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        To my fellow Americans. We are fighting for the soul of our nation. In this battle, we cannot lose sight of our principles. Honesty, integrity, and accountability are fundamental to democracy.


      


      


      


      

        

        Remember that right is better than might. And love must always trump hate.


      


      


    


  




  

    

      

        

        People shouldn’t be afraid of their governments. Governments should be afraid of their people.


        —Alan Moore, V for Vendetta
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        Red Delilah’s Biker Bar, Chicago, Illinois


      


      


      


      Sabrina Greenlee had worked at Black Knights Inc. for nine months.


      That was precisely eight months and thirty days longer than any stretch of sustained happiness Hewitt Birch had ever known.


      From the back booth, he watched her laugh at something the bartender said. No matter how hard he looked, he couldn’t find the shadows that once clouded her eyes. Couldn’t find the horror that once haunted her pretty face.


      She was better. Brighter. Healing.


      A spring flower that had shoved through the frozen ground of her grief and trauma. Fragile yet fierce. Ripening. Resilient.


      Sabrina…


      Named for the Roman river goddess.


      Fitting, since she had the grace of a gentle stream and a laugh as clear and sweet as a babbling brook. Plus, she had a pull on him no mortal had ever managed.


      It was wild how his life had shifted since she’d come to Chicago. Once, he’d been content to hole up in the old menthol cigarette factory-turned-motorcycle shop, nose buried in a book, satisfied to let the outside world fade away. Now? He found himself out among the unwashed masses because she’d grin that Sabrina grin of hers—all sparkling eyes and mile-wide mouth—and say, “It’s Friday night.” Or Saturday. Or Tuesday. Didn’t matter, really. “Let’s go have some fun.”


      And damned if he could say no. He didn’t want to say no, because just being near her made him happy and⁠—


      “You look like hammered shit,” Boss said from across the booth, dragging Hew’s gaze away from the river goddess.


      “Ayuh.” He glanced at the big, black Garmin Tactix on his wrist and scratched his beard. “Took longer than usual for the insults to start. Ya feelin’ okay, Boss?”


      “If I were insulting you,” Boss countered, the gray in his spiky buzzcut catching the overhead lights, “I’d say something about you crawling out from your cave near the Earth’s core to join us tonight.”


      Hew cocked an eyebrow.


      “You know.” Boss shrugged a bowling ball-sized shoulder. “All that heat and pressure explains why you’re so antisocial.”


      “You’re one to talk.” Becky smacked Boss’s arm. “When’s the last time we came here?” She gestured at the peanut shell-strewn floor and the three well-worn pool tables. Red Delilah’s was a holy Mecca for guys who liked leather, chrome, and machines that rattled their bones. “Two months? Three?”


      “When you said the girls were with their aunt and uncle tonight, I figured that meant we’d be using our spare time for a little…” Boss wiggled his brows. “Not coming here.”


      Becky rolled her eyes. “Like having our daughters home has ever stopped us from a little…” She matched the eyebrow wiggle.


      “It stops us from doing it on the kitchen counter,” Boss argued. “Or on the living room couch.”


      “You mean the kitchen counter where we make our kids’ food? And the living room couch where they sit to watch cartoons?”


      “There’s such a thing as bleach, you know.”


      “For the couch?”


      “No!” Boss threw up his scarred, wide-palmed hands. “For the kitchen counter.” His grin turned wolfish. “We can just throw a blanket over the couch.”


      Becky gave him a playful elbow, then turned to Hew. “As you can see, my better half has no business giving you grief for being a homebody. I had to twist his arm nearly out of its socket to get him here tonight.”


      Boss’s sigh was drawn out and long-suffering. “I’m just saying, we could’ve stayed back at the shop and had a couple of beers around the fire pit instead of being forced to listen to other people’s music.”


      Boss craned his head toward the jukebox near the front door. Someone had spun Katy Perry’s “Firework.” It was a bold choice considering the usual mix heard inside Red Delilah’s tended toward classic rock or outlaw country.


      “It’s too hot for the fire pit,” Becky declared, pulling a root beer-flavored Dum-Dum from her pocket. “Shove this in your mouth,” she said after handing it to her husband. “It’ll give your tongue something to do besides complain.”


      Boss grumbled but dutifully unwrapped the lollipop. Then, he pointed the round head of the sucker in Hew’s direction. “Your report to the higher-ups said the mission went as planned. How come the shadows under your eyes tell a different tale?”


      “Just ’cause a mission follows the plan doesn’t mean it went smoothly,” Hew muttered as he shifted uncomfortably at the thought of just how unsmoothly things had actually gone.


      “Bad intel? Bad equipment? Or both?” Boss asked.


      “Intel was fine,” Hew informed him, his tone bland.


      Boss nodded in understanding.


      Frank “Boss” Knight had been the head of the original twelve-man crew at Black Knights Inc. Like the current six-man team, the OG covert defense firm guys had taken their orders from and reported directly to El Jefe himself, the president of the United States. But the change in leadership at the White House had resulted in a change in BKI’s active-duty roster.


      The new madam president had wanted to form her own clandestine, fast-response team, made up of men loyal to her and not the previous administration.


      Enter: Hew and his five teammates.


      “So how bad was it?” Boss asked, using his tongue to swap the sucker from one bewhiskered cheek to the next.


      “The Bell 412 the RIB gave us was a friggin’ pile,” Hew lamented with a distasteful twist of his lips. “I didn’t expect their best, but I’d hoped for more than a Huey held together with duct tape and dreams. After we rescued the hostages, we made it twenty klicks from the Boko Haram base before she started fallin’ apart midair.”


      Becky’s eyes widened. “Jesus.”


      “Ayuh.” Hew nodded. “I was prayin’ to him and anyone else listenin’. It was sheer luck I could bang a uey and limp us over the border into Nigeria.”


      “Sheer luck and a hell of a lot of skill, I imagine,” Boss interjected.


      “Brought us down in what Graham called a hard landin’.” Hew made air quotes. “More like a controlled crash. Light on the controlled.”


      “Navy SEALs.” Boss grinned broadly, referring to Graham Coleburn…and also himself since he’d once sported the Budweiser. “We’re nothing if not kings of understatement.”


      Hew grunted and took another pull from his beer. He was bone-tired. His ears still rang from the systems malfunction warnings that had blared through the cockpit. And the twenty-six-hour trip home, squirreled away in the belly of a big G17 Globemaster cargo plane, had been anything but relaxing.


      And still...


      The second he’d walked through BKI’s front door to see Sabrina leaving for Red Delilah’s, he’d dropped his duffel and followed her like a goddamned golden retriever.


      “Don’t say it.” Becky’s voice yanked his attention back to the present. The diminutive motorcycle designer shook a finger at her husband’s nose.


      “Didn’t even open my mouth.” Boss blinked innocently. Too innocently.


      “No. But your face is speaking volumes.”


      The couple made an incongruous pair. Becky was tiny and beautifully elfin in appearance. By contrast, Boss was huge and burly and looked like he’d gotten tangled up with a weedwhacker at some point.


      Hew flicked a curious gaze between them. “What did I miss?”


      “Let’s get your opinion on this,” Becky declared. “What do you think is the appropriate length of jail time for the heinous crime of leaving wet towels on the bathroom floor?”


      “According to her”—Boss hooked a thumb—“the answer is a life sentence.”


      “Hooks are on the back of the door and next to the shower. You have a wealth of options, and yet⁠—”


      “In case no one’s ever told ya,” Hew interrupted their argument. “It’s annoyin’ as hell bein’ the third wheel in your Hallmark movie. Where’s my damn backup?”


      He looked back toward the bar and…immediately sat up straighter.


      A short, stocky guy with a cleft in his chin rubbed a finger over the back of Sabrina’s hand.


      His first thought was…Would you look at the sack on this friggin’ guy? His second thought was to rake his gaze over the man with so much force that he was surprised the douchebag didn’t feel it.


      From the top of the man’s salon-styled superhero hair to the bottom of his handmade Italian loafers, he had silver spoon written all over him and giant asshole written on top of that.


      Preparing to rise from the booth and rescue Sabrina—she was bound to attract a few bugs when she lit up a room the way she did—Hew blinked in astonishment when Mr. Short and Shiny slipped an arm around her waist. Instead of Sabrina feeding the fucker her knuckles, she smiled at him. Actually smiled that too big Julia Roberts smile. And as if that weren’t enough, she then proceeded to catch her bottom lip between her teeth and give the dickwad a flirty wink.


      Becky saw Hew’s distraction and followed his line of sight. “Oh, look, babe!” She elbowed her husband. “Martin’s here.”


      Martin.


      The name rang in Hew’s ears like a death knell. He couldn’t hide the disdain dripping from his tone when he demanded, “Who the fuck is Martin?”


      “The guy Sabrina’s dating,” Boss answered easily.


      “Datin’?” He swore he could hear the squeaking slide of his testicles retracting into his body. “Since when is Sabrina datin’ someone?”


      “Since two weeks ago,” Boss supplied, blissfully unaware that Hew was fantasizing about walking over and punching the unsuspecting Martin in his soft bits. “After you guys left for Africa, she got on one of those dating apps. Matched with Martin right away.”


      “They really hit it off,” Becky added unnecessarily. “It’s a good sign, I think. Means she’s feeling better, more settled.”


      “I was worried about her for a while there,” Boss agreed. “Thought she might never⁠—”


      Boss and Becky continued to talk, but Hew couldn’t hear them. Not because the bar was filled with the jukebox’s music, dozens of conversations, and the crack of pool balls. Oh, no. He couldn’t hear them because the blood rushing between his ears was as loud as a jet engine.


      “He’s too short for her.” The words were out of his mouth before he could stop them.


      “Not when you stand him on his piles of money,” Boss joked.


      Hew pinned his fellow Knight with a hard look. “What’s that mean?”


      “He runs some fancy-dancy hedge fund, drives a Mercedes, and has a sailboat docked at the Chicago Yacht Club. That more than makes up for his vertical challenges.” Boss cocked his head and narrowed his eyes at Hew. “What’s with the face? Why are you looking at me like I just popped naked out of a cake?”


      “That’s some mental imagery I could have done without.” Hew tried to wipe his expression clean.


      Tried and failed, if Boss’s next words were anything to go by. “Are you… jealous?”


      That had Becky’s head snapping around. “Wait a minute.” She pointed at Hew’s nose. “I thought you two were only friends.”


      “We are,” Hew insisted through a jaw clamped so tight it was a wonder the words found a way past his teeth.


      If he had to put a label on things, he’d say they were best friends.


      He’d told Sabrina things he’d never told anyone, even his social workers. And she came to him for comfort when the grief over her brother’s death and the nightmares of what that fuckface Eddy Torres had done to her got to be too much.


      Their individual traumas had formed a mutual bond between them. She’d become his safe space. And he’d become her emotional scaffolding, giving her the strength and structure to pick up the pieces of her shattered life and start building something new.


      “She’s not ready,” he insisted with a hard shake of his head. “She’s still got healin’ to do.”


      Becky watched Sabrina squeeze Martin’s bulging bicep. “She sure looks ready to me.”


      Hew’s chest suddenly felt like he’d swallowed a box of fireworks. And that sustained happiness he’d experienced for the last eight months and thirty days?


      Gone.
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        Black Knights Inc., Goose Island, Chicago


      


      


      


      Eliza breezed into the TV room, a lotion bottle in hand. “If I leave my favorite hand cream in the half bath downstairs, will it remain unmolested? It’s expensive. And I don’t want you guys using it for…other purposes.”


      Sabrina Greenlee hid her smile behind her can of sparkling water.


      Welcome to Black Knights Inc., she thought. Home to elite operatives and leather-clad degenerates. They can dismantle a two-ton bomb before breakfast and spend the night debating lotion etiquette.


      Arranged around the space on the third floor of the old menthol cigarette factory were the men and women who’d opened their homes and hearts to Sabrina when she’d had nowhere else to go and no one else to turn to. Some were her roommates there at the shop. Others were coworkers who’d moved out of the old brick building to live with their significant others.


      Speaking of the significant others…


      Hannah Blue was a computer whiz working for the D.O.D. Grace Jackson and Julia O’Toole were both FBI agents employed at the local field office. And when you added the Black Knights, basically the real-life versions of Tom Cruise in Mission: Impossible, Sabrina couldn’t help but sometimes feel she was living inside a spy novel.


      James Patterson, eat your heart out.


      The television was tuned to an episode of M.A.S.H.—Graham Coleburn’s choice, no doubt. But the volume was muted so that she couldn’t hear Hawkeye's words. Bowls of popcorn filled the hands of half the room’s occupants, and the scents of salt and butter overpowered the smells that usually permeated through the three floors of the shop: grease, molten metal, and automotive paint.


      “I’m looking at you,” Eliza pointed to Graham while Fisher, her fiancé, dragged her down to join him on an adult-sized beanbag chair. “You don’t have an amorous outlet other than your hand, so I figure you’re the most likely culprit to engage in lotion molestation.”


      “Please.” Graham gave an almost imperceptible shake of his head while his big body took up every square inch of the large, leather La-Z-Boy shoved into the corner. “Just ’cause I’m not datin’ anyone in particular, that don’t mean I gotta tug my own pug.”


      “Speaking of pugs,” Frank “Boss” Knight said as he bent over the pool table at the room's far end. His wife, Becky, eyed his ass appreciatively. “Didn’t Sabrina catch Eliza doing something interesting to Fisher’s pug right before you all left for Cameroon?”


      Sabrina winced when every head in the room swiveled in her direction. “Don’t.” She pointed a menacing finger toward Boss’s craggy face.


      “Sorry.” He shrugged, but he didn’t look the least bit contrite. “It’s too good not to share.” He turned to Fisher and Eliza and announced, “She saw what the two of you were doing to the treadmill.”


      “Not to the treadmill,” Sabrina was quick to clarify. “On the treadmill. We should hang a Do Not Disturb sign on the gym door, by the way.”


      “Saw what? What did ya see?” Graham demanded, his green eyes shining with prurient delight. When Sabrina refused to answer, he turned to Boss. “What did she see?”


      “Our sweet Sabrina was woefully short on the details,” Boss admitted with a sorrowful shake of his buzzcut head. “She just said I should wait to work out because Fisher and Eliza were in the gym using the treadmill together.”


      “If the lady throws her legs over the handrails,” Fisher explained, “it puts her in the perfect position to receive⁠—”


      “Fisher!” Eliza slapped a hand over his mouth.


      “But…is the treadmill movin’? Like, are ya walkin’ while also…” Graham made a motion with his big hand.


      “This is no longer a conversation,” Eliza groaned. “This is a hostage crisis.”


      Graham’s tone was serious, but he was clearly biting the inside of his cheek. “I’m just tryin’ to make sure I have the correct mental picture. Was the treadmill on or not?”


      “No,” Eliza hissed. “There was no motorized movement. We’re not weirdos.”


      “That’s debatable.” Graham shrugged noncommittally.


      Eliza’s invitation for the big former SEAL to shove it where the sun never shone was issued and ignored as Graham turned his attention to the doorway.


      Hewitt Birch stood briefly on the threshold before sauntering into the room with Peanut, BKI’s onsite feline mascot, doing figure eights around his jean-clad legs.


      “What about him?” Graham pointed an accusatory finger at Hew as Hew dropped onto the sofa beside Sabrina.


      He brought the smell of the outdoors with him. Hot pavement and wind-lashed freshness clung to his T-shirt thanks to his motorcycle ride home from Red Delilah’s. Underneath all that, though, she could detect a hint of his cedar-and-sage aftershave.


      She would always associate that smell with everything that was good and kind and right in the world.


      The cushion sagged under his weight, so her shoulder slid into his. When he touched her, she wanted to curl into him like Peanut curled into a sun-warmed patch of floor because he was like the sun. Big. Steady. Warm. And with a gravitational pull that had drawn her to him from the beginning.


      “What about me?” he asked around a mouthful of yogurt while lifting an eyebrow that matched the color of his short beard. His facial hair was two shades darker than the thick mop on his head.


      “He’s flying solo these days.” Graham pointed at Hew but looked over at Eliza. “Shouldn’t ya give him the hand cream lecture too?”


      Eliza glanced at Sabrina. But the look was so fleeting that Sabrina had no idea what it meant and thought maybe she’d imagined it.


      There was no reason Eliza should look her way when discussing Hew’s amorous impulses. Everyone knew she and Hew were only friends.


      Not that she hadn’t tried for more. In fact, for a while, she’d dropped enough hints to form a breadcrumb trail straight into her panties. But either Hewitt Birch was so slow on the uptake that she would have had to reach down his jeans and grab his balls to make him realize she was open to the idea of them exploring something beyond friendship, or he’d intentionally ignored her overtures.


      Since Hew wasn’t an idiot, she’d had to accept it was the latter.


      She’d been disappointed, of course. But having Hew as a friend was a far cry better than having him as nothing at all. So it’d been three weeks since she’d batted her lashes at him or slid him a smile meant to entice.


      “I’m putting this lotion down in the half bath.” Eliza held up the bottle to show Hew what would heretofore be off-limits to him. “It’s expensive. I don’t want you single men using it for alternative purposes.”


      “Speakin’ of utilizin’ things for alternative purposes,” Hew said casually in that delicious Mainer accent. “Thought I heard something ’bout you and Fish usin’ the treadmill for activities other than exercise. Remind me to take a pack of sanitary wipes the next time I head to the gym.”


      “We’re better off hosing the whole place down with bleach,” Sabrina quipped. “I still have plenty left over from when I had to pour some into my eyeballs after I caught them in flagrante with the cardio equipment.”


      Hew chuckled. And the sound made her stomach dip like she stood on the roof of one of the city’s skyscrapers.


      Fisher lifted a contradictory finger. “What Eliza and I were doing qualifies as exercise. It certainly got my heart rate up.” Eliza smacked him on his chest. “And are all social media gurus as snarky as you, Sabrina? Or did we just get lucky when you arrived on our doorstep?”


      Before Sabrina had landed in Chicago, the Black Knights hadn’t known they needed someone to run their social media accounts. But within four weeks of taking over the job—the least she could do to repay them for her upkeep—she’d shown the Knights what they’d been missing.


      Using every ounce of know-how she’d gleaned from ten years in the business, she’d taken Black Knights Inc. from a well-respected chopper shop known to the ultra-wealthy inside the custom motorcycle community to a household name.


      Because of the photos and videos she posted to Facebook, Instagram, Bluesky, and TikTok, not to mention the YouTube channel she’d started, everyone who was anyone now wanted a custom BKI creation.


      “We’re all this snarky,” she informed Fisher. “It’s dark times on the internet, and we who must enter into the abyss tend to find humor where we can.”


      Fisher snorted, and the gang splintered into little knots of conversation since it appeared all the tea involving Fish and Eliza and the treadmill had been well and truly spilled. Sabrina used the noise as cover to sneak a surreptitious look at Hew.


      Since they’d returned from the bar, something had seemed slightly off with him. She might have thought it was her introducing him to Martin. But Hew had been nothing if not polite.


      I mean, she thought back now, he was polite after he stood up and made Martin wince like every man winces when presented with so much…Hew.


      At six feet two inches, Hewitt Birch loomed. Broad-shouldered, square-jawed, with dark green eyes and hair that lived somewhere between red and brown, he looked like a younger, hotter version of Sam Heughan. Add a gym-sculpted body and an ability to focus like a predator stalking prey, and no wonder Martin's first reaction had been to flinch.


      To his credit, though, Martin had recovered quickly.


      Probably because Martin was wildly handsome himself. His jet-black hair was cut by someone who knew exactly how best to frame his face. The cleft in his chin gave Superman vibes. And a personal trainer had honed his body to physical perfection.


      Plus, he was smart as a whip, rich as Croesus, and…for reasons she was still a little confused by…he seemed to really like her.


      So why didn’t I go home with him tonight when he asked me to? she wondered.


      They’d been on a handful of dates, and she liked him well enough. She was certainly attracted to him—because who wouldn’t be? But when he’d whispered that invitation, she hadn’t been able to tell if the flutter in her stomach was anticipation or fear.


      Ever since Eddy Torres had tortured her in the back room of her brother Cooper’s place, the thought of sex felt…foreign. Stomach-churning, even. Terrifying?


      She’d lost more than her only sibling back in Charleston last fall. She’d lost the part of herself who laughed easily, flirted freely, loved her body, and let others love it too.


      She liked to think she’d been healing since then, though. Working through the trauma. Meditating and reading all the self-help books and even attending a weekly online support group. With the Black Knights’ help—with Hew’s help—she finally felt ready to get back in the saddle.


      So why did I freeze when the moment came?


      She didn’t know. She needed to know. Because Martin was a good man, and if she wasn’t ready, she shouldn’t lead him on.


      “I’m going for a drive,” she blurted, setting her half-full can of sparkling water on a coaster atop the coffee table.


      Hew’s head came up. A deep line formed between his eyebrows. “What do ya mean?” His glance slid to the big window. “Why?”


      “I have a lot on my mind and do my best thinking in the car.”


      Her new-to-her Prius was her sanctuary. With the music on, road ahead, thoughts untangling mile by mile she could almost convince herself that she was back to normal.


      “It’s rainin’ cats, dogs, and every other animal ya can imagine.” He nodded toward the rivulets racing down the glass.


      “I’m not made of sugar. I won’t melt.”


      “I’ll come too.” He started to stand, but she blocked him with a hand.


      “No. The whole point is peace and quiet. Besides, the last time you rode with me, your knees were practically touching your nose. I kept picturing a head-on collision where your kneecaps ended up in your skull.”


      His frown deepened, eyes going almost black. “Ya might still have enemies out there.”


      Enemies. Right.


      A chill raced down her spine and made her shiver.


      What a strange thing it had been for her to have enemies.


      Before her brother got mixed up with a Charleston cartel, before Eddy Torres changed the course of her life, the only enemies she’d had were the mean girls in middle school who’d teased her mercilessly about her hand-me-down clothes and dime-store shoes.


      “Eddy Torres is dead,” she said with a decisive dip of her chin. “And the cartel’s kingpin and top lieutenants are behind bars. It’s over. I’m safe.”


      The FBI agents in charge of her case has assured her the danger to her had passed and she could resume her regular life.


      “But it’s dark out.”


      But it’s dahk out.


      That accent—lord help her—it always made her melt. It was almost enough to make her let him come with her. But she needed to think. And if there was one thing that was impossible to do with Hew near, it was think.


      “I adore you for worrying.” She smiled softly. “Truly. But I’m fine. Even in the rain. Even in the dark.”


      She blinked, a little surprised—and a whole lot proud—to realize she meant it.


      She was fine. For the first time in months, she felt like herself. Like maybe what had happened to her back in Charleston was simply a chapter in her life and not the whole damn book.


      Fifteen minutes later—and after more arguments from Hew that she handily batted aside—she cruised past BKI’s gates, waved to Toran Connelly on security duty, and turned right into the night.


      Rain whispered against the windshield as she navigated the city streets. Ella Fitzgerald crooned “Dream a Little Dream.” And her thoughts unspooled in a long ribbon of questions.


      Am I ready to take a lover?


      Can I be with a man without panicking?


      Is it fair to Martin to even try if I’m not sure?


      She was so caught up in her own ruminations that she didn’t see the black van slip in behind her. Didn’t notice it match her speed.


      Didn’t realize she was followed out of town.
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        White Pigeon Road, Lake Geneva, Wisconsin


      


      


      


      Out on the forgotten stretch of country road in bumfuck Wisconsin it was all deep shadows and slick pavement. Rain pattered against the windshield, soft as satin, steady as a heartbeat.


      Vivian Drake sat in the passenger seat of the rented cargo van, legs crossed, gloved fingers resting loosely on the pistol in her lap. She didn’t need it yet. But it was comforting nonetheless.


      Like silk sheets, she thought with a sly grin.


      “Where the fuck is she going?” asked the man behind the wheel.


      He was tall and muscular. His eyes were a little too close together, but he had a good head of hair and a cock that was as thick as a Coke bottle.


      His real name was Mark Kessler. His code name was Hummer. A moniker he’d earned by driving a Humvee straight through a barricade in Mosul. Twice.


      He’d been drunk both times. So when he’d signed on to work with her, she’d had two stipulations. One, he couldn’t imbibe on the job. And two, when she wanted a quick fuck, he had to give it up.


      “Who knows?” She shrugged. “But she’s doing us a favor. We’re hell and gone from any CCTV cameras. We’ll snatch her with no one the wiser.”


      “Yeah.” Hummer nodded. “And then we gotta hump it all the way back to the city.”


      It’d been two days since he’d popped the top on his last beer. They hadn’t known when a mark from the big, hulking factory building would present herself, so they’d wasted time staking out the joint. Two days without a drop always put Hummer in a temper.


      Not that his foul mood rubbed off on Vivian. Quite the opposite. She’d cash in on it later, after they had the woman locked down.


      Hummer in a temper was one hell of a fuck. All anger and energy and drive.


      “Let’s give her another mile or so,” she murmured. “GPS says we should be coming up on some woods. The trees will give us cover to stash her car.”


      Hummer grunted and refocused on the road. The rest of her team shifted restlessly in the back of the van.


      “Let’s just do this already,” came a nasally complaint.


      “Shut your face hole, Kurt,” she snapped without turning because she’d recognize his voice even in a crowd. He refused to get his deviated septum fixed, and it always sounded like he was suffering the world’s worst head cold. “Unless…” She grinned. “You need Momma to get you a pillow? Maybe a soft blankie?”


      Kurt was sensitive about his height—five-five if he stretched and stood on tiptoe. Nothing pissed him off more than being treated like a kid.


      She couldn’t hear what he said in rebuttal, but doubted it held much wit since his mental stature matched his physical one.


      They rounded a bend, and she spied the thick copse of trees she’d seen on the map.


      “Almost time,” she told the boys in the back. “Stay loose.”


      “Hard to stay loose when your spine’s been fused to cold steel for the last hour and a half,” Vance muttered, referring to the hard metal flooring in the cargo hold.


      Vivian turned in her seat. She knew what Vance saw when his blue gaze met her gray one. Like slate or steel, her eyes had no warmth, only weight.


      “What a bunch of whiny babies. Amazes me that I’ve ever considered fucking any of you. Although, in my defense, the thought only really crosses my mind when I’ve got a belly full of tequila.”


      Silence. Then, a short chuckle from Deke. Code name: Diesel.


      The man was nice enough to look at. Big, strapping, and still had most of his original teeth. But she’d read his rap sheet, which was enough to keep her away from him even after a pitcher of margaritas.


      She turned back toward the windshield, watching the trees flash by in blurs of black and gray. As it often did when the hunt neared its climax, her mind slipped to the one who had hired her.


      Code names were as common as coercion in her line of work. And her current employer went by Bishop.


      Like the religious clergy or the chess piece?


      She wasn’t sure. If she had to guess, though, she’d say he was named after the game of strategy and tactics. Bishop was wily. Deliberate. Careful.


      They’d spoken only a handful of times. And he always masked his voice. But even still, something in his tone made her uneasy.


      He was too calm. Too composed. Too… emotionless.


      Not that she wasn’t used to dealing with cold, calculating sorts. Anyone who hired her wasn’t likely to be a wilting lily. But even those who needed her for wet work usually displayed some kind of reaction. Some excitement, some nervousness, some impatience.


      Bishop?


      Nada.


      Colder than a fucking corpse in a meat locker.


      It didn’t help her unease that he knew things he shouldn’t. Movement orders, the identities of covert operators, the names of people and places not written on any piece of paper or hidden on any hard drive in the basements at Langley.


      He was government. That much was obvious. Someone near the tippy-top would be her guess.


      And that was dangerous.


      People at the top ate those beneath them.


      “Get ready,” she told the men, narrowing her gaze on the Prius. It crawled along the dark road like a pale blue insect. So harmless. So unaware.


      “Say the word.” Hummer’s thick hands tightened on the wheel.


      She leaned forward as if she could inhale the moment. The seconds right before the action reminded her of the lead-up to orgasm. All the tension. All the anticipation. That ache for satisfaction. “Now! Ram her into those trees!”


      Hummer stomped on the gas, and the van’s engine roared as the tires ate up the asphalt.


      Vivian nearly moaned at the rush, at the spike of adrenaline and the giddy leap of her pulse.


      When Hummer slammed the van’s front bumper into the car’s rear one, metal collided with molded plastic with a satisfying crunch. Tires screeched. The little car fishtailed once, twice. But the pretty brunette at the wheel couldn’t regain control.


      When Hummer slammed the brakes, the crew in the back cursed as they slid across the cargo space. But Vivian? Her attention never wavered.


      She watched the Prius skate off the road. The mud slowed it, just like she’d hoped. It clipped a few branches on the shorter trees before smashing into the thick trunk of a larger tree with a dull, perfect thud.


      She threw her door open before the van came to a complete stop.
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      “What do you love most about being a soldier?” Sabrina angled her chin toward Hew but fixed her gaze on the fire pit. The red-orange flames danced in her pretty brown eyes, reminding Hew of melting chocolate.


      “Notice I didn’t say ‘airmen,’” she added, with a self-satisfied grin. “Airmen are Air Force. Soldiers, even the ones who fly helicopters, are Army. Oh, the things I’ve learned in three months.”


      Three months.


      A mere ninety days.


      In some ways, it felt like she’d just arrived. In others, like he’d known her forever.


      When the Lake Michigan wind wasn’t sharp enough to slice through their clothes, it had become their custom to sit out by the fire pit after dinner. There was something mesmerizing about a fire. Something ancient and fundamental. The dancing display calmed the senses and soothed the synapses.


      That’s what Sabrina needed. Calmness. Safety. Security.


      He’d been doing his best to see that she got all three.


      When he’d stayed quiet too long, her expression grew concerned. “Sorry.” She winced. “Was that too personal? I mean, I get how enlisting in this kind of work might be something you don’t want to talk⁠—”


      “The thing I like most about bein’ a soldier is makin’ a difference,” he cut her off. “And what’s this bullshit about too personal? I thought we’d established nothin’ is too personal between us.”


      He started ticking things off on his fingers. All the things he’d come to know about her in the three months she’d lived at Black Knights Inc. and took on the role of his best friend and confidante. “I know ya got your first period at twelve, and 'cause your ma was a mother in name only, ya thought you were bleedin’ out.” He sat back in his Adirondack chair. “I know Travis Parker was the first boy to kiss ya. Although I like to refer to him as Little Shit, on account of him catchin’ your lip with his braces.”


      “He came at me like I was a pail of chum and he was a shark.”


      “Ayuh. And when he made ya bleed, instead of apologizin’, he told the whole middle school you were the worst kisser in the history of kissers.”


      A small smile played on her full lips. “He really was a little shit, wasn’t he?”


      “And I know what happened the night Cooper was killed.” That stole the smile from her face, so he quickly switched gears. “And you know how I used to run to the Portland Head Lighthouse to get away from my foster homes and group houses. I told ya all about how I’d stare out at the ocean and dream about growin’ wings so I could fly above it all.”


      “And I know how you spent weeks trying to find the perfect paint for your motorcycle,” she murmured. “That very specific gray/blue color that matches the Atlantic off the New England coast. I know you named your bike Freedom because that’s what it represents to you. A means of escape.”


      “See?” He spread his hands. “Nothin’ is off-limits with us, right?”


      “Oh, I don’t know.” She slid him a sly look. “I bet there are a few things you’re keeping to yourself. Like the blonde at the bagel shop across the street.”


      “What blonde?” he asked, all innocence.


      “The one who desperately tries to get your attention every time we go there,” she said, her South Carolina drawl softening the edges of the words.


      The first two months she’d been at BKI, she’d kept herself inside the compound. Since Eddy Torres’s death, though, she’d started venturing out—never far, and always with Hew in tow.


      The bagel shop was one of their regular stops.


      “Don’t know what you’re talkin’ ’bout.” He took a pull from the beer bottle resting loosely between his gloved fingers.


      “You are so full of shit,” she said before throwing back her head and laughing.


      He gaped at her.


      He’d seen her grin. Heard her chuckle a few times. But her grief had eclipsed any real laughter, and this? Oh, this was as real as it got.


      And it was the sweetest thing he’d ever heard.


      She pointed a gloved finger at his nose, eyes dancing. “You’d have to be blind to miss her signals. She’s like one of those airport people. The ones with the orange flags?” She flailed her arms like she was directing a Boeing 747 into Gate B12.


      “Ayuh,” he allowed with a dip of his chin. “But that doesn’t mean I’m interested.”


      “Why? You don’t like big boobs and gobs of cornsilk hair?”


      Instead of answering, he lobbed his own question. “Let’s say I did take her up on it. How would she feel ’bout you sneakin’ into my room three, four nights a week?”


      He’d meant it as a joke. But the way her teasing smile faded told him it had landed all wrong.


      “I’ll stop,” she said quietly.


      Fuck.


      He didn’t want her to stop. The best sleep he got was when she crawled beneath the covers, still cool from the air in the hallway, and warmed herself up by curling against his back. Him—six foot two, two-ten, trained to kill. And her—one-thirty soaking wet, and yet holding him like a shield against the dark.


      He opened his mouth to tell her as much. But she kept going before he could get a word out. “Or you could just tell her the truth. That we’re only friends. Nothing more.”


      Hew lay sprawled on his back, one arm folded beneath his head, as he replayed the memory while staring at the dim lines where the bricks of his walls met the mortar between them.


      He liked the idea of brick walls, soaked in years of stories, steeped in a thousand memories. They were permanent. Enduring.


      He hadn’t experienced much of either in his life. That is, until he’d come to Black Knights Inc. and, for the very first time, understood what it meant to be part of a family.


      Turning onto his side, he buried his face in the extra pillow and imagined all the times Sabrina’s head had lain right there. Right in that very spot.


      He’d convinced her after that night by the fire pit that he welcomed her after-hours visits. That he was honored to help chase away her nightmares. That their friendship wasn’t the reason he hadn’t gotten the barista’s number. But even so, her visits had become fewer and farther between.


      It’d been nearly a month since she’d slipped through his bedroom door, her luscious brown hair a tangled halo, her dark eyes bleary with sleep and shadowed by the vestiges of bad dreams as she grabbed the stuffed toy from atop his dresser and climbed into bed beside him.


      He breathed deeply, imagining her sweet smell lingered even though he’d changed his sheets since her last visit.


      Why would it remain? he thought. To remind me she’s past the point of needin’ me?


      The idea rankled, hitting a place inside him he hadn’t realized was sore.


      Of course, he shouldn’t want her to need him. He shouldn’t want her to be haunted by nightmares that dragged her from her own bed and sent her running into his. But hell if her midnight visits hadn’t been the best thing to ever happen to him.


      And he missed them.


      Missed the way she hooked her knees behind his. Missed the way she spread her fingers over his ribs and murmured barely there nothings against his neck. Missed the heat of her breath and the softness of her breasts against his back.


      Sabrina, the river goddess.


      She didn’t know it, but her ethereal sweetness, her delicate vulnerability, had knitted his broken pieces together. Pieces he hadn’t even realized needed mending.


      And now, she was dating. Dating.


      Not that he begrudged her happiness. Not that he expected her to remain a nun. And certainly not that he didn’t want her to move past the hurt and the horror that had kept her trapped inside BKI and inside her own mind.


      But it’s too soon. She’s not ready.


      As her friend, he hated the thought of her pushing herself when there was no reason for⁠—


      Are ya sure that’s all it is? The unwelcome question zipped through his mind, and he clenched his jaw so hard his back teeth creaked.


      Instead of answering, he reached for his watch on the bedside table. Depressing the side button made the face glow blue.


      Almost 6 A.M.


      Seven hours since she left.


      Any other guy might assume she’d snuck in while he was out cold. But Hew slept with one eye open and both ears cocked. A pin dropping was enough to rouse him from stone-cold slumber.


      If Sabrina had come home, he’d have heard her footsteps. Heard the tiny whine of her door hinges and the rustle of her sheets.


      Seven hours since she left, he thought again. And his brain spooled out a series of horror reels.


      Her, stuck behind the wheel because her car lost traction on the wet roads and plowed into a tree. Her, desperately trying to escape her Pruis as it filled with water because she missed a curve and drove into one of the many small kettle lakes that dotted the countryside outside the city. Her, broken and bleeding and needing him and⁠—


      Another thought stabbed into his brain with the destructive force of a Ka-Bar.


      Martin...


      What if she’d gone to see Martin?


      An image of the charming bastard with his perfect hair and even more perfect smile emblazoned itself in Hew’s mind’s eye. He was reminded of Martin's possessive hand at the small of Sabrina’s back in the parking lot at Red Delilah’s after they’d paid the tab and made moves toward home. Reminded of the blush on Sabrina’s cheeks when Martin had leaned in to kiss the corner of her mouth.


      Hew had pretended not to watch the couple’s exchange as he slipped on his motorcycle helmet. But behind his visor, he’d read Martin’s lips.


      “Come home with me tonight.”


      Sabrina had made excuses, and Hew had heaved a sigh of relief.


      But what if she changed her mind? he thought now.


      What if, right at this very moment, she’s curled up against that fuckstick’s back, her nose pressed to his neck, her fingers ghostin’ across his ribs like they used to ghost across mine?


      He squeezed shut his eyes, hoping to stop the images that poured through his head. But that only made things worse. On the backs of his eyelids, he could actually see her there, in Martin’s bed, her pale skin contrasting with Martin’s and⁠—


      The door hinges squealed. He shot upright. “Sabrina?”


      But it wasn’t her. Peanut sat in the threshold, his gray fur as black as a shadow in the darkness, and his silhouette looking as round as a soccer ball.


      “Shit.” Hew scrubbed a rough hand over his face and told himself to lie back down. Go back to sleep.


      Sabrina was a grown-ass woman capable of making her own choices.


      Himself was a traitorous bastard, though. Because himself whispered, Ya could always check to see where she is.


      All of them had trackers on their vehicles in case of theft or in case emergency services needed their exact location. It was a safety measure, not a spying measure. And yet…


      He tossed back the covers. After pulling on his jeans, he assured Peanut, “It’s not ’cause I’m jealous. I just need to make sure she’s okay.”


      The cat slow-blinked and then lifted a leg behind his head to bathe his fuzzy butt. Hew couldn’t help but feel that it was the feline version of calling bullshit.


      The rain had picked up during the night. It spat angrily against the windows of the old brick building, and the low hiss was why Hew didn’t hear Graham until they nearly plowed into each other at the bottom of the stairs that led from the second floor to the third.


      Graham held a half-eaten turkey leg in one hand. The other jumped to his chest in startlement.


      “Lord a’mighty.” His north Georgia drawl echoed through the quiet of the building. “Ya don’t sneak up on a guy who carries a gun. I mighta dropped the hammer on you, Birch.”


      Hew smirked. “Ya packin’ heat in your Fruit of the Looms, Coleburn?”


      Graham had a habit of walking around shirtless even in the middle of the day. In the cold light just before dawn? Hew counted himself lucky the chowderhead had thought to put on boxer briefs before raiding the fridge.


      “Jet lag’s got my circadian rhythm more twisted up than a snake in a shoebox,” Graham admitted with a scowl of annoyance. “You?”


      “Maybe,” Hew answered evasively. “Woke up and couldn’t get back to sleep. Heard from Sabrina?”


      “Why would I?”


      “She’s not back, and it’s not like her to stay out all night.”


      Graham’s unconcerned shrug irritated Hew. The man’s words were even more annoying. “Maybe she decided to go to her boyfriend’s house.”


      “She doesn’t have a boyfriend.”


      “No?” Graham tilted his head. “Boss and Becky said she⁠—”


      “She’s been on a few dates with the guy. That doesn’t make him her boyfriend.” Why was Hew’s vision turning black around the edges?


      “Right.” Graham held up his turkey-leg-free hand in surrender. “Sorry. Her lover, then.”


      The black around the edges of Hew’s vision started crackling with lightning.


      Graham chuckled. “You should see yourself. Your eyes are bugged out of your head so far, ya look like a horny toad tryin’ to shit a chicken bone.”


      Hew wiped his expression clean. “I’ve got no idea what you’re talkin’ about.”


      He heard his own accent turn the word idea into idear. New Englanders had a haphazard way of dropping the R sound off some words and adding it to others.


      Graham rolled his eyes. “From the moment Sabrina Greenlee walked through that front door, you’ve been calf-eyed over her.”


      “You want to try that again in English? Instead of whatever possum-wranglin’ dialect that was?”


      Graham shook his head sorrowfully. “What’s that one singer say? Forgive my northern attitude? Y’all spend so long buried in snowbanks up there, even your jokes come out frostbit.”


      “Is it the jet lag that’s turned you into a Chatty Cathy?”


      “Nice try changin’ the subject.” Graham smiled knowingly.


      “I don’t know what the subject is anymore. Noah Kahan? Chicken bones? Calf’s eyes?”


      Ignoring him, Graham said conversationally, “Ya know what? I’m ninety-eight percent sure ya don’t wanna have this conversation right now. But I’m one-hundred percent sure I don’t care. You’re crazy about Sabrina. But for whatever reason, ya don’t have the sac to face it. Why is that?”


      “Doesn’t matter what I feel.” Hew ground his jaw. “Because she doesn’t like me for anything more than a friend.”


      “You ever asked her?”


      Graham was off in his percentages. Hew one-hundred percent didn’t want to have this conversation.


      “I don’t need to. She’s made it clear in a thousand different ways. And the fact that she’s datin’ some chowderhead who could’ve auditioned for a role as a Munchkin back in the day is the clearest indication of all.”


      Graham blinked. “Sabrina’s lover has dwarfism? Boss and Becky didn’t mention that. Not that it matters, but it’s just interestin’ and⁠—”


      “Stop usin’ that word.”


      “Which word? Dwarfism? I think it’s the correct terminology and⁠—”


      “Lover,” Hew hissed. “It makes me want to blow groceries.”


      “Well, how would you describe the guy Sabrina’s screwin’?”


      Hew had to shove his hands deep into his front pockets to keep from wrapping them around his teammate’s throat. “Sabrina isn’t screwin’ him.”


      Then, he remembered she might very well be screwing the bastard right at that very moment and that he’d come downstairs to see for himself if she was.


      “Ah.” Graham rocked back on his heels. “Now I get it.”


      Hew was hanging on to his patience by a thread. “Get what?”


      “Why you’re headed over to the computers.” Graham hitched the turkey leg toward the bank of monitors and blinking towers that were daisy-chained together to form a supercomputer capable of performing tasks Hew couldn’t begin to understand. “You’re gonna spy on her.”


      “It’s. Not. Spyin’.” Each word was uttered through a jaw clamped down like a steel trap.


      “No? What would you call it then?”


      “Checkin’ to make sure she’s okay.”


      Graham snorted, and Hew took that as a period on the conversation.


      Turning on his heel, he marched toward the bank of computers. After pulling out a rolling chair and, he was prompted for a password and typed in 60065. It was the numerical representation for boobs.


      Ozzie—BKI’s own hacking genius and one of the original Knights—had a sixteen-year-old boy’s sense of humor.


      As Hew brought up the tracking program, he glanced over his shoulder to find Graham standing a few feet away.


      “Ya goin’ to stand there gawpin’ like a jackass at a clambake, or ya goin’ to come help?” he muttered.


      “I’m worried when ya see Sabrina over at her boyfr—” Graham stopped and tried again. “Lov—” He caught himself a second time and finally settled on, “I’m worried when ya see Sabrina over at the Munchkin’s house, your brain will explode. I really don’t wanna wash gray matter out of this shirt. It’s my favorite.”


      Hew rolled his eyes at the sight of Graham hooking a thumb back at his bare chest.


      A few keystrokes later, a glowing red dot showed on a 2D map. His chin jerked back when he didn’t recognize the road's name. He used the mouse to expand the map until he saw the state line and the distance Sabrina had traveled.


      It wasn’t unusual for her to cross over into Wisconsin. The scenery was far more serene there. And the lack of traffic on the winding roads afforded her the ability to concentrate on her thoughts instead of her driving.


      What was unusual was that it looked like she was stopped in the middle of nowhere.


      “The fuck?” He leaned closer to the monitor.


      “What?” Graham strode forward.


      “You think Martin lives in the woods in Wisconsin?”


      “Who’s Martin?”


      “The Munchkin.”


      “Right.” Graham bent over Hew’s shoulder and hit several keys that switched the map from 2D to 3D. “Huh,” he muttered as he straightened. “Looks like she’s parked inside a stand of trees. The only structure nearby is a farmhouse. And that’s half a mile away.”


      Fear grew in Hew like a malignancy as he pulled his cell phone from his pocket. He scrolled to Sabrina’s contact information, hit the button, and held the device to his ear.


      It rang.


      And rang.


      When her voicemail picked up, he cut the call as broken glass filled his lungs. It shattered  up into his throat, making breathing impossible as he stared hard at Graham’s now concerned expression.


      “Something’s wrong,” he wheezed.
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