement as she stared up at him.

      “I’m musical.” Fisher pulled the harmonica he always had on hand out of his pocket and wiggled it at the brunette. “Does that change your mind?” When the woman only blinked at him, he sighed. “I get it. It’s cuffing season. And according to SZA, all the ladies are lookin’ for a big boy.”

      The woman’s friends clapped and cheered when Graham placed his big, meaty mitt on the small of her back to escort her from the bar. And Sam caught the eye of one of her friends.

      The blonde had a mouth made for sin. And the smile that curved her lips when their eyes collided could only be described as an invitation.

      “See?” Eliza said from beside him, having caught the exchange. “The ladies are waiting in the wings, eager for you to say the word that you’re ready to take the leap.”

      He waited for that burst of adrenaline, that kick of hormones that usually went hand-in-hand with a beautiful woman’s come-and-get-me-big-boy look. But…nada. All he felt was irritation that his phone was resoundingly silent.

      After tipping his chin toward the blonde in a gesture that conveyed a polite thanks-but-no-thanks, he flipped over his cell.

      Damnit! Why won’t she respond?

      Casting his memory back to the day she’d come to the BKI compound, he replayed their conversations in his head. Saw her smile in his mind’s eye. Recalled how her mouth had puckered into a perfect moue as she’d concentrated on the computer screen while her sparkly blue fingernails had clacked on the keyboard.

      Aside from their teeny, tiny squabble over her not flirting with him because, while it'd been endearing when she’d been thirteen and trying out her feminine wiles, at twenty-nine it’d just made things awkward between them, he couldn’t think of a single exchange that should’ve had her ghosting him.

      And she is ghosting me, isn’t she? Or maybe…

      His blood froze when an alarming thought occurred.

      Had she been hit by a cab while crossing the street? Had she fallen through a missing manhole cover and been trapped in the god-awful labyrinth of Chicago’s sewer system? Had she been swept into Lake Michigan by a rogue wave?

      “For fuck’s sake, Hannah,” he grumbled while quickly typing yet another text. If you don’t text me back in 5 seconds, I’ll assume you’ve been kidnapped & I’ll send the CPD out looking for you.

      He counted the seconds in his head. One. Two. Three. F— When he saw those three gloriously scrolling dots appear on his screen, a breath of relief gusted from him.

      Of course, the instant her response appeared he was back to scowling. I’m fine. Just not feeling carnivorous. Thanks for checking in. Goodbye, Sam.

      Goodbye, Sam? Goodbye, Sam?

      Why did that sound so final?
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        728 West Addison Street, Apartment 2B

        Six months later…

      

      

      “Why do you look like someone peed in your fajitas tonight?”

      When Cesar frowned at Hannah’s reflection in the vanity’s mirror, she fluttered her lashes and blew him a kiss.

      “It was carnitas, not fajitas,” he corrected. There were lines of bronzer streaked down both sides of his nose and a thin line of highlighter swiped down the middle. When he made a face at her, the expression looked ridiculous.

      Normally, she would’ve grinned and told him as much. But normally, when he was getting ready for a show at the Kit Kat Lounge, he was all sunny smiles, seated dance moves, and belting out whichever pop songs he planned to sing. Tonight, something was up with him. He was quiet. Contemplative. Almost…subdued.

      Very un-Cesar-like.

      She kept her teasing to herself and instead asked, “What’s the difference again?” Then she waved a dismissive hand. “Never mind. That’s not the point. Whatever it was you ate with the grilled chicken and the corn tortillas, the look on your face says someone peed in it. But since you made it yourself, micturition is out. Surely.”

      He rolled his eyes. “I rue the day I bought you that Word of the Day calendar.”

      “Come on.” She pointed to his reflection. “Tell your best gal pal what’s got your mind tied in a knot. Maybe I can help you untangle it.”

      As was her routine, she’d sprawled on her stomach across his bed to watch him transform himself from Cesar, a devastatingly handsome man, into Cesarine, the city’s most beautiful woman. It was like witnessing a caterpillar become a butterfly or seeing Cinderella go from coal-covered kitchen scamp to ethereal princess with the wave of a wand.

      Or, in Cesar’s case, with the wave of a mascara spoolie, a generous swipe of concealer, and the deft application of a half-pound of dark, sparkly eyeshadow.

      Still no less magical than a fairy godmother in Hannah’s estimation. And bonus, it was the easiest way to learn the latest makeup techniques since Cesar watched all the newest TikToks and YouTube videos and she watched Cesar.

      Using a makeup sponge, he blended the bronzer and highlighter into his nose, taking the feature from average to snatched in ten seconds flat. Next he applied glue to an amazingly fluttery set of false eyelashes. But as he waved the lashes to make the glue tacky, he remained frustratingly mute.

      “Wow.” She blinked. “It must be bad if even Roy Orbison isn’t enough to lift your spirits.”

      The low, velvety voice of The Big O crooned from the speakers in the living room. Along with the old Hi-Fi system, Cesar had inherited a substantial record collection from his grandfather. He spun oldies-but-goodies pretty much nonstop.

      “This morning”—his voice was low and pensive when he finally spoke—“Pete told me he loves me.”

      She waited for him to get to the bad part, the part that was making his painted lips purse into a sour-looking moue. But he stopped there. The only sound to fill the room besides the music was the clackity-clackity-clack of the nearby train.

      They lived six blocks from a leg of Chicago’s famous transit system, affectionately known as “The L.” Instead of subways, the city’s trains ran above street level on elevated tracks. The L? Short for The El because they were elevated? Get it?

      When her silence stretched on for too long, Cesar caught her eye in the mirror. His expression clearly broadcast, Well? What do you think of what I said?

      What she thought was Pete—or, as she liked to refer to Cesar’s boyfriend, The Golden God—was the GOAT. She’d never met a man kinder, funnier or, most importantly, more enamored of all things Cesar than Peter Olsen. And she was beyond happy to hear Pete had finally said the words she was sure had been perched on the tip of his tongue since week two of his relationship with her roommate.

      If I ever meet anyone who looks at me the way Pete looks at Cesar, I’m going down on one knee and proposing to him on the spot.

      “And you’re not happy about this because?” She rolled her hand.

      “Because falling in love scares the crap out of me.” He pulled a long, black wig off the Styrofoam head sitting at the corner of the vanity and ably fitted the Cher-worthy hair over his wig cap. “I don’t like feeling out of control.”

      Ah, yes. Her best friend was nothing if not controlled. He always rinsed his dirty dishes before putting them in the dishwasher. His damp towel never fell off the hook in the bathroom. And he made his bed every day. Every single day. Even on the weekends.

      Who does that?

      She screwed up her mouth and tried to remember if she’d made her bed that day?

      Dollars to donuts, the answer was no.

      Cesar was the orderly yin to her disorderly yang. And yet, somehow, they’d managed to live together for seven years without visiting violence upon each other’s person.

      Unless, of course, one counted the popcorn food fights they’d gotten into over who was causing the conflict in season one of Queer Eye. She was a firm believer Karamo was the culprit and Cesar swore Antoni had to be the one making all the behind-the-scenes drama.

      “What did you think it was going to feel like?” She cupped her cheek in her hand, absently kicking her bare feet behind her as she watched him slip out of his dressing gown and into the padded girdle that gave him an hourglass figure. “They wouldn’t call it falling in love if it wasn’t a wild, uncontrolled plummet,” she added.

      After doing up the girdle’s eyehooks, he stepped into her favorite cocktail dress. The color brought out the gold in his skin tone. “Exactly. And what’s to stop me from breaking into a million pieces once I hit the ground?”

      “Who says you have to hit the ground?” she countered quickly.

      He pinned her with a knowing look. “Experience gained by watching friends and family crash and burn.”

      “Love isn’t always a pitfall into destruction.” She shook her head. “Sometimes it gives people the softest place to land.”

      He crouched on the floor of his closet to sort through the rows of high-heeled shoes. Lifting a pair of red pumps, he glanced at her expectantly. When she shook her head, he offered up a pair of blue ones and she nodded.

      “Paired with your sapphire costume jewelry,” she told him.

      “See? You do have taste.” He stood to balance on one foot then the other as he slipped into the pumps. “Which makes me wonder why you insist on running around in graphic T-shirts, ragged jeans, and Vans that look like they should be tossed into the nearest dumpster.”

      “Because I like graphic T-shirts.” She pointed to her current cropped T-shirt printed with a picture of a possum that read: Live fast, Eat trash… “Ragged jeans are comfortable. And you couldn’t pay me enough to teeter around in those torture devices.” She hitched her chin toward the shoes that added a good five inches to Cesar’s height. “Also, stop trying to change the subject. Familiarity doesn’t always breed contempt. Sometimes love lasts.”

      “You mean like your love for one Mr. Samuel Harwood?”

      Her smile was thin and tight. No teeth.

      “Sorry.” He grimaced. “It fell out of my mouth before I could stop it.”

      “I’m not in love with Sam.”

      “No?” He cocked his head right along with his padded, sequined hip.

      “I had a crush on him in middle school. That’s all. I mean, what thirteen-year-old girl wouldn’t? You’ve seen his yearbook pictures.”

      “Crushes don’t usually last a decade and a half.”

      “Absence makes the heart grow fonder. Isn’t that what they say? I spent sixteen years building him up in my head.”

      “I might buy this whole the reality of him doesn’t measure up to my fantasies of him tact except you forget what you told me the day you saw him again.” Cesar pointed a cherry-red press-on nail at her nose. “When I asked if he was as yummy as you remembered, you said, and I quote, ‘He’s yummier.’”

      “Doesn’t matter.” She shook her head, wanting the floor to open and swallow her whole when she thought of that day and the things Sam had said to her after she’d pressed a quick kiss to his lips. She’d been rejected before. But never had it felt as awful as when he’d had to gently explain to her that he’d never see her as anything more than his high school girlfriend’s kid sister. “I’ve put him out of my mind. He’s a part of my past and will never occupy a place in my future.” She clapped her hands together as if dusting them off. “From now on, I’m keeping it one-hundred-percent in the present.”

      Although, purposefully avoiding thinking of Sam during the day hadn’t stopped her from dreaming of him every night. And with the dreams had come a sense of need or hunger or…heck, maybe it’s just horniness, she thought.

      It’d been over a year since she’d been naked with a man. And even longer since she’d been naked with a man who knew what he was doing.

      But maybe if she allowed the door to the past to swing open inside her head without immediately shoving it shut, turning the lock, and tossing away the key, she could trick her unconsciousness into taking a page from her consciousness and just…letting go. Letting Sam go so she could finally, finally move on.

      And there’s no time like the present.

      She allowed the memory of the first moment she set eyes on him to bloom to life inside her head.

      He’d still been in his baseball uniform when Candy had brought him home to meet their parents. His hair had been dark and shaggy, curling over his ears. His shoulders had been broad and well-muscled thanks to all the time his coach had kept him in the weight room. And his face had been classically handsome. Like the heroes in the old black-and-white movies her mother always watched—Clark Gable or James Stewart transported sixty years into the future.

      But what’d made Hannah’s pubescent heart go pitter-pat had been his eyes. Crystal blue and startlingly clear. Like Lake Michigan reflecting a cloudless summer sky. And the expression in them, mischief mixed with intelligence woven together with the kind of wariness that had come from growing up in one of the roughest neighborhoods in the city, had made her aware of parts of her body she’d been completely oblivious to before he’d walked into her life.

      Sam had been a heady mix of bad boy from the wrong side of the tracks and jock with the confident smile and cocky swagger. And from the first moment she’d experienced all six-plus feet of his sinewy brawn and burgeoning charisma, she’d known what it was to lust after a man.

      Er…boy rather. He’d barely been eighteen at the time.

      Eighteen then, thirty-four now and all grown up.

      When she’d hopped out of the cab on Goose Island six months earlier to find him leaning nonchalantly against the big iron gates surrounding the grounds of the old menthol cigarette factory, and despite all the intervening years, she’d recognized him immediately.

      Recognized him and nearly swallowed her own tongue.

      He’d been handsome as a boy on the cusp of manhood. But as a full-fledged man?

      Well, not to put it too bluntly, but we’re talking straight fire. Hashtag smash. Bow-chicka-wow-wow. Wink, wink. Nudge, nudge.

      His face had lost the fullness of youth, his bearded jaw having been whittled down to hard planes and sharp edges. His steady teenage diet of chicken wings and cheeseburgers meant teenage Sam had been a little on the beefier side. But present-day Sam? Oh, present-day Sam was lean and mean, with the kind of physique that said he moved his body all day, every day. He’d replaced his youthful sneakers with steel-toed biker boots. An intricate tattoo depicting an eagle feather had peeked beneath the sleeve of his T-shirt. And the puckered scar across his neck had broadcast to the world that he was the rarest of specimens: a modern-day warrior.

      Yes, thirty-four-year-old Sam was the kind of guy to make women suck in their stomachs and stick out their chests. The kind to make the minds of hetero ladies shoot straight to hot nights and tangled sheets. The kind that’d instantly made her forget he hadn’t spared her a single, solitary thought since he’d left their South Side neighborhood to join the Marines sixteen years earlier.

      Although, if she was being fair, it wasn’t like he should have spared her a thought. He hadn’t been her boyfriend. She’d only gotten to know him—and lose her thirteen-year-old heart to him—because he’d been too nice to tell her to buzz off when she’d sidled up beside him on the front porch swing of her parents’ house all the times he’d waited for her older sister to finish blow-drying her hair, or putting on mascara, or changing outfits for the eighty-fifth time.

      And yet… Hannah had missed him every single day since the day he’d left. And she’d just about given up hope of ever seeing him again when, out of the blue, he’d called with a request for her help on a job.

      To say she’d jumped at the chance was an understatement. On the entire fifteen-minute cab ride from her neighborhood to Goose Island, she’d thought, Huzzah! Now’s my chance! He’ll look at me and see the woman I’ve become instead of the snot-nosed eighth grader with the knobby knees and training bra.

      Boy-oh-boy, she couldn’t have been more wrong.

      “I’m finally ready to let go of my girlish fantasies when it comes to Mr. Samuel Harwood.” She shook away the memories of him and gently closed the door on them. “The past is a place to learn from, not to live in.”

      When Cesar opened his mouth, she expected him to naysay her. To tell her she was fooling herself if she thought that, after all these years, she could so easily let go of her hopes and dreams. She was relieved when he only dipped his chin. “Right. Which means you should change out of those ridiculous pajama bottoms and come to the club. You need to get out. You need to get laid.”

      “Wait. How did this get turned on me?” She sat up and frowned. “Weren’t we talking about you and Pete? I mean, you do love him, don’t you?”

      Cesar waved a hand through air redolent with the smells of nail polish, perfume, and face powder. “Of course I do. The man is perfect.” He screwed up his mouth in consideration. “Well, maybe not perfect. He wears cotton boxers with sports logos on them, which gives me total suburban dad vibes.” He shuddered as if suburban dads were akin to flesh-eating bacteria. “But we can’t have it all, can we? And Pete is more than I’d ever hoped for.”

      “So tell him. Take the risk. Take the plunge. And if there’s heartbreak in your future, well…” She shrugged. “You know what they say. It’s better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all.”

      “You’re full of overused adages tonight, aren’t you?” His brows knit together. “And do you really believe that?”

      She thought back on her decade-and-a-half of unrequited longing for Sam. Sure, it hadn’t been love love. It’d been puppy love. Even still, she could say without a doubt that she wouldn’t trade the time she’d spent with Sam back in Englewood, or the years since which she’d spent missing him and fantasizing about him, for anything.

      She was a better person for having known him. And she had a far clearer picture of the kind of man she wanted in her future for having spent so much time daydreaming about him.

      “I do believe it.” She nodded. “I think loving someone, even if that love doesn’t end up lasting, is a miracle. One of the only miracles we get to experience in life.”

      Cesar continued to look skeptical. But instead of arguing, he said, “If I promise to don your rose-colored glasses and give love a chance, will you go put on your dancing shoes, remember you’re young and fun and living in one of the most exciting cities in America, and come to the club where you might meet Prince Charming? And if you’re really, really lucky, maybe he’ll take you home and give you a couple of O’s that’ll turn that frown you’ve been wearing for the last few months upside down.”

      “This frown has nothing to do with lack of O’s. For your information, I had an orgasm just last night.”

      His mouth flattened until all she could see was the outline of his lip liner. “Reading a chapter from your alien porno novel and going a round with your vibrator isn’t the same as letting a man flick your bean until you scream.”

      “It’s not a porno novel!” She crossed her arms in afront. “It’s erotica. There is plot and characterization and snappy dialogue and…and…plot. Also, you realize the Kit Kat Lounge is the last place on Earth I’m likely to meet a man who has any interest in my bean, right? Drag shows are basically straight man repellent. They’re like Deep Woods Off for cishet dudes.”

      “True.” He tapped one fingernail against his cheek. “Too much latex, Lycra, and sequins for them.”

      “It’s not that. There’s plenty of latex, Lycra, and sequins in strip clubs, and heaven knows I’ve known plenty of guys to frequent those.”

      “So is it that our latex, Lycra, and sequins stays on, do you suppose?” Cesar tilted his head.

      “It probably has more to do with the fact that seeing men dressed as beautiful women makes your average, everyday straight dude question the intractability of his sexuality.”

      “Which would explain all the shootings and protests outside our clubs.” Cesar shook his head sadly.

      “Mmm.” She agreed, but only partially. “I mean, I think the discomfort and anger has always been there for these Neanderthals. But their violence can be laid directly at the feet of the politicians who’re vilifying the entire community. These assholes can’t get elected based on their policies, so they have to get elected by giving people an out-group to hate on.”

      “The jokes on them, though.” Cesar’s smile was heartbreakingly sweet. “In the end, love always wins out over hate.”

      Hannah, who lived in terror that some crazy man with an AR-15 would burst into the KitKat Lounge and start spraying bullets, only sighed. “I love your eternal optimism, my friend. And I hope you’re right. Because The Lounge”—that’s how Cesar and his fellow performers referred to the club—“is the happiest place on Earth and I want it to stay that way.”

      He wrinkled his perfectly contoured nose. “Isn’t the happiest place on Earth supposed to be Disneyland?”

      “Nah. The Lounge has better costumes, better music, and unless it’s Friday or Saturday night, far shorter lines to get in the door.”

      “True,” he conceded with a chuckle. “It is a pretty magical place, even if I do say so myself. Which brings us full circle. Come with me tonight! We can go straight-guy hunting after my last set.” His brow furrowed. “Where does one go to pick up a bro? A sports bar? A brewpub? God, please tell me we don’t have to go to one of those clubs that smells like Red Bull, Axe body spray, and toxic masculinity.”

      She curled her lip. “I’m too old to be traipsing around town chasing dick until all hours of the morning.”

      “You’re not even thirty.”

      “I will be in a month. Besides, I’m happy here. My erotica is better than any bro could hope to be. And my vibrator never finishes before I do.” She frowned. “As long as I remember to charge it. Also, I don’t want to go through that whole getting to know you phase. I swear on all that’s holy, if I have to listen to another guy drone on about his ambition to conquer the world one Bitcoin at a time, or how rad his gaming buddies are, or how many flasks he has in his collection, I might—”

      Boom!

      It sounded like a hand grenade had gone off. The whole building shook. The ancient double-paned glass rattled in the sash. And a puff of foul-smelling smoke drifted in through the open bedroom door.

      Hannah bolted off the bed at the same time Cesar leapt in her direction. They had their arms around each other, their hearts thundering in unison, when she whispered, “A gas line you think? Or maybe The L jumped its tracks?”

      He didn’t have time to answer before a trio of men in Kevlar vests emblazoned with the letters FBI burst into the room. It was then she realized the boom had been the explosives the agents had used to breach the front door.

      “What the—” That’s all she managed before she was staring down the deadly ends of three evil-looking handguns.

      “On the ground!”

      “Hands in the air!”

      “Don’t move!”

      All the body-cam videos she’d seen of people being shot by authorities who couldn’t coordinate their shit flashed through her head.

      “Which is it?” She was careful to keep her tone modulated even though adrenaline-fueled blood singed her veins. “Do you want us not to move or to get on the ground or to put our hands in the air?”

      “Hands in the air! Put your damned hands in the air!” The agent closest to them shouted.

      She was many things. A fool wasn’t one of them. She didn’t hesitate to comply.

      As soon as she raised her hands, however, she wished she’d donned a different outfit. Her cropped T-shirt barely covered the undersides of her boobs and her loose pajama bottoms slung low around her hips, leaving her entire midriff bare.

      “Get on the floor! Face down!” the closest agent added as Roy skipped in the living room, repeating over and over again, “Pretty woman, walkin’ down…Pretty woman, walkin’ down…”

      The girdle and tight cocktail dress made his motions stiff and awkward, but Cesar managed to join her in a prone position on the floor. His voice was hoarse when he whispered, “What’s going on?”

      “Maybe something to do with that job Sam called me in to help with?” She grimaced. The adrenaline had coated her tongue with its sour taste. “Which means this is all a big misunderstanding.”

      If she hadn’t hacked into the emails of the director of the FBI, the authorities never would have found the government mole who’d recruited Americans to act as online trolls to spread Russian misinformation and propaganda.

      With my help, hundreds of double-agents are either awaiting trial or have otherwise copped plea agreements and are doing time.

      But perhaps these guys didn’t realize her sneak-a-peek had been deemed a necessary evil. Maybe they’d stumbled upon her little cyberpunk stunt and didn’t know she’d been cleared of any wrongdoing by none other than the director himself.

      “Just do everything they say until I can get this straightened out,” she whispered, pressing her cheek against the rug. “Don’t give them any reason to shoot you.”

      “Wasn’t planning on it.” His face was turned toward hers and she tried to don an expression of calm confidence even though she was feeling the exact opposite.

      “Hands behind your head!” the agent who took up a position above her commanded.

      Once again, she was quick to comply. After she’d laced her fingers together over the back of her skull, she heard her best friend yell, “Ow! You fucker!”

      One of the agents had planted a none-too-gentle knee into middle of Cesar’s back. The adrenaline in her blood turned to pure, fiery rage. “Hey!” she snarled even as hard plastic cinched around her wrists. “Get off him! He’s complying! You don’t have to—”

      That’s all she got out before the agent who’d cuffed her wrapped a hand around her ties and yanked her to her feet. The move was so sudden, she thought for sure she’d feel warm blood dripping down her arms from where the plastic ties had dug into her flesh.

      “Easy!” She snarled. “There’s no reason for—”

      “Shut the fuck up!” The fed spun her around and shoved her backward until her back hit the wall where Cesar’s framed and signed photo of Lady Gaga hung in a place of prominence. The breath whooshed from her lungs and the photograph jumped on its nail. Thankfully, it didn’t come crashing down on top of her skull.

      “There’s been a m-mistake,” she sputtered. “If you’ll talk to Director Morgan, you’ll see I helped you guys bag one of the biggest busts this country has—”

      “Take the director’s name out of your treasonous mouth.” The agent pressed her bound wrists above her head with one hand while placing his opposite forearm across her throat. White stars populated her field of vision when her windpipe was crushed. “He wouldn’t be caught dead in the same room with someone who conspired with Red Square to target Dominion Pipeline.”

      Perhaps it was the lack of oxygen getting to her brain but, try as she might, she couldn’t make sense of his words. Red Square? The ransomware syndicate that sold their services to affiliate malware gangs on the dark web? And Dominion Pipeline? The largest fuel supplier to the Eastern Seaboard?

      She’d never had occasion to deal with either entity in her work for Cyber Crimes.

      “Do you deny it?” the agent demanded, his face barely an inch from hers. She could smell the stale coffee on his breath and feel the wet heat of his words fanning over her cheeks.

      Yes, I deny it, you toad-eating cockwaffle! She wanted to scream. But the only thing she could manage was, “You’re ch-choking m—”

      “We’re not here to hurt you, Miss Blue,” said the agent who’d been abusing Cesar. She glanced past the beast holding her hostage to see her best friend was on his feet. His wig was askew, there was fear and confusion in his eyes, but otherwise, he seemed mostly unharmed.

      “Tell th-that to your p-pal h-here,” she wheezed and then cut her eyes to the fed in front of her. His dishwater-blond hair was trimmed military short. A muscle clenched in his jaw. And she would swear she saw cruelty and…pleasure in his beady brown eyes.

      He gets a kick out of using his credentials and his authority to terrorize people.

      Her hunch was confirmed when the other agent—she suspected the man holding Cesar was the lead agent—admitted, “Agent Waller gets overzealous sometimes. Especially when it comes to a government employee using her position and security clearance to line her pockets while putting this country at risk. But I’m sure Keith will be happy to release you if you’ll agree to come peacefully and admit what you’ve done.”

      The stars in front of her eyes were going supernova. And the loud buzzing in her ears made the agent’s words sound tinny and far away. Even still, her inner smart-ass jumped into the fray.

      “I’m being m-manhandled by a guy named Keith? Just wh-when I thought my night couldn’t get any w-worse.”

      The pressure on her throat increased and her oxygen-starved brain conjured up her sister’s face. Candy’s words drifted through her head. Why do you always have to make things so much more difficult?

      It was a refrain she’d heard a lot growing up. What she’d always thought but had never said aloud was, Not everyone is born with an angel’s face and a runway model’s body. Some people have to rely on brains, wit, and sarcasm to make it in this world.

      Despite her best efforts to log every move the agents made and remember every word they said—she planned to file a harshly worded complaint once this mess was straightened out—she couldn’t stop her eyelids from fluttering. And just when her eyes started to roll back in her head, she heard Lead Guy say, “That’s enough, Waller.”

      She expected the pressure on her throat to ease, but it didn’t. And Roy’s voice now sounded like it was drifting in from a hundred miles away. “Pretty woman, walkin’ down… Pretty woman, walkin’ down…”

      It took the lead agent barking, “Keith, I said enough!” for the rabid government dog to take his arm off her throat.

      The blood rushed to her head so quickly it made her dizzy. And the sound her windpipe made when she raked in a lungful of air was half gargle, half gasp.

      “Let’s get her loaded up,” the lead agent added. “Maybe she’ll be more cooperative back at headquarters.”

      “Wait!” Cesar yelled when she found herself being frog-marched across the room. “What about her Miranda rights?”

      “They’re the FBI,” she said hoarsely as she was hustled by him. “They don’t have to abide by the same legal requirements as local law enforcement.”

      “Do you know what they’re talking about? Did you—”

      “No.” She shook her head even as Overzealous Johnny Lawman—Overzealous Keith Lawman just didn’t have the same ring—shoved her toward the bedroom door. “But it sounds like I’m in trouble and I can think of only one person who can help me out of it.”

      Cesar gave her a subtle nod, indicating he’d received her message loud and clear. And that helped stave off the panic attack clawing at the back of her brain.

      The private government defense firm Sam worked for was small enough to have to share space with a custom motorcycle shop, but the job she’d done with him had ended up with her on a phone call with the FBI director himself.

      Like they say, she thought a little desperately, when it comes to getting out of a jam, it’s all about who you know.

      Samuel Harwood might not be willing to admit she was nearly thirty instead of thirteen. He might not have spent the last decade and a half fantasizing about her the way she’d been fantasizing about him. But one thing he did do was pay his debts.

      He owed her. And she was calling in that IOU.
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      “He nearly shot my dick off!”

      “Well, if he’d managed to hit a target that small, I’d have called him up and recruited him to our side.”

      Sam stopped running the shammy over the chrome exhaust pipe of his pride and joy—his black-and-white Harley chopper named Pale Horse—to see Fisher grin at Eliza.

      Instead of getting bent out of shape that BKI’s secretary, den mother, and onsite chef extraordinaire had maligned his manhood, Fisher simply wiggled his eyebrows. “I like knowin’ ya think about what I’m packin’ in my pants, doll face.”

      “Oh…” Eliza batted her lashes. “I do think about you, Fish. In fact, you were the first thing I thought about when I woke up this morning.”

      “Yeah?” Fisher flashed a hundred-watt grin.

      “Yeah.” Eliza nodded. “I thought of you and I was reminded to take out the trash.”

      Sam chuckled and then laughed harder when Fisher shot him a quelling glance.

      “Hey!” He lifted his hands. “Don’t get mad at the audience for enjoying the show.”

      “Don’t ya have anything better to do than encourage her to take chunks out of my ego?” Fisher gestured toward Eliza.

      “As a matter of fact, I don’t. ’Cause I had to fly back here with you instead of staying down south with the others. I coulda been on a beach in Aruba being served umbrella drinks by a dark-eyed beauty. But instead I’m here in the Great White North listening to you two fight like children.”

      “The next mission requires precision ballistics. Who better than you, our resident marksman, to help me finetune the logistics?” Fisher was quick to retort.

      “I can almost smell the coconut oil and rum.” Sam’s tone was purposefully petulant. He made sure his expression said he was thinking of how the other three members of their team—only three because Hunter was on his honeymoon—were sunning themselves in the Caribbean instead of being back in Chicago freezing their dicks off.

      “I can sing ya some Jimmy Buffett and pour some sand in your sheets if that’ll make ya feel better,” Fisher offered.

      Sam flipped him the bird before pulling a watermelon-flavored Jolly Rancher from his pocket and popping it into his mouth. He’d been partial to the candy as a teenager. But he’d kind of forgotten his penchant for the sugary little snacks until six months earlier when Hannah had reminded him by secretly slipping one into his pocket—a trick she’d obviously learned from her older sister.

      Hannah…

      For sixteen years, he hadn’t given her more than a passing thought. Then she’d popped back into his life and he’d thought of little else since.

      He wanted to blame that on the surprising speed with which she’d then adiosed herself right back out of his life. But that was a lie. The dreams he’d been having proved that was a lie.

      Dreams he made himself forget the moment he woke up.

      “And speakin’ of missions.” Fisher swung back to Eliza and distracted Sam from his thoughts. “I got one for ya.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a folded sheet of paper, handing it over with a flourish.

      After giving him a critical look, BKI’s girl Friday unfolded the note. “This is a grocery list.” Her tone was the same one she might’ve used had she said, “I just stepped in dog shit.”

      “You know I’m not allowed inside Costco. I’ll come out with six new shirts, a television we don’t need, and a rotisserie chicken you’ll turn your nose up at and feed to the cat.”

      “Beer, alpha whiskey,” Eliza read aloud from the list, not batting a lash at Fisher’s use of military slang when referring to toilet paper. “Hot dogs, hot sauce, potato chips, Twinkies. More beer.” She lifted an eyebrow.

      Fisher made a face. “If it’s nice, buy it twice.”

      “Except for the beer, you have the palate of a thirteen-year-old boy. You realize that, right?”

      Fisher shrugged. “I don’t know. I liked beer at thirteen too.”

      “That explains a lot. Specifically your chronic case of immaturity. Your developing brain was stunted by alcohol consumption, you poor thing.”

      “Why are ya always bustin’ my balls?” Despite his words, Fisher’s grin was good-natured.

      “Uh, maybe because you whip them out so often? Correct me if I’m wrong, but I could’ve sworn I saw a redhead slinking through the front gates this morning. I thought we agreed it’s too much of a security risk to bring our dates back here. Or, in your case, your latest one-night stand.” Cocking her head, she eyed Fisher up and down. “Surely you can do your business elsewhere. I mean, a guy like you must have a standing reservation at some off-brand motel of the no tell ilk.”
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