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			For Elizabeth Dyer and the rest of my Bat Signal ladies. Thanks for keeping me sane this year!

		


		
			Chapter One

			Sami

			Deep breath. Keep breathing. This is NBD. You’ve done crazier.

			I repeated the words to myself, over and over, as I watched the tiny airport clear out around me. The people who had shared my flight to Wyoming picked up their bags and met loved ones or cabs or—did they even have Uber here? Kinda doubted it because I was literally in the middle of nowhere. I read somewhere that this was the only airport in the country located within a national park.

			But even without Uber, everyone had a place to go. Except me. 

			Ha. Story of my life, wasn’t it?

			Soon, I was alone. I walked along the baggage claim carousels, dragging my kid-sized Star Wars bag, its bum wheel squeaking obnoxiously in the empty space. I hoped the rest of my stuff had made it to wherever I was supposed to be going. Hell, I hoped I made it.

			The airport looked exactly how I pictured Wyoming. Rustic and yet weirdly cozy for an airport. There were windows everywhere, framing what would probably be an impressive view of the Tetons during the day. A lot of wood with some stone fixtures, and even a fireplace. I sat down on one of the cowhide couches gathered around the fireplace and checked my phone.

			11:35 p.m. 

			My flight from San Jose had been delayed due to mechanical issues, so instead of getting here at the reasonable time of before-dinner, I was stranded in the middle of the night. There was supposed to have been transportation waiting for me when I arrived, but the baggage claim was empty now. Nobody waited with “Samira Blackwood” scrawled on a cardboard sign.

			I swiped my thumb across the screen of my phone. No calls. No texts. I don’t know why I expected…something. Mom and Dad gave up on me when I was fourteen, after I was convicted of a felony for hacking and sentenced to spend the rest of my teens in juvenile detention. 

			Who knew hacking the NRA and redirecting their website to a GoFundMe for school shooting victims was a crime? 

			I hadn’t. 

			All right, not true. I guess I’d known it was illegal. Technically. But I’d done it with nothing but the best intentions and never expected an FBI raid party. I just wanted to make the world a better place, but the government—and my parents—didn’t see it that way. The judge, an old-timer who probably still used a landline and had a TV with rabbit ears, was convinced I had the ability to launch nuclear bombs at the press of a button, and he’d given me the maximum sentence allowed by law: three years, plus three years’ supervised release and twenty thousand dollars in reparation.

			And that judge had only been aware of a tiny sliver of my digital crimes. I can’t imagine what my sentence would have been had he known how much money I’d stolen. I didn’t even know the exact amount, but it was a lot. Like GDP-of-a-small-country a lot. Enough that I could’ve faced way more than a few years in juvie had anyone known. Idealist that I once was, I’d filtered all of it into various charities and anonymously paid off some student loans, but if I had known what my future held, I would’ve stashed some of it offshore. That money would’ve saved me a lot of uncertainty and fear. 

			My first night out of juvie, after my family made it clear they were done with me, I thought my life was over. I had no support system, nowhere to go, and nothing to my name but a bag of too-small clothes and a worthless Blackberry that my parents had disconnected ages ago. I was sitting on the curb in front of a 7-Eleven, scared to death—and the Blackberry chimed with a text.

			Check your bank account. 

			Unnerved, I checked and couldn’t believe the number of zeros I saw. 

			Who are you? I texted back. What do you want?

			A concerned friend, was the reply. Take the money.

			What do you want in return? Because I may have been young at the time, but I sure as hell knew nobody freely gave out that much money without strings attached. 

			A favor, they’d said.

			I’m not sleeping with you.

			No, they’d replied, and I couldn’t help but think they were laughing at me. It was just a word on the screen, but I felt the laughter in it. I’m not interested in you that way. Someday, I’ll need your hacking skills. That’s it. A favor for a fellow hacker. 

			So I took the money. 

			It was either owe a nameless, faceless, genderless benefactor a favor or live on the streets. I was a terrified, homeless eighteen-year-old with nothing except a standing date with her probation officer. Anyone in my position would’ve taken the money. My benefactor had me in a chokehold, and they knew it.

			Except now, whenever I closed my eyes, I still saw those two little words on the screen: A favor.

			It had been three years since that night, and they still hadn’t called in that favor. The longer whoever it was waited, the more I worried.

			Maybe they’d forgotten about me.

			Hah. Right. All those zeros? No, they hadn’t forgotten. My mysterious benefactor was biding their time, but I was done waiting. I planned to pay them back and wash my hands of the whole mess, which was how I ended up in Wyoming. This new job promised to pay well. 

			I just wish I knew exactly what the new job was. The whole thing felt a lot like jumping out of the frying pan and into the fire.

			Okay, maybe I hadn’t done crazier.

			I scrolled through my phone again and opened the text message I’d sent my mom before boarding the plane. Still no reply. It didn’t even look like she’d read it.

			I hadn’t spoken to my parents since my sentence was handed down on my fourteenth birthday. They paid the lawyers, paid the $20K, and cut all ties. Almost seven years now.

			Still, I thought the message would’ve generated some kind of response. I was turning my life around. Or trying to. Or maybe it was too late. Maybe I’d irreparably damaged my relationship with them.

			Not that we really had much of a relationship to begin with. The only thing we ever had in common was our mutual love of technology.

			So here I was. Twenty-one years old, fresh off my supervised release, and completely alone in the world. 

			Well, not completely. I had Adrian, my one and only friend. He was also a hacker, and, like me, he’d had the book thrown at him when the hacktivist group we were both part of disintegrated. I could text him, but it was late, and I needed to figure this out on my own.

			I sighed and put my phone away.

			Now what?

			I waited.

			Twenty minutes passed before a guy came in through one of the sliding doors and glanced around. He was mid-twenties at least, with a mess of light brown hair that reflected auburn when the light hit it just right. His black T-shirt hugged a muscular chest—not steroid-bulky, but lean, sexy muscle. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t attracted at first sight. And then I saw the writing on his shirt: I’m the Nigerian prince who keeps emailing you. 

			Ha. And a nerdy sense of humor to go along with all of that muscle. My kind of guy.

			I snorted a laugh, and the sound carried across the baggage claim, embarrassingly loud in the empty space. He swung around, and his gaze zeroed in on me. He had light brown eyes, close in color to his hair. Whiskey eyes.

			I stood as he strode over. His smile was just a little bit shy and made a dimple appear in one cheek, which did funny things to my belly.

			“Are you Samira?” he asked.

			“Sami,” I corrected and held out a hand. He enfolded my hand with long, elegant fingers. He could be a pianist with hands like that. Or an artist. I briefly wondered if maybe he was the latter, because his skin was also rough with callouses, like I imagined an artist’s would be.

			“I’m your ride,” he said. “They didn’t mention you were missing from the group until the last minute. I hopped right into the truck but thought I’d be too late and— I’m sorry. How long have you been waiting?”

			He was babbling. How cute was that?

			“Not long,” I assured him. “My plane landed just after eleven.”

			He made a face. “Sorry again. I’m Eric, by the way. Eric Physick.”

			“Hi, Eric,” I said, hoping my voice wasn’t really as breathy with disbelief as it sounded. 

			“Uh, you can call me Harvard. Everyone else does.” His gaze dropped to my R2-D2 bag, and the hint of shyness melted away. He flashed a grin that caused the dimple to wink at me again. “Is this all you have?”

			“Uh, yeah. Just this.” I hoisted my laptop bag up onto my shoulder and pulled R2’s handle out. “I had some stuff shipped to the address Tucker Quentin gave me.” An address I could find nothing about online. Which should freak me out. And did a little, if I was honest.

			This was another moment of blind faith, but at least it was a moment I had decided on, rather than one driven by desperation like last time.

			“Then your stuff’s probably already there,” Harvard said. “Tuc is nothing if not efficient. You ready?” He took R2 from me, and I winced as the broken wheel let out a nails-on-chalkboard screech. 

			Harvard didn’t seem bothered. He simply picked up the suitcase to carry it instead. “Your droid needs some oil.” 

			Really, I needed a whole new suitcase. I’d had R2 since middle school, but since my parents cut me off, funds were more than a little tight. I’d stupidly blown through my benefactor’s money in the first year of my supervised release and spent the past two years working as a barista for not-great pay. I had scraped the bottom of my bank account to have my custom PC and my Iron Throne desk chair shipped to Wyoming. Thankfully, the plane ticket had been covered by my new employer: Tucker Quentin, CEO and founder of Quentin Enterprises, which owned the second-biggest tech company in the world. One of the conditions of my supervised release was no computer access. I’d taken a huge risk to get his attention. By hacking his network when I wasn’t technically even supposed to be in the same room as a computer, I could’ve ended up in adult prison. 

			What can I say? I was desperate. I had done it with the hope that Quentin would recognize the value of my skills and hire me instead of siccing the cops on me.

			Luckily, I was right. He did hire me, but instead of keeping me in Silicon Valley, where Quentin Enterprises was headquartered, he flew me to Wyoming, and I wasn’t entirely sure why I was here. All I knew was that Quentin wanted me for a training program for something called HORNET. Adrian had been thrilled when he found out this was where I was headed. He’d called it an adventure, encouraged me to embrace it.

			Whatever. Anything was better than making soy lattes for hipsters. I was itching to get my fingers back on a computer keyboard.

			“What do you think of the new movies?” Harvard asked conversationally as he carried my bag from the terminal to a truck parked at the curb.

			The question dragged me from the turmoil of my thoughts. “Movies?”

			“Star Wars,” he said and tapped the side of R2 for emphasis. “The new movies?”

			“Oh. I love them.” I eyed the truck, rusted and dust-covered. He opened the passenger door for me and grabbed a sweatshirt off the seat. I caught an earthy whiff of hay and animal. Horse? Where was I going that they had horses?

			In that moment, a lightning bolt of pure panic sizzled through me. I twisted the strap of my laptop case around my hand and told myself to breathe as the gulp of air I’d just taken stalled out somewhere in my throat. What was I doing? Getting into a beat-up, horse-smelling truck with a man who, no matter how adorable and nerdy, was a stranger? Going to God knew where to join a training program for a shadowy organization that I could find next to nothing about online? 

			Was I crazy?

			“Hey, breathe.” Harvard lightly touched my arm, and I jolted. I must have looked as freaked out as I felt, because he held up his hands and stepped back. “It’s okay. I’m one of the good guys, Sami.”

			I believed him. I’d developed a damn good sense of people out of necessity, and I could tell Harvard didn’t have a mean bone in his body. And, still. I’d never been more frightened in my life. 

			But what other choice did I have? My parents weren’t speaking to me, and all of my glimmering college prospects had gone down the toilet the day I’d been arrested. After six years in the criminal justice system, my options were less than limited. If I stayed on my own, I’d end up a black hat again. That was where the money was for someone like me. No legit security company wanted to hire a hacker with a prison sentence under her belt, and I didn’t want to work at Starbucks forever. I wanted more than that life.

			Harvard reached to close the truck’s door. “You know what? I’ll go park, and we can just sit down and talk until you’re comfortable.”

			I wanted this. A chance to make a difference that wouldn’t land me on the FBI’s bad side again. I’d orchestrated this opportunity, and now I was going to blow it because of a panic attack?

			I stopped Harvard before he could close the door. “No, I’m okay.”

			He eyed me doubtfully. “You’re sure?”

			My nerves settled at his question. He looked genuinely distressed by my discomfort, and a serial killer wouldn’t react that way, right? Not that I really thought he was a serial killer. He was too adorably flustered by my panic. 

			Yes, this was where I had to be. This was what I wanted to do. If I didn’t do this, I’d end up back in prison. Adult prison. Or worse.

			I climbed into the truck. “I’m sure.”

		


		
			Chapter Two

			Harvard

			She wasn’t what I expected.

			I had compiled the dossiers for all of our trainees and already knew a lot about Samira Blackwood. She was a hacker who went by the name Fragment. She’d appeared on the hacking scene three years ago and had done some freelance penetration testing and security work for several well-known companies in the San Francisco Bay area. Although at first glance she looked like a squeaky-clean white hat, I’d found her on several dark web message boards. Never doing anything illegal that I could see, but definitely toeing the line between legal and illegal. That hat of hers was more gray than white. Maybe even edging toward black. Had to admit, I liked that about her. I’d been known to dip my toe over that line of legality myself. 

			Harvard, the man I was now, wouldn’t exist if I hadn’t.

			Fragment was a genius, and she proved it when she hacked Quentin Enterprises to get the big boss’s attention. She got through my firewalls. Through my layers of encryption. I was both impressed and annoyed that she’d managed it. 

			This girl sitting silently next to me, though? Sami? She was a mystery. A fascinating bit of code I wanted to crack.

			Up until I walked into the airport, she was a name on a screen. Based on the photo I had, I’d assumed she’d come with serious baggage—and not in the form of R2-D2. The asymmetrical, blond-tipped hairstyle and lip ring screamed BAD ATTITUDE in all caps. While nothing hinky jumped out at me as I compiled her dossier—except that maybe her background was a little too tidy for my liking—I still thought for sure she’d be a problem, but she didn’t seem like a troublemaker at all.

			Actually, if pressed to come up with one word to describe her, I’d go with lost.

			She looked completely out of place and uncomfortable in the airport. And even more so bouncing in the passenger seat of the old ranch truck. 

			The truck had been a mistake. I didn’t realize how much of a mistake until I saw her near-panic reaction to it. When I discovered she’d been left behind, I jumped into the thing by habit. It was what I’d been driving for the last few months since my old car died. I was in the market for a new set of wheels but hadn’t had the time to do the relevant research. The truck was a rust bucket that smelled of hay and horse, used mainly for errands by the family ranch of HORNET’s medic. Guess I should have asked one of my teammates to borrow their vehicle.

			I realized suddenly the silence between us had stretched too long and was starting to get awkward. I’d wanted to give her time to relax, but there was a thin line between space and awkwardness, and I’d crossed it. I’d gotten wrapped up inside my own head. Again. A bad habit of mine.

			I glanced over at her. She huddled as close to the door as she could without tumbling out onto the highway and hugged her laptop case to her chest like it was a shield. In that way, we were a lot alike. I had wielded my computer as both a weapon and a shield for most of my life.

			Lost? Oh, yeah. I’d been there and done that and knew the look. And she was more than a little scared, though she was doing her best to put on a brave face.

			What kind of shit had life dealt this girl to make her so nervous? 

			Damn. I wish I knew how to make her feel more comfortable. 

			And then—Jesus, I’m a myopic idiot—it hit me. I did know exactly how to relax her. As Fragment, she was bold and sassy, smart and calculating. I just had to talk computers, which happened to be my favorite subject.

			“How’d you do it?” I asked.

			She jolted and glanced over at me with stark fear, like I’d asked her to confess to murder or something. “Uh,” she said faintly. “Do what?”

			Shit. This wasn’t going well. I’d never been good at talking to girls. Jean-Luc Cavalier, HORNET’s linguist and arguably my best friend, had tried giving me lessons on how to charm the ladies. Obviously, none of his teachings had stuck, because I was fucking this up. If something wasn’t computer code, it didn’t stay in my head. 

			Just once, I’d like to be like the rest of the guys on the team. Masculine and badass, not the geek behind the computer. 

			“Sorry. I was trying to make conversation. If you don’t want to talk, we can—” I reached to switch on the radio. It didn’t always work in this rattling pile of rust, but maybe I’d get lucky tonight.

			To my surprise, she reached out and stopped me with a touch to the back of my hand. She seemed calmer now. “You’re asking how I hacked Quentin Enterprises?”

			“Yeah.” I withdrew my hand, even though I didn’t want to break the contact, and curled my fingers around the steering wheel. “You know, because it was my security you got through.” 

			“It’s a good network. Solid. But even the most solid network isn’t safe if the company’s employees aren’t taking the proper precautions.” 

			I nodded. “You got in through an employee.”

			“Yep. A phishing email in a low-level employee’s inbox. Once I was in, I worked my way through the layers of encryption until I had the whole network.”

			“For a minute I thought it was Nomad.” The black-hat hacker had been making all kinds of waves in the cyber underworld recently and had already taken several large companies hostage with ransomware attacks. Nomad was now on the FBI’s Most Wanted list. “You’re good.”

			“So are you. It took me nearly two weeks to break in.”

			“But you still got in.”

			She flashed a smile. “Like you said, I’m good.”

			“You are. You didn’t do any damage. You just broke in and let us know you were there. Why take that risk?”

			She pushed her tongue against her lip ring, and a bolt of lust shot straight to my cock.

			Wow. Okay. That was unexpected.

			And wrong. She would soon essentially be my student, and that was a massive mountain of an obstacle I had no intention of scaling. I couldn’t help the instant flare of attraction, but I could damn well make sure things stayed professional between us.

			“You don’t have to tell me,” I said when her silence stretched into awkwardness. “It’s none of my business.”

			“Okay. Thanks.” After another uncomfortable beat, she asked, “So what exactly is HORNET?”

			I took my eyes off the road long enough to glance in her direction. “You seriously don’t know?”

			“Got the gist of it.” She lifted a shoulder in a half-shrug. “Private military contractor owned by Quentin Enterprises. I couldn’t find much else about it.”

			Was it ballsy or stupid to take a job you knew little to nothing about? Maybe a bit of both. Also desperate, but nothing in her tidy background reeked of that kind of desperation. Had she hidden something from me? If she had, she was even better than I suspected. No secret stayed secret around me for long. That was part of the reason I had been relatively friendless until joining the team. 

			“HORNET stands for Hostage Rescue and Negotiation Team,” I explained. “It’s a branch of the private military contractor HumInt, Inc., which—you’re right—is owned by Quentin Enterprises.”

			Her brows pinched together in the cutest way. “Wait. You’re talking hostage situations?”

			“That’s exactly it. HORNET’s function is to retrieve people the government either can’t or won’t go after.”

			“Is it dangerous?”

			The question was innocent enough. Expected, even. But it threw me back in time a year and a half to a snowy January night in Eastern Europe. While trying to rescue a teammate’s woman and break up a sex-trafficking ring, the team had been ambushed and captured by an old rival. Our commander, Gabe Bristow, had been shot and was in serious need of a trauma surgeon while our medic, Jesse Warrick, desperately tried to keep him alive. I could almost feel the bite of the cold again, the weight of hopelessness as we watched Gabe bleed out. 

			We all got out of that scrape—barely—but I didn’t think telling her about it was the best place to start. With how freaked she’d been back at the airport, I wasn’t going to acknowledge that getting shot was a real danger with this job.

			“Yeah, it can be dangerous,” I admitted. I couldn’t lie to her but didn’t want to scare her off, either, and quickly added, “You’ll be tech support. You won’t be out in the field very often, and when you are, you’ll be far away from the action.” Which was a constant annoyance for me. My teammates trusted me to digitally have their sixes, but when the bullets started flying, they tucked me away like a precious fucking china doll in danger of breaking.

			Sami pushed at her lip ring again. I kept my gaze firmly on the road ahead, but Jesus help me I could still see her playing with it out of the corner of my eye. There was no AC in the old truck, and I swear the temperature kept climbing inside the cab despite the cool June night. I grabbed the crank window control and rolled that sucker down. A cold shower was out, so this was the next best thing.

			As cool air swirled into the cab, Sami wrapped her arms around her middle like she was cold. I swore a mental blue streak at myself as I hurried to roll the window back up. 

			“Sorry.” I switched on the heat, then one-handedly searched around for my hoodie to offer her. If my brain kept going to my dick, I’d be sweating bullets by the time we reached the training compound.

			“It’s okay.” Sami let go of her middle and sat up straighter. “I’m not cold. I guess I’m nervous. I never considered doing anything like this before.”

			“Don’t think many kids grow up wanting to be a mercenary.” I found the hoodie and, despite her protests, draped it over her lap like a blanket. She was in shorts and a T-shirt, dressed for a California summer night, not a Wyoming one. It got chilly here, even in the hottest grip of summer. 

			She smoothed her hand over the HORNET logo on my hoodie. “How did you end up here?”

			That was a story unfit for a first meeting. Or second. Or, hell, ever. “I was recruited.”

			“By Tucker Quentin?”

			“Uh, no, actually. It was Jean-Luc, the team’s linguist. He convinced me to join up.”

			“Are you a linguist, too?” she asked with what sounded strangely like a note of hope in her voice. As if she wanted me to be a linguist.

			I laughed at the thought. The only language I was fluent in other than English was computer code. “Spanish was the only class I ever failed.” I was ten at the time, taking high school classes, and already a Microsoft Certified Professional, but I left that part out. My status as a child prodigy had singled me out my whole life, made me a freak. She’d find out eventually—my teammates gossiped more than old ladies in a knitting circle—but at least for a little while, I wanted her to think I was a normal guy and not the Boy Genius. 

			She cracked a smile. “Not a linguist, then.”

			“Definitely not.”

			“So what do you do?”

			I opened my mouth to tell her I was a hacker, like her. I controlled all of HORNET’s technology during missions, and I’d be teaching her how to do the same over the next two years of her training. But I hesitated. Right now, she saw me as an equal. Would that change when she found out I was her mentor and immediate superior? Would she treat me differently? Because I was enjoying our conversation a hell of a lot and hated to have it end.

			Of course I had to tell her. It was illogical to withhold that info when her training started first thing tomorrow.

			Her phone rang, saving me from making the decision, and she actually jumped in her seat at the sound. I snapped my mouth shut and watched her from the corner of my eye. She checked the screen, and her hand trembled as she accepted the call. 

			“Mom?” She sounded small and vulnerable but also hopeful, like a lost child finally finding her parents.

			Several seconds ticked by in silence. She released a breath and hung up, clutching the phone tightly in both hands.

			I let her have a moment. “Everything okay?”

			She gave a curt nod, though she didn’t seem at all okay. “Wrong number.”

			She shifted in her seat to stare out the window. We were climbing up the mountainside, and the valley of Jackson Hole glittered far down below.

			I didn’t expect her to explain why that empty phone call had bothered her so much or why she hadn’t attempted to call back. We just met, after all. But I didn’t like this return to awkward silence. I wanted her smile back. 

			I caught sight of R2-D2 jammed in the back between our seats and tilted my head toward him. “So R2’s your favorite character?”

			“What?” She looked at me, then shifted to look at her suitcase. “Oh. Of course.” And there it was, the quick flash of her smile. “He’s the greatest hacker in the galaxy.”

		


		
			Chapter Three

			Sami

			That phone call had raised goose bumps on my skin. Although it had said “Mom” on the screen, I knew better. Mom wouldn’t call in the middle of the night. Given our turbulent history, she wouldn’t call, period. It was Adrian checking up on me. Had to be.

			I didn’t know what to think about that. Was he worried about me? Whatever his reason, I didn’t like it. My every move for the last three years had been monitored or tracked. I was done with having an overlord.

			“C’mon, really?” Harvard said, and I scrambled to remember what we were talking about. 

			Oh. Right. 

			Star Wars. 

			Wait. Was he bashing my beloved droid?

			I swung toward him, outraged. “You don’t think R2’s the galaxy’s best hacker?”

			“Well, I mean, he’s an astromech. He fixes things. But greatest hacker?” He lifted a shoulder. “Eh, I don’t know.”

			“He hacked the Death Star!”

			“True, but the Death Star was a cybersecurity nightmare. There was no network segmentation. Obi-Wan could access the entire Imperial network just by ordering the droids to connect to a computer. And don’t get me started about malicious dongles. If the Death Star IT guys had any freaking idea what they were doing, they’d have installed a security system to prevent unauthorized devices, and R2 wouldn’t have been able to connect to the network at all.” He shot me a sideways glance. “The Death Star was a hack waiting to happen. That doesn’t make R2 the best hacker in the galaxy. It makes him an okay hacker who had the opportunity.”

			I grinned at him. I couldn’t help it. He was exactly my kind of people.

			He grinned back, his dimple winking. “What?”

			I set a protective hand on my suitcase. “You’ll hurt his feelings.”

			He snorted a laugh and turned the truck onto a pitted dirt road. We stopped in front of a blocky concrete building that didn’t offer a whole lot in the way of charm. I didn’t know what to expect, but this wasn’t it. “Are we here?”

			“Yup.” When Harvard shut off the headlights, I blinked out the windshield at the wide expanse of ink-colored sky freckled with bits of light. 

			OMG.

			I sprung out of the truck, threw my head back, and took it all in. I’d never seen so many stars in my life. The Milky Way was a trail of blue smoke across the black.

			Harvard came around the front of the truck with my bag in hand. “Awesome, isn’t it?”

			“It’s…” I couldn’t find the right word. I’d always loved the stars, but I’d never seen them like this, in all their glittering glory. “Gorgeous.”

			After several moments of just staring up, getting lost in the expanse of the universe over our heads, Harvard grinned again and motioned toward the building. “As much as I’d enjoy staying out here stargazing with you, we’d better get you settled. Training starts tomorrow.”

			After one last longing gaze at the stars—as soon as I paid back my benefactor, I was so buying a telescope—I followed him inside. “Did you know in about four billion years, the Milky Way and Andromeda galaxies will collide?”

			He stopped short, and I almost bumped into him there in the doorway. He glanced back at me, then up at the sky. “I…did not know that. Wow. It’s not often someone knows something I don’t.”

			“Oh, you’re always the smartest one in the room?” I teased. I couldn’t help myself. He was so amazed and appreciative of my random trivia, which was a nice change of pace. Adrian always rolled his eyes at me when I started talking about the stars.

			Harvard didn’t smile as I’d expected. Instead, a cloud descended, shadowing his eyes. “Yeah, I am. Unfortunately.” He didn’t give me a chance to ask what he meant by that. He continued through the door and said, “This is Bristow Hall. It’s the dorm and common area for all trainees.”

			The place reminded me of the dorms I’d seen while visiting colleges. Before my life came to a screeching halt, I’d been scheduled to graduate high school at sixteen. At fourteen, I already had several local colleges begging my parents to let me attend.

			All that was gone now.

			The dorm’s entryway led to an open space that served as a common room. There was a pool table, a dartboard, and a really comfy-looking sectional in front of a big flat-screen TV. We passed a laundry room and a gym filled with weights and treadmills and other equipment I didn’t know the names for. I’d soon become intimately acquainted with all of it, which was something I hadn’t thought much about when I signed on for the training program. I wasn’t out of shape, but I wasn’t really in shape, either. As a computer nerd, my days were spent at a desk, not in a gym.

			But here, HORNET was training new operatives. Of course they’d expect me to physically train as well. Even though Harvard looked skinny at a distance, up close he was all lean muscle that flexed with each movement. Not that I was looking or anything.

			Turning a corner, I found a long hallway of closed doors. 

			Harvard stopped in front of one and opened it. “You’re the only female in residence, so you get your own space. The guys are all sharing.”

			I stepped inside the room and poked around. It was empty, save for a narrow bed and a dresser. On top of the dresser sat two sets of workout clothes—gray shorts, jogging pants, a zip-up hoodie like the one Harvard had, and a t-shirt that said “trainee” across the back in black lettering. On the floor, two pairs of running shoes.

			Oh, yeah. They were going to expect me to sweat. Ew.

			I also had a private bathroom, which I appreciated. 

			I turned back to the door and offered Harvard a smile as he set R2 down just inside my room. “Thank you for coming to get me, for offering to talk me through my freak-out, and for geeking out over Star Wars with me. I had fun.” It was the truth, and I kinda didn’t want him to leave. He felt like my only friend in the world right then, though that was stupid. I had Adrian, who was only a phone call or a few mouse clicks away. 

			That hint of shyness returned. God, that was endearing. “You’re welcome, Sami. I had fun, too. Get some rest now.”

			He started to shut me into the empty room. By myself. I wasn’t ready for that and grabbed the door before it closed. “Will I, uh, see you at training tomorrow?”

			His eyes crinkled with his grin. “Count on it.”

			My heart did a silly little dance in my chest. I leaned my forehead against the door and listened to Harvard’s steps fade. Without the soothing effect of his presence, I felt myself careening toward panic again. I sucked in a breath and grabbed my phone from my pocket.

			“Are you there?” Adrian asked excitedly the moment he answered.

			I released my breath in a rush and sat down heavily on the end of the bed. The room was cold and reminded me a little too much of life in juvie. What had I done? And why did I feel trapped again? I hated being trapped. I wanted to be outside under the vastness of the stars. 

			“Fragment?” He always called me by the online persona I’d created after leaving juvie. Never by my real name. I often suspected it was because he lived more in the digital world than the real one. “Did you make it there? Is it awesome? I bet it’s awesome. I’m so fraking jealous right now. You’re like Sarah Connor–level badass.”

			I bent forward and cradled my head in my hand. “Adrian, you shouldn’t have called me earlier.”

			“What?”

			“You spoofed my mom’s number and called me.”

			“No! What?” He sounded genuinely perplexed. “Why would I do that?”

			“That’s what I was wondering.”

			“I didn’t. I swear to the Starship Enterprise I didn’t.” 

			I snorted. While my heart belonged to Star Wars, Adrian was firmly in the Star Trek camp. I could picture him raising his hand in the Vulcan salute. 

			“Wait,” he said abruptly. “Someone spoofed your mom’s number?”

			“Yeah. If it wasn’t you…” I didn’t even want to think of the implications, but of course, I didn’t have to. Adrian, being socially awkward Adrian, just blurted my worst fear.

			“Think it’s your benefactor checking up on you?”

			I hissed out a breath and shot to my feet. I needed to move, but there was no place to go. Just like in juvie. I could already tell I was going to hate this room. “I don’t know.” 

			But, God, I hoped not. The threat of my mysterious benefactor had hung over my head for the last three years. Three long years of wondering when I’d be called on to pay back their favor.

			Adrian was quiet for so long I started to wonder if I’d lost the connection. Finally, he said, “Sit tight. I’ll look into it.”

			I stared at my phone as the line went dead. 

			If Adrian started poking into the identity of my benefactor, we could both end up in jail. I tried to call him back and got voicemail. “Adrian, don’t. I mean it. If it’s them, I’ll handle it. Just…don’t do anything stupid. Please.”

			I ended the call and sat down on the end of my bed. He wasn’t going to listen. He’d probably never even hear the voicemail; he never checked it. I texted him, too, but I knew he’d ignore it. He’d been fascinated by the story of what had happened ever since I’d confessed it to him over beers on my twenty-first birthday earlier this year.

			Dammit. I never should’ve taken that money.

		


		
			Chapter Four

			Sami

			When I’d asked Harvard if I’d see him tomorrow, I thought it’d be at, like, breakfast or something. Maybe we could share a meal and talk some more.

			Boy, was I kidding myself. 

			Training started with a thunderous racket in the hallway outside my room at ridiculous o’clock in the morning. It sounded like firecrackers. I hadn’t been asleep for even two hours when the door burst open and a gorgeous black woman stalked in. She hauled me out of bed and ordered me to get dressed. 

			Disoriented, adrenaline pumping, I struggled into the workout clothes and sneakers she thrust at me. She wore something similar—black running shorts and a T-shirt that said HORNET across her chest. 

			Men’s voices boomed through the hallway. 

			“Let’s go! Let’s go!” the woman said but then blocked the doorway as I tried to exit. She tapped the corner of her full bottom lip with one finger. “Uh-uh. That has to go.”

			I pushed my tongue against my lip ring. Okay, that sucked. I crossed to the bathroom and studied my reflection in the mirror over the sink. I had thick hair and had recently started shaving one side of my head and leaving the other long. I liked the asymmetrical style. It was on trend and cut back on the amount of hair I had to deal with. My roots were my natural dark brown, almost black, and my ends platinum blond. As I took out the lip ring, I wondered if they’d make me change my hair, too, and wasn’t entirely sure what I’d do if they demanded it. I wanted to change my life, but I didn’t want to lose me in the process.

			“Move it, Blackwood!” the woman ordered. “They’re leaving without us.”

			The small hoop clinked against the sink when I set it down. My face looked bare without it. My lip felt weird.

			I was still me. Still Sami. And just maybe I’d come out of this a better version of me.

			I raced after the woman. She was already halfway down the hall, gaining fast on a line of men. I broke into a run but was already huffing and puffing by the time I caught up just outside the dorm. They kept going, so I sucked in a deep breath and followed across the flat plains.

			The sun wasn’t up yet, but the promise of it glinted on the horizon, making the looming mountains look dark, foreboding. Of course, we were headed right toward them. Did they expect us to run up the damn things? If so, they might as well bury me right here in this cow pasture. 

			The terrain got steeper. We passed piles of snow that had once been so deep even the June sun hadn’t managed to melt it all yet. We lost several men to exhaustion as the path climbed higher. My muscles ached, my head pounded with every footfall, and the morning air, still cold from a winter clinging on up here in the mountains, stung my lungs. Even so, I refused to stop like those others had. I would drag my sorry ass up this mountain even if I had to crawl the last little bit. 

			Secretly, I was glad to see I wasn’t the only one struggling. I wasn’t even at the back of the pack. One of the guys with a head full of pretty golden curls started limping with each step and fell behind the group. I slowed my pace because he looked like he was in real pain. He stumbled and fell to his hands and knees. I stopped, breath sawing painfully in and out, and glanced to the top of the ridge, where I could see the fastest runners stopping. It wasn’t too much farther. We were almost there. He couldn’t quit now. 

			I backtracked and jogged in place in front of him. If I stopped moving, I might have ended up in the dirt beside him. I didn’t know his name, so I gave him one. “Hey, Crash. You can’t stop, buddy. We’re so close.”

			He looked up at me, his face drawn tight in pain. “Hurts,” he gasped. Only then did I notice the thick, ridged scars covering the entire left side of his body from his neck down. Burn scars.

			Holy…shit. 

			This guy had literally walked through fire already. No fucking way was I letting him stop now. I crouched down and wedged my shoulder under one arm just as two more of the trainees reversed course and came back to help. One of the newcomers looked so much like a bigger, burlier version of the actor Kit Harington, I had the half-delirious urge to shout, “You know nothing, Jon Snow!” at him. He took Crash’s weight from me, which I appreciated. I was only 5’3” and 125 pounds, and Crash was at least twice my size.

			The third guy flashed a bright smile like we hadn’t been running for miles and miles and tucked his shoulder under Crash’s free arm. “Hey, there. I’m Remy, and that’s Wolfe-Boy.”

			“Jeremiah Wolfe,” the Jon Snow look-alike corrected. “Friends call me Wolfe.”

			“Sami,” I said and motioned to my new friend as they got him standing upright again. “I don’t know his name.”

			“This is Gavin, but I like your nickname for him better,” Remy said. “C’mon, you got this, Crash, my man. Almost there.”

			As Wolfe and Remy supported Gavin up the last little bit of the trail, I jogged slowly behind them to make sure they made it. Not that I could help if they didn’t. If the three of them tumbled backward, they’d take me down the mountainside with them.

			The four of us were the last to reach the top. Several of the other trainees had collapsed. Remy and Wolfe sat Gavin down on a boulder, then dropped to the ground on either side of him. Just as I suspected, as soon as I stopped moving, my legs turned to Jell-O. I sank to the ground. Really, it was more a semi-graceful fall than a sit.

			Someone shoved a water bottle under my nose. “Here.”

			I accepted it, twisted off the cap, and downed the bottle in several long gulps. Only then did I realize Harvard had handed me the water. He crouched in front of me, and, dammit, he didn’t even look winded. How was that possible?

			“Feel better?” he asked.

			I nodded and swiped at my mouth with one sweaty forearm. I’m sure I looked like I’d been dragged up a mountainside. Because, you know, I had been. Not exactly how I wanted to look when I saw him again. I battled back the unfamiliar surge of self-consciousness. I’d never before cared what I looked like or, for that matter, what a guy thought of my looks. It was weird. I didn’t like it.

			“Uh, thanks for the water.”

			“You earned it,” he said simply. “The first time I did this run, I made it halfway and hurled.”

			He was giving me too much credit here. I kind of felt like puking now that the water I’d gulped hit my stomach.

			As if he just realized what he’d said, his neck flushed, and his ears turned red. “Uh, sorry. TMI. But you did well. You stayed with the group right up until the end.”

			Right up until the end, when I stopped and let everyone else pass me. I’d come in last. 

			Had this been some kind of test? Did coming in last mean I was going to be cut from the program? But I didn’t want to leave yet. If you’d asked me yesterday if I thought I could run up a mountain, I’d have laughed in your face. But this morning I did it, and I felt like Wonder Woman. An exhausted Wonder Woman, but still. I wanted to see what else I could do.

			Past Harvard’s shoulder, I caught sight of Gavin bent double with his head in his hands. “Someone should check on him.”

			He glanced over and nodded. “Jesse, our medic, will take care of him.”

			“Your…what?” Not understanding, I narrowed my eyes. Did he mean his class had a medic? Just how far along in the training was he? Before I could open my mouth to ask, a voice boomed across the mountain.

			“Recruits! Listen up.”

			I looked toward the muscular man with skull-trimmed hair and gray eyes. He radiated authority. Yeah, nobody would doubt that he was in charge.

			“I’m Quinn,” he said. “For the next two years, you’re mine, and I plan to put you through hell. You’ll jump when I tell you to. You’ll run, shoot, sleep, eat, and even shit at my command. You gotta problem with that…” He swung an arm toward the path we’d just ascended. “There’s the way out.”

			Nobody moved. I looked at Harvard. He was grinning. No doubt he’d heard this all before.

			“All right,” Quinn said after a long pause. “Welcome to training, Class Alpha. On your feet. We’re not done yet.”

			Nobody dared groan out loud, but you could feel it in the air as everyone scrambled upright.

			“Except you four,” Quinn added and motioned to me, Remy, Gavin, and Wolfe. Being singled out like that felt a whole lot like getting called to the principal’s office when I was a kid. Which had happened. A lot.

			What can I say? I was precocious.

			As everyone else disappeared down the path, Quinn pinned us with his gaze. “What happened back there?”

			Gavin cleared his throat and climbed to his feet. He was pale and shaky but snapped into rigid military posture. “I fell, sir. They were just helping me. If they did something wrong, it’s on me. Not them.”

			“Fuck that,” Remy said. He didn’t seem the least bit intimidated by Quinn, and I had to give the guy major props for that. “I didn’t do anything wrong. I wasn’t leaving him while he was hurting.”

			“What he said.” Wolfe just crossed his arms over his chest and met Quinn’s stare without even a flicker of apprehension. Maybe it was a guy thing? Because Quinn scared the shit out of me.

			When those gray eyes shifted to me, I tried to keep my nerves out of my voice. “I made the choice to go back and help Gavin, and I’d do it again.”

			Several beats passed in tense silence. Then something that might have been a smile twisted Quinn’s lips. “Good answers. It’s important to be at your physical best, but that’s not all there is to this program. HORNET is more than a team. We’re a family, and we always have our brother’s”—his gaze flicked to me—“or sister’s six. Remember that, and you four will be okay.” With that, he took off down the path, as graceful as a freaking gazelle despite the bulk of his muscles. 

			Remy let out a breath. “Someone have a wipe? I think I just shit myself.”

			“Move it, recruits!” Quinn’s voice boomeranged back at us, and we all got our Usain Bolt on.

			By the time we made it back to the dorm, the sun was high in the sky, almost directly overhead, and the cold of the mountain air had burned away. I dripped sweat and wasn’t sure how I was even still moving. I’d stumbled a couple times on the way down, and Gavin had been the one to come to my rescue each time. The conversation with Quinn at the top of the mountain seemed to invigorate him, and he’d called encouragement when one of us started lagging.

			I liked these guys. Having a cheerleader in my corner was nice. I’d never had anything like it before.

			Quinn waited for us in front of the dorm, standing over the other recruits as they all did push-ups. So the run was just the start of it.

			I looked at my new friends. Wolfe gave a whatcha-gonna-do shrug and dropped to the ground, joining in with the next rep.

			God, I thought as I lowered myself into a plank between Wolfe and Remy. What had I gotten myself into?

		


		
			Chapter Five

			Sami

			Three Months Later

			The obstacle course never failed to kick my ass. Quinn called it “The Grinder,” like the one he and his Navy SEAL buddies ran during training back in the day. It was an apt description, because no matter how many times I ran it, every muscle in my body felt like it’d gone through a meat grinder. 

			After three months of hard physical training, I was in the best shape of my life. I had no problem running the mountain path to the ridge, which my fellow trainees had started calling Deadman’s Run. I could even do it decked out in full battle gear. I could do all the push-ups, pull-ups, and sit-ups demanded of me. I had defined muscles in my arms and legs. And, for the first time in my life, abs.

			But that obstacle course? OMG. Quinn kept making it harder, more intense. Today, he’d added live fire. You know, real bullets zooming over our heads. The man got off on torturing us. If I hadn’t seen for myself how sweet Quinn was with his fiancée and two young children, I’d think he was a sadist.

			I had just finished running the Grinder with Wolfe—we’d been assigned as training buddies, and he’d fast become one of my favorite people. We were trudging back to the dorm for showers, and I was only half listening to him talk about the night out in town he and some of the other guys had planned. I was thinking of my shower. Hot water beating down, releasing the tightness in my muscles…

			My phone blasted Van Halen’s “Hot for Teacher.”

			I glared at Wolfe as I grabbed it from the side pocket of my duffel bag. Sure enough, it was Harvard’s name on the caller ID. “Very funny.”

			Wolfe made kissy faces at me. Yeah, he knew about my crush. I’d told him about it during an ill-advised night of drinking in town, and he never passed up the opportunity to make jokes. I walked away from him and answered.

			“Can you hack my drone?” Harvard asked without preamble.

			“If that was a pickup line, you need to up your game.” Holy shit. Did I just say that out loud? To Harvard? Either I was spending too much time with the guys or the Grinder had ground my brain into lunch meat. Probably a little of both.

			Harvard stuttered. “No—what? No, it wasn’t— Jesus. What exactly are you doing?”

			“Dying,” I said on a drawn-out sigh, pretending I hadn’t just opened my mouth wide and stuffed my whole foot in. “Quinn just tortured us on the obstacle course.”

			A moment of silence passed. “Can you hack my drone or not?”

			I groaned. So much for my shower. Harvard and the rest of HORNET were on a mission overseas, rescuing a doctor. He had tapped me for research help during the course of the mission, but this was bigger. I had no idea what he wanted me to do with his drone, but if he was calling for my help, he must be in a tight spot. “Honestly, I don’t know. You created that thing. It might be above my abilities.”

			Another short pause on his end. “You need to break into my office.”

			I pulled my phone away from my ear and gaped at it. “Wha—?” I started to ask, but he rolled over me like he hadn’t even heard the question.

			“On my desktop, there’s a program that will allow you remote access. You’re going to provide surveillance for the team.”

			“I—what? Wait.” It was his job to provide surveillance. He wanted me to do it instead? “What will you be doing?”

			“Don’t worry about that.”

			He hung up, and my heart bungeed into my throat. That abruptness wasn’t like him, but I’d noticed a change in him over the last few months. He wasn’t the shy, awkward nerd I’d met my first night in Wyoming. He was quieter. Withdrawn. Angry, even. He didn’t smile as easily or as often. Something was definitely going on with him, and so many times I’d wanted to ask if he was okay. Except it wasn’t my place to ask. I was his student.

			I about-faced and ran past the Grinder—Wolfe’s roommate, Blaze, was running it with Remy now—toward the building containing classrooms and Harvard’s office. We called it Quentin Hall, named for Tucker Quentin, who financed HORNET and the training program. Harvard’s office was on the first floor, in the Physick Computer Lab—which had been named after him. 

			With HORNET on a mission, the office was locked. Luckily, I’d learned how to pick locks a long time ago. A useful by-product of my days in juvie. I was inside in a matter of seconds. I powered up his desktop and found the program he’d mentioned. Took a second of tinkering to figure out the controls, but soon enough I had control of the drone. It was sitting on the hood of an SUV in a heavily forested area. I had no idea where he wanted me to go, but I found the team after switching to thermal imaging. I stayed above them, scanning the immediate area, though Harvard hadn’t given me any instructions on what to do if I spotted something out of the ordinary. I guess call him?

			They approached a structure that looked to be a castle tucked into a mountainside. Ancient and beautiful. I wondered if I’d see places like that, too, when I became a full-fledged member of the team.

			I adjusted the drone’s flight path to avoid a large tree, and it went spiraling through the air. Shit. Maybe I hadn’t adjusted enough. Maybe I’d clipped one of the tree’s branches. The stupid thing was going to crash if I didn’t—

			I typed commands furiously, searching for any response, and finally the drone leveled out. 

			All right. Okay. 

			I drew a deep breath and then nearly choked on it.

			The castle was in flames, and one wall had crumbled. It hadn’t been a branch that knocked the drone but an explosion. I switched back to thermal and searched for the team. There were definitely fewer heat signatures than before, and I had no way of knowing who was okay and who was injured. I kept the drone in the air until reinforcements arrived. Then there were so many people and so much confusion I wasn’t going to be any help. I set the drone back on the SUV where I found it, then shut down Harvard’s computer and sat back. I stared at the blank screen for several long minutes, my heart thundering in my ears.

			I had seen people die since starting this program. We had a training mission go way sideways on us about two months ago at a resort in Martinique, and HORNET had lost a man. The newly finished Giancarelli Recreation Center, the GRC, on campus now carried his name. 

			Had I just watched them lose more men? Had I watched Harvard die?

			The thought twisted my stomach into a pretzel, and I grabbed my phone, dialing him without thinking. Straight to voicemail. My hand shook as I dialed again. And again.

			Not until I heard the door open behind me did I realize I was sitting there with tears tracking down my face, dialing my teacher over and over like a freaking psycho. A teacher I had a serious crush on. A teacher who might have just died.

			Oh, God. I couldn’t breathe.

			“Hey, there you are,” Wolfe said behind me. “Got worried when you never showed up at the dorm. What are you doing in here?”

			I stood and swiped at my cheeks with my hands. “Harvard asked me for a favor.”

			I tried to walk past him, but he caught my arm. “Whoa, slow down, Geek Girl. What’s wrong?”

			Glancing back at the computer, I completely lost my shit. Wolfe folded me up in his big arms. Not the arms I wanted, but it felt nice. He was the big brother I never had, and at that moment, I was so grateful for him.

			“Aw, Sami,” he said softly. “Why don’t you just tell him how you feel and see where it goes?”

			I sniffed and stepped back. “He’s my teacher.”

			“He won’t always be.”

			“And then maybe I’ll say something. Maybe.” I looked back at the computer one last time. The team was okay. This was what they did, what they were trained for. What Wolfe, Remy, Gavin, and I were training for. 

			Harvard was okay.

			I held on tight to the thought, though I wouldn’t believe it until I heard from him again.

		


		
			Chapter Six

			Harvard

			It had been a long, frustrating mission. Most of HORNET’s missions turned out to be epic clusterfucks, and this one had been no different. At least it had ended well, unlike our last mission. A few injuries, but nobody died this time except the bad guy.

			So why did I feel so anxious? Restless. Aggravated.

			Especially aggravated. The discontent had been riding me hard over the last several months, and my teammates had noticed. Sami had noticed.

			Shit. Sami.

			I hadn’t called her since I asked her to take over the drone. Which, yeah, made me an insensitive prick. If she’d seen the explosion through the drone’s cameras, she would’ve been worried. 

			The team was just loading the last of our equipment onto our jet, which had been dubbed The Hornet’s Nest by Jean-Luc. He was always slapping names on things. He’s the guy who started calling me Harvard all those years ago.

			Since I wasn’t needed, I boarded the jet and made my way to the war room, which would remain quiet even after everyone else boarded. Mission complete; no need for a war room. I shut the door and chose the closest of the ten leather seats around the long table. The gloss on the wood had such a high shine I could see my reflection. Even now, alone, I looked pissed off. Jaw tight, eyes narrowed. If I kept this up I’d have a permanent scowl like Ian Reinhardt, our explosives tech, who was not someone I wanted to emulate.

			I opened and closed my jaw a few times. Drew in a breath and exhaled it slowly, making a conscious effort to relax my face. Sami had nothing to do with my irritation at my teammates, and it wouldn’t be fair to take it out on her. Once I was sure I had a handle on my emotions, I pulled out my phone and found her name in my contacts list. My thumb hovered over the call button, but at the last second switched to video call. It was all kinds of wrong, but I wanted to see her face. 

			No, needed to see her. 

			She answered before the end of the first ring. Her blond-tipped hair swung around her shoulders as she sat up. The room was dark until she reached to her bedside table and switched on a lamp. She looked snug and sleepy, and seeing her that way in her bed made my jeans uncomfortably tight. 

			“Harvard?” Her voice was husky with sleep, which did nothing to help my situation below the belt.

			“Yeah.” I cleared my throat and checked the time. Winced. While it was early afternoon here in Croatia, it was before sunup there. “I’m sorry I woke you. Forgot about the time difference.”

			She didn’t seem bothered. She leaned against the wall behind her bed and drew her legs up. I pretended not to notice the way her T-shirt pulled tight against her breasts with the move. 

			“Where are you?” she asked after a yawn.

			“Croatia. We’re wrapping things up.”

			“Okay, good. I…” She hesitated and swept her hair back from her face. “I saw the explosion on the drone’s camera, and when I didn’t hear from you for so long…”

			“I know. I’m sorry. Things were crazy—but that’s no excuse. I should’ve called before now.” 

			She didn’t say anything for a moment. Only studied my face like she was searching for…I didn’t know what. And I didn’t want to know. I was supposed to be her mentor. Her teacher. That gave our relationship an unfair balance of power, and I wasn’t the kind of guy to take advantage of it. So whatever she was hoping to see in my expression, I made sure it wasn’t there.

			“Are you okay?” she finally asked.

			I winced and took off my glasses to rub my eyes with one hand. I never should have involved her, but since I had, I should’ve at least called her way before now. There was real concern in her voice and a hint of fear in her eyes. I was a fucking idiot. “Yeah, I’m fine. A little banged up is all.”

			She exhaled. “We were all concerned when Quinn left to join you guys. I thought he wasn’t a field operative anymore.”

			“He’s not, but things got…complicated, and he wanted to be here. Jean-Luc was very sick. For a while we thought we were going to lose him.”

			“Oh, no,” she breathed and went pale. “Is he—”

			“He’s okay now,” I added quickly because the alarm in her expression clamped around my heart like a vise. I couldn’t stand the thought of her sad or scared, which was so unprofessional that shame heated the back of my neck. But there it was. The battle I’d been fighting since the night I walked into the airport and saw her sitting there with her R2-D2 bag, all alone.

			It was her eyes, smoky and more than a little sad, that had drawn me in. I hadn’t expected to be attracted to her. Hadn’t expected the spark between us. Hadn’t realized how hard it would be to work with her day in and day out without putting my hands on her.

			“I’m glad he’s okay,” she said after a beat. “Did you find Dr. Oliver?”

			“We did. Well, Jean-Luc found her, and we found him. They’re together now.”

			“Like, dating?” A hint of a smile ticked up the corner of her lips. Man, I missed her lip ring. “I thought you said Jean-Luc is a player?”

			“He is. Er, was. Now he’s…goofily in love.”

			“I hope it lasts for them.”

			“Me, too.”

			We lapsed into silence. I liked that about Sami. I’d always been socially awkward, and small talk was one of my least favorite things. With her, the silences were never weird.

			“So.” She shifted, settling back down against her pillow, her bedsheets rustling around her. “When are you coming home?”

			Home. The word sounded so cozy, especially coming from her lips. I’d never had a home before HORNET. I thought I had found one with them, but recent events had me wondering if I’d been better off on my own. Just me and my computer. It had always been easier to hide behind a computer. In real life, I was unwanted and unloved. Online, I was whoever I wanted to be. A spy. A hero. A criminal. I’d dabbled in a little of everything, but always with the safety net of a monitor and modem between me and the world. But for the first time in my life, I was finally ready to step out from behind the keyboard. Man up and face reality head-on. Except my teammates treated me like a kid meant to be coddled and protected. They didn’t trust me to have their backs in combat, and that realization fucking hurt.

			Maybe I had to work harder. Prove to them I was as capable in the field as I was behind a computer.

			“Uh, I mean you and everyone else,” Sami added when the silence stretched too long on my end. “The whole team.”

			“Do you miss me?” Shouldn’t have asked it, shouldn’t have put her in such an awkward position. A gentleman would take it back, but I couldn’t bring myself to. I needed to know her answer like I needed my next breath.

			She looked away from the screen and pulled at her lower lip where her ring used to be. Her silence told me a lot more than anything she could’ve said.

			“Sami…” Her name came out of me on a drawn-out sigh. “Forget I said that. I shouldn’t have asked that. We can’t go there.”

			The door to the war room opened, and I glanced up to see Gabe, Quinn, and Lanie enter. Gabe Bristow was our commanding officer. Travis Quinn had been Gabe’s executive officer at one time but now had his hands full with the trainees and only worked in a behind-the-scenes leadership role. Lanie Delcambre was our new field commander. All the head honchos of HORNET in one place. And the looks on their faces told me the upcoming convo wasn’t going to be a good one.

			“I’m sorry, Sami. I have to go.” 

			“Wait—”

			I didn’t wait. I ended the call and stood to meet my bosses. 

			Lanie motioned me back into my chair. “Sit down, H.”

			I hesitated, then sank back down. “What’s going on?”

			She sat next to me while Gabe and Quinn took two chairs across the table. “We have to talk about what happened in Austria. You disobeyed my direct order to stay behind and provide surveillance support for the team with your drone.”

			“We still had surveillance. Sami—”

			She held up a hand to silence me, and her wedding band glinted silver against her dark skin. “It doesn’t matter. What does matter is you disobeyed, and I’m done letting y’all slide for this kind of shit. We’re a team. We need to start acting like it. From now on, when you don’t follow orders, there are consequences. You’re off the team.”

			I stared at them in disbelief. “Are you fucking firing me? Jean-Luc disobeyed orders and ran off to Nigeria. Nearly got himself killed. He gets what? A slap on the wrist?”

			“He’ll be reprimanded as well,” Lanie said patiently. “And we’re not firing you. We’re taking you off active duty.”

			Panic clamped icy hands around my throat and squeezed. “For how long?”

			“Until Sami is trained up.”

			“And then what?”

			“Then…” She trailed off and looked at the other two for help.

			“We’ll reevaluate,” Gabe finished, crossing his massive arms over his chest. “How long do you think until Sami’s ready?”

			“She’s ready now.” It hurt to say, because I saw my career slipping away with each word, but I couldn’t downplay Sami’s achievements for my own selfish gains. She was smart and creative. She made connections, saw things in a way I never could. She’d done the bulk of the research for this last mission because I’d been too busy securing our network from a flurry of recent hacking attempts. 

			Everyone looked at Quinn, who shrugged. “She’s kept up with the boys all through PT, but she’s not a very good shot. Not the worst, but nowhere near the best.” 

			My stomach lurched at the thought of Sami with a weapon in her hands. Getting shot at. Getting shot. No, I didn’t like that image at all. “She doesn’t need to be a good shot. The only weapons she needs are a computer and wifi, and she can be downright lethal with both.”

			Quinn ignored me. “Ideally, I’d like at least another three months to fine-tune her skills on the range. But Harvard doesn’t really see combat, and neither will Sami, so yeah, if Harvard says she’s ready, she’s ready.”

			“We’ll give it a month,” Gabe decided. “Quinn will work with her on firearms training, and Harvard, I want you to drill her—”

			My mind dove straight into the gutter, and I lost the thread of the conversation. I wanted to drill Sami, all right. I’d wanted her under me, legs wrapped around my pumping hips, since day one. 

			“Harvard, are you listening?” Lanie’s voice snapped me out of the fantasy, and I felt my face go hot. Play it cool. They couldn’t know what I’d been thinking. 

			“Yeah, I heard you.” And Lanie’s tone rankled. Like an exasperated teacher talking to a kid with ADD. Would they ever see me as anything other than “the kid”? I was starting to think not. 

			Maybe this was for the best. If I got kicked out of HORNET, I wouldn’t be Sami’s teacher anymore. I’d just be another guy… 

			An unemployed guy.

			Shit.

			I couldn’t let that happen. I was too dangerous when I was alone with my computer. HORNET kept me grounded to reality and gave me a reason to come back from my dives into the digital world. Without them, I’d end up as—well, exactly what I used to be. A depressed, disillusioned loner with a chip on his shoulder and the computer expertise to cause serious damage.

			I had to work harder. I had to prove to them I was worthy of my spot on this team.

			Which meant I had to keep my relationship with Sami strictly professional. As much as I liked her, I couldn’t risk losing HORNET for her.

		


		
			Chapter Seven

			Sami

			It had been almost twenty-four hours since I spoke to Harvard, and I couldn’t concentrate on the novel I was trying to read. I kept replaying the conversation in my head.

			Do you miss me?

			God, I did. I couldn’t nerd out with my fellow trainees like I could with Harvard. While Wolfe had some gaming tendencies, if I started talking crypto or rootkits, his eyes glazed over. I could talk some Star Wars with Remy, but only because he’d seen the newer movies. Gavin always listened politely when I pointed out a constellation—at least until I realized he was either too nice or too shy to tell me he didn’t care and I stopped torturing him with my geekery. Blaze would flat-out tell me he didn’t give a fuck—which, hate to admit, I kinda admired about the cocky bastard. He was a jerk, but he knew it and was completely up-front about it.

			But Harvard? Every night, he asked me to show him a new constellation. We could talk Star Wars for days, and computers were our lives. He just…got me. In a way nobody else in my life ever had.

			So, yes, I missed him. And I was kicking myself for letting him know it. My non-answer had very obviously been an answer. Mortification, thy name is Samira.

			A knock sounded on my door a second before Remy poked his head through. 

			I scowled at him. “Heard of privacy?”

			He waved a dismissive hand. “You get more privacy than the rest of us.”

			“That doesn’t matter. You can’t barge in like that. I could’ve been naked.”

			“Well, damn. I’ll have to time it better next time.” His grin was all mischief as he marched forward and pulled my comforter off my legs. “You’re coming out with us tonight.”

			I held up my book. “Thanks, but I have plans already.”

			“I won’t take no for an answer.” He went over to my dresser and started pulling open drawers. “Find something to wear or I’ll dress you myself. And you won’t like what I choose.”

			“Remy…” I sighed and watched him yank clothes out, making a mess of my dresser. He really wasn’t going to let me get away with staying home again. Resigned to my fate, I climbed out of bed and snatched a shirt from his hand. “Ugh. Okay, I’ll go. You have no sense of personal space, you know that?”

			That mischievous grin brightened with triumph as I pushed him toward the door. “You love me. Don’t deny it.”

			I couldn’t. Because it was true. I enjoyed his antics. He liked to have fun and always made sure everyone around him was having a good time, too. Which was something I’d been lacking in my life. “You’re a pain in the ass.”

			“Yes, but a lovable one. We’re leaving in fifteen minutes,” he added right before I shoved him out and shut the door. 

			I leaned against the door and released a breath. Okay. I was actually going out with the guys tonight. Why did that terrify me?

			Sometimes I wondered why I was such a freak. Why couldn’t I be a normal twenty-one-year-old and enjoy a night out without feeling like I didn’t belong? It had always been that way, though. I grew up in Palo Alto and never fit in with the privileged and extremely intelligent kids of Silicon Valley millionaires that I went to school with. I know my parents would have preferred it if I was like my classmates, but I was always more interested in science fiction than science. And, let’s face it, if I had made it to college, I probably wouldn’t have fit in there, either. 

			Forever the oddball. That was me.

			But maybe tonight would be different. I had friends now. Real friends, not digital. Maybe I wouldn’t be the freak tonight.

			What should I wear?

			Fifteen minutes and three outfit changes later, I met the guys in the common room. My phone rang. I waved them ahead as I dug it out of my purse. Remy tapped a nonexistent watch.

			“Just be a minute,” I promised.

			I looked at my phone screen. I didn’t recognize the number. I answered, hoping it was Harvard—

			“It’s time to pay up,” the computerized voice said.

			Oh, shit. No, no, no. I thought about my savings account, where I’d been tucking away every extra cent I made. Although HORNET paid me better than any job I’d ever had, I didn’t have enough money to buy my way out of the favor yet. I wasn’t ready. I clutched the phone tighter to my ear and watched my friends pile into Remy’s SUV. I should’ve left the stupid phone behind for the night. I shouldn’t have answered.

			But I had. And now I had to say something. Unfortunately, my mind had gone blank.

			“I can’t,” I said faintly and released the breath I’d been holding. “Not yet.”

			“You took my money knowing I would call on you for a favor someday.” 

			Goddammit. I glanced around to make sure nobody was in hearing distance. “I’ll pay you back. I have— I can give you half of it now. Just give me more time and—”

			“I don’t want your money. I want your skills. We had a deal.”

			Why now? I had to bite down on my tongue to keep from screaming it at them.

			Okay. They weren’t going to let me pay my way out of this. Maybe the favor wouldn’t be as bad as I imagined. I forced myself to breathe. “What do you need me to do?”

			“It’s simple,” they said. “Child’s play for a hacker of your skill level. Open a backdoor into HORNET’s network.”

			My heart thumped hard against my ribs. How did they know about HORNET? I hadn’t even uncovered anything about them before joining Class Alpha. “That will make them vulnerable.”

			“That’s the point. It’s why I put you there.”

			“What?” I asked on an exhale of disbelief. No, they were lying. I’d made it here by my own talent and skills. They hadn’t manipulated Tucker Quentin into hiring me. They couldn’t have.

			But the seed of doubt had been planted. Already I felt it taking root and flowering.

			Exactly what they’d wanted. I clutched the phone until the edges dug into my hand. “I won’t hurt HORNET.”

			“They’re not your friends, Fragment.”

			All the air left my lungs like my benefactor had punched me. I looked at Remy’s SUV. Music thumped from the speakers. Bon Jovi’s “Livin’ on a Prayer.” Remy rolled down the window and leaned out to stab a fist into the air and scream the chorus at me. 

			They were my friends. 

			They were.

			Nobody would convince me otherwise, and I refused to hurt them.

			“I’ll do anything else, but I won’t hurt HORNET.” I hung up before they could say anything else, then stared down at the phone. It felt heavier than usual. Like a brick. I wanted to throw it. My heart thundered like a drum line, and I couldn’t seem to catch my breath.

			A car horn bleated several times, making me jolt. 

			“C’mon, Geek Girl,” Remy called from the driver’s seat. “The night’s wasting! We have beer to drink and skirts to chase.”

			I slid the phone into my purse and drew a breath, then released it slowly to calm my nerves. It didn’t work. I’d waited three years for this anvil to drop, and now that it finally had, I needed to think. Plan. Run?

			I didn’t even know.

			I waved at the guys, silently telling them to go on without me, and turned back toward the dorm. Three car doors opened and shut behind me, and I swore under my breath. They weren’t going to let me duck out gracefully. I spun to face them and found Gavin giving me a look of pity, Remy scowling, and Wolfe with his fatherly I’m-disappointed-in-you face.

			I held up my hands to fend them off. “Look, guys. I really just don’t feel like—”

			“Too bad,” Remy said, strode forward, and flipped me over his shoulder in a fireman’s carry just like Quinn had trained us.

			I squeaked in protest. It was an embarrassing sound. I thumped his back. “Put me down!”

			“No. You’re coming out with us, getting drunk, and having fun. Maybe not in that order.”

			“This is for your own good, Geek Girl,” Wolfe added, trailing behind us as Remy carted me to the car. 

			I scowled at him. “Is that your professional medical opinion, Wolfey?” The question came out with more snark than intended, but Wolfe was unfazed. 

			He crossed his arms over his chest, studied me with his medic-in-training eye, then nodded. “As a matter of fact, it is.”

			“They’re dragging me out, too,” Gavin said with a helpless shrug. “If it’s any consolation.”

			“It’s not.”

			Remy dumped me in the seat, and before I could bounce out the other side, Wolfe blocked my escape. Gavin slid in behind me, and I looked at him with pleading eyes. “We don’t have to go out if we don’t want to. We can go back to the nice, silent dorm.” Okay, that was a tiny bit manipulative of me, but I didn’t have time for these shenanigans. I had to figure out what the hell I was going to do about that phone call.

			Gavin’s gaze shifted from me to the door handle. He reached for it, but Remy whipped around from the front seat and held up a finger in warning. “Don’t even think about it, Crash. You do, and I’ll blast all my favorite country music day and night until you like it.”

			Gavin winced, and his hand dropped away from the handle. “Sorry, Sami. You don’t have to live with him. Have you heard his music?”

			I grumbled and slumped back in the seat. I was trapped.

			In so many more ways than one.

			Shit.

			Wolfe nudged me with his elbow. “You okay?”

			I opened my mouth to tell him off but discovered I was too close to tears to risk saying a word. I snapped my jaw shut and gave a jerky nod that in no way reassured him.

			“Hey,” he said and wrapped a big arm around my shoulders. “We were just joking around. If you really want to stay home, we’ll take you back.”

			I wanted to tell them, “Yes, take me home!” But I couldn’t seem to form those words, either. What was I going to do at home? Sit there and worry and fret and make myself sick with dread.

			I had hung up on my benefactor. I didn’t know what that meant, or if they would retaliate, or if nothing at all would happen. But I did know there was absolutely fuck all I could do until they made their move.

			I exhaled slowly and shook my head. “No. You’re right. I need a drink.”

			Twenty minutes later, we pulled up in front of The Snaz. It was named for one of the classic rock climbs in the Tetons. The owner, Old Jack, was a seventy-five-year-old former mountaineer unable to climb now due to a knee replacement, a bad hip, and a heart condition. He opened the bar to relive his glory days by regaling younger climbers with his stories. His favorite was of his Everest summit—memorialized by a picture that hung behind the bar—which he was in the middle of telling a group of female tourists when we walked in.

			Remy grinned and slung an arm around Jack’s shoulders. As a local boy, he’d known Jack his whole life. “Hey, old man. Are you telling lies to these pretty ladies here?”

			Jack puffed up his chest. “They’re not lies.” 

			Remy gave him an affectionate squeeze. Then he flashed his dimples at the group of girls. “I’m teasing. Old Jack here is the best climber ever to come out of Jackson Hole.”

			“I’m from Florida, kid,” Jack grumbled.

			“Yeah, but we don’t like to talk about that.” Remy winked, and the girls giggled. He had them. No doubt he’d be taking one of them back to a hotel with him tonight, which meant Wolfe, Gavin, and I would be begging rides back to the training facility.

			Wolfe and I continued to the bar, where his roommate, Blaze, was already holding court with the rest of the trainees and some more tourists. I didn’t really like the guy. He was too cocky, too much of a bad boy for my tastes, but I had to give him credit where credit was due. He could be an epic asshole, but he drew people like a magnet. 

			“First round’s on Wolfey,” he called when he spotted us, and a cheer went up.

			“Wait a minute.” Wolfe pointed to Remy, who was already getting cozy with the pretty blonde of the group. “Remy’s barely made it in the door. How does that make me last?”

			Blaze glanced over and grinned. “Because Remy’s not even gonna make it into the bar tonight. Way to go, Shotgun!” 

			In response, Remy gave him the middle finger behind the blonde’s back as he guided her out the door.

			Wolfe whistled and lowered himself into a high-backed bar chair. “Man, he needs to teach me how he does that.”

			He wasn’t watching Remy leave when he said that. Nope. He had his eyes firmly fastened on the bartender with wavy red-brown hair at the other end of the bar. Asha Monroe. When she turned and spotted us, he abruptly lifted his gaze to the Everest photo and studied it like he hadn’t seen it a thousand times. 

			Asha finished what she was doing and sauntered over. “Hey, Sami. Wolfe. What can I get you tonight?”

			I waited for Wolfe to speak, but he remained silent. I nudged him, but he might as well have been a rock for all the reaction he showed. 

			“I’ll have a vodka cranberry,” I said.

			“Your usual. Got it.” Asha smiled politely while she talked to me, but when she turned to Wolfe, she twinkled. There was no other way to describe it. She just lit up. “Your usual, too?”

			“Uh-huh,” was all Wolfe managed. I nudged him hard, but he kept his gaze glued to the photo. 

			After a moment, she arched a brow and looked up at the photo in question.

			OMG. I’d never been good at flirting, but Wolfe-Boy made me look like an expert. The man was hopelessly inept. Guess I wasn’t the only socially awkward freak in this crowd after all.

			“O-kay,” Asha said, drawing the word out. 

			As she walked away to fulfill our order, Wolfe all but deflated. He watched her go like a puppy watching his master leave for work.

			I shook my head. “That’s just sad.”

			Scowling, he spun toward me. “How do you do it?”

			“Do what?”

			“Talk to her!”

			“Uh… I open my mouth, and words come out. It’s not hard.”

			He snorted in disgust. “Easy for you. You’re a girl. Girls just instinctively know how to talk to other girls.” 

			I thought about the girls at my high school, then the girls at juvie. I never fit in at either place. Never made any friends. The closest I ever got to real friends until Class Alpha were the avatars I talked to online. 

			They’re not your friends, Fragment. 

			No. 

			No, dammit.

			Wolfe leaned forward and banged his forehead on the bar, yanking my attention back to him. He groaned. “I never know what to say to women. Especially to pretty ones.”

			I fought to shake off my unease. “Might I remind you, you’re talking to me right now?” I pulled out the collar of my shirt and glanced down as if checking to make sure my boobs were still present. “Yup, definitely a girl.”

			“You don’t count.”

			I couldn’t help teasing him a little, because friends, dammit. I poked out my lower lip in a pout. “What, you don’t think I’m pretty?”

			He finally refocused on me, and his eyes rounded like a man who just realized he’d stepped on a land mine. “Uh… It’s not that I don’t think you’re pretty, Sami. You’re just… not my type, you know? But you are. Pretty, I mean. I mean, uh…”

			I elbowed his side. “Relax, Wolfey. I’m messing with you.”

			His lips flattened into a scowl. “You are a cruel, cruel woman.”

			I rolled my eyes. “Asha obviously likes you.”

			His scowl only deepened. “I know. That’s why I turn into an idiot around her. All the blood drains out of my head, and I can’t string two words together.” 

			“Just talk to her like you do with me,” I suggested. “Ask her about herself. Find out what she likes, see if you have any common ground.”

			Asha returned with our drinks. She smiled at Wolfe when she set his down, but instead of listening to my very good advice, he only snapped the beer up and took a long drink. Someone called her from the other end of the bar. She sent Wolfe one last look—which, if you ask me, was full of longing—before she left. 

			“Dammit,” he muttered and stared after her. 

			I shook my head in exasperation. “Orrrr you could just stare at her from across the room like a scared, sad puppy. That works, too. Not.”

			He pointed the neck of his beer bottle at me. “You’re one to talk.”

			All innocence, I sipped my own drink through the two tiny cocktail straws. “I have no idea what you mean.”

			“Yeah, right. One word for you: Harvard.”

			I feigned ignorance. “Good school.”

			Wolfe arched a brow at me, and then a sly smirk ticked up the corner of his lips. “He’s here.”

			I choked on my drink, and, laughing, he thumped my back a few times. 

			“What? Where?” I glanced around, and, yup, there Harvard was, hovering near the front door, looking as uncertain about the place as I had been. He also looked exhausted, which made sense. He’d just finished a tough mission with the team and had probably spent the last day traveling. 

			So what was he doing here?

			When he spotted me, he smiled, and some of the exhaustion faded. And I knew why. He’d come here looking for me.

			For me.

			Nobody ever wanted to see me. 

			They’re not your friends.

			Wolfe nudged my shoulder. “You gonna go talk to him or stare at him like a scared, sad puppy?” When I didn’t move, he started singing “When I Kissed the Teacher” by ABBA.

			I socked him in the stomach, which was like smacking my knuckles against a rock. At least it distracted me from my wandering thoughts.

			“Ugh.” I shook out my hand. “Do you idiots sit around finding songs to torture me with?”

			He grinned into his beer. “It’s a hobby.”

			“Asshole,” I mouthed. Then I picked up my drink and walked over to Harvard, if only to prove I wasn’t scared. 

			But I was. Just a little. And not just of my new situation. I told myself the heat flushing my skin was only the alcohol hitting my system.

			“Hey,” Harvard said when I reached him.

			“You’re home,” I said stupidly. Of course he was home. He wouldn’t be standing here in The Snaz if he was still halfway across the world.

			“Yeah, got back about an hour ago.”

			“And you came to The Snaz?”

			He glanced around and winced. “It wasn’t my first choice, but…I wanted to find you. Apologize again for making you take control of the drone during the mission. And then not getting back to you after you saw the explosion… Well, it was shitty of me.”

			I shrugged. “It’s okay.”

			“No, Sami. It’s not. I was wrong, and I’m sorry.”

			“Okay,” I said, because what else did you say to such a sincere apology?

			“Okay,” he repeated.

			We stood there in awkward silence, and then he sucked in a sharp breath through his nose. 

			“Well, I should head out.” He waved vaguely toward the door, but I caught his hand. It was the first time we’d touched in weeks, and energy zipped up my arm. I dropped the contact but didn’t back away.

			“I bet you’re hungry,” I said. “At least stay and have a burger with me.”

			He opened his mouth, and for a moment no sound came out. I thought for sure he would turn me down, but he surprised me by nodding. “That sounds awesome, but not here. It’s too…” He trailed off and scanned the bar.

			“People-y?” I suggested.

			“Yeah, exactly.”

			Not your friends.

			Anger flooded my body. I wasn’t going to let my mysterious benefactor haunt me like this. The threat of them had plagued me for long enough, and I was done. Fragment was gone. Dead. This ended tonight. Somehow. 

			I’d figure that part out later.

			I finished my drink in two large gulps and set the glass on a nearby table. “Where to?”

		


		
			Chapter Eight

			Harvard

			I was nervous.

			Ridiculous, I know. I’d worked side by side with Sami for three months now. I knew her better than I did…well, any other woman. Ever. 

			Problem was, most of those three months, I’d kept her firmly in the “off-limits” mental category. The occasional sexual fantasy was one thing. A fantasy. But going out for food with her was something else entirely. I was crossing a line. Wasn’t I?

			No. Of course I wasn’t. Colleagues had dinner together all the time. This wasn’t a date. It couldn’t be. Shouldn’t be. Wouldn’t be.

			And yet I couldn’t take my eyes off her as we walked out to my new Explorer together. She wore a cream-colored sweater with the Wonder Woman insignia on the front, tall brown boots, and a short denim skirt that I immediately wanted to peel off her—no, bad Harvard. Bad. Get your brain out of your dick. You can’t think about her like that. Not her. 

			For the first time in a long time, her hair was down, the longer side falling over her shoulder. The shorter side revealed a line of earrings that caught and reflected the evening sunlight every time she moved her head.

			I didn’t open the car door for her. This wasn’t a date. But I felt like a heel for it, so I jumped into the driver’s seat and popped open her door from the inside.

			She eyed the SUV with appreciation. “Nice wheels, Nerd Boy. Better than the farm truck.”

			All of the nerves settled at her quick smile. She was my people. From day one, she’d understood me in a way nobody else ever had. 

			So she’d understand why I had to reach across the seat and block her from getting in. “Uh, I’m sorry. I don’t know if I can let you ride in my car wearing that”—I motioned toward her, making a sweeping up-down gesture to encompass her outfit—“shirt.”

			Lips quirking into a half smile, she put her hands on her hips. “Because…?”

			“I mean, DC? Really? You wound me.” I flicked the Captain America air freshener hanging from my mirror. “You know I’m a Marvel man.”

			Her chin lifted to a stubborn tilt. “Wonder Woman is the exception to the DC curse. Everyone knows that. She’s kick-ass. I’m kick-ass. It fits.”

			I hissed through my teeth like she’d struck a painful blow and removed my arm, allowing her to pass. “Touché. You may enter.”

			Laughing, she pulled herself up into the seat. I was still leaning toward her. It would take little effort to close the distance between our lips…

			Shit.

			This was not a date.

			This was nothing but a dinner between friends and colleagues. 

			I straightened in my seat and shifted the car to drive. She released a sigh that sounded a lot like disappointment. 

			Dammit. We shouldn’t be doing this. Exhaustion was screwing with my head. I should take her back to the dorm and go home. By myself.

			“So where are we going?” she asked, her tone a bit too bright.

			“I figured we’d go to Jackson, check out the new burger place that just opened up.” So much for going home.

			“Sounds like a plan,” she said and settled back in her seat.

			We made the forty-five-minute ride to Jackson in companionable conversation. Nothing too deep or challenging. A relief, but also a bit disappointing. She was so easy to talk to. Easy to geek out over all of my favorite things, but I wanted more. She used her Geek Girl as a firewall, and I’d never met a firewall I couldn’t crack. I wanted a look behind it to the code underneath that made Samira Blackwood tick. 

			Of course I knew the basics. She grew up outside Silicon Valley. Her mother was originally from Algeria, her father American. Both worked as lead developers for major tech companies. But I needed more than facts from a dossier.

			So as soon as we were settled at the burger place and the waitress had gone away with our orders, I asked, “Why HORNET? You were brilliant in high school. Why not go on to college?”

			I saw a flicker in her eyes. Fear? Dread? There and gone in a blink. Something was going on with her. I’d noticed it at The Snaz. She’d seemed stiff, her smiles uneasy, like she was faking her way through the night out with her friends. She’d relaxed some on the drive here, but my question rekindled that uneasiness. Her shoulders tensed, and her gaze shied away from mine.

			“Sami, what’s wrong? Why did that question freak you out?”

			I reached across the table for her hand, but the waitress interrupted with our drinks. Sami immediately picked up her beer and took a long swallow.

			Which was for the better. I shouldn’t touch her. That was definitely crossing a line.

			I pulled my hand back and played with the peeling label on my own beer bottle. “I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable.”

			She moistened her lips. “No, it’s okay. I’m okay. Just…sometimes I forget you have a report on my life.” She drew a breath, then straightened her shoulders and met my gaze levelly across the table. “Before this goes any further, you should know that report only tells you what I wanted you to see. After I hacked Quentin Enterprises, I knew someone would dig up all they could about me and made sure my past looked…well, not spotless, but…” She winced. “Less grimy.”

			I’d kinda figured as much. Hadn’t I done something much the same to join HORNET? Only, nobody knew about that. “We all have secrets.”

			“Yeah. I’m just afraid you’ll like me less if I tell you mine.”

			Well, fuck. For a minute, I wondered if she could read minds. That was precisely the reason I’d played the part of Harvard the Boy Genius for so long, even though he wasn’t anything close to who I really was.

			Sami should know. 

			As I stared across the table at her, it hit me how unfair it was to want a look at her source code when I was unwilling to show her mine. “Nothing could make me like you less.”

			She tried for a smile, but it didn’t touch her eyes. “You say that now.”

			“I’m sorry,” I said and reached for her hand again. This time, I let nothing scare me away from lacing my fingers through hers. “We can go back to talking comics if you want.”

			She drew a breath and let it out in a huff, then shook her head. “No, no. I want to tell you, but it’s scary for me. My family rejected me when they found out, and they don’t even know half of it.”

			Man, that hurt. Sent a spear of sharp sorrow straight through my gut. I simultaneously wanted to cradle her protectively in my arms and go all seek-and-destroy on the people who had so badly damaged her. 

			And I couldn’t do either. It wasn’t my place, and for the next month, as my suspension played out, I had to be only her teacher. Nothing more. I couldn’t keep having these protective alpha-male thoughts about her if I wanted to save my job.

			So why the hell was I leaning toward her, my gaze fastened on her mouth?

		


		
			Chapter Nine

			Sami

			The waitress returned with our food right then and gently cleared her throat. I realized I’d leaned in, all but throwing myself across the table to get closer to him.

			Right. We were tucked into a corner of the restaurant but still very much in public. I had to force myself to sit back down before I embarrassed us both.

			Once the waitress left us again, I picked at my fries in silence for several moments. It wasn’t embarrassment that kept me from meeting his eyes. It was the conversation before the almost-kiss. I wanted to tell him about my past, about what my mysterious benefactor wanted me to do. I wanted him to tell me it would all be okay. We could figure things out. 

			But I knew it wouldn’t play out like that. My heart wouldn’t take it if I told him everything and he decided I was too much trouble or had too much baggage to be worth his time.

			Nothing could make me like you less.

			My belly jittered. Nobody had ever given me that reassurance before. My family’s love had always been predicated on my achieving their impossibly high standards. Until Class Alpha, my friends had only been friends when it was convenient for them, and as soon as it wasn’t, they’d dropped me like a bad habit. 

			Except Adrian. He’d been the one constant in my life for the past few years. It would be nice to have another.

			I finally lifted my gaze to Harvard’s. A banked heat still simmered in his whiskey eyes from our near-miss kiss, along with something softer. Tender. Sincere. He gave an encouraging smile. “You mentioned once that you’d spent some time in jail for hacking?”

			Yes, I had mentioned that. We’d been cooped up together for days, looking for any trace of Jean-Luc and Dr. Claire Oliver in Nigeria when, hopped up on caffeine and the adrenaline high of hacking into the CDC, I’d spilled the beans. He hadn’t treated me any differently in the weeks since then. If anything, we’d grown closer. So what made me so sure he would drop me now if I told him the whole story? 

			And still, I hesitated. I mean, who could blame me? My own parents had disowned me because of my past mistakes. 

			I released a long breath. Now or never. “When I was in middle school, I fell in with the hacktivist group A.K.A.”

			He pushed aside his plate and sat back. “Yeah,” he said slowly. “I’ve heard of them.”

			I gave an abrupt laugh. “Who hasn’t? They were behind every major hack at the time. I joined early on under the name Charade. It started with small things. Pranks, really, but those pranks became more and more illegal. Still, I idolized A.K.A.’s organizers, Khaos and Paradox. I thought they were these amazing nerd warriors, wielding keyboards like swords against all the injustices of the world.” 

			“And they weren’t?” he asked.

			I shrugged and popped a fry into my mouth, even though my stomach had twisted itself into uncomfortable knots. “For a while, they were. Our hacks drew attention to all the things that needed attention. We were changing the world. Then one day, they disappeared. There were rumors of FBI raids, and people freaked. I disconnected from the group and didn’t think anything more of it because I was small potatoes…but then the FBI showed up on my doorstep.”

			Harvard said nothing for a long time, then winced. He picked up his beer and took a long drink. “They couldn’t get the major players, so they went after you.”

			“Yes.” My throat was so tight it was like being strangled. “And others like me. They wanted to make an example out of me, and so I spent the rest of my teenage years locked up in a juvenile detention center. When I got out at eighteen, I’d lost all my scholarships, my friends, and my parents.”

			“They abandoned you?”

			“I tried to go home, but the gate was locked. My dad answered the intercom and said he had disowned me. I haven’t spoken to anyone in my family since.”

			“I’m so sorry, Sami.”

			I shrugged. Tried to play it off like it was NBD, but, God, it still hurt. “That’s their choice.”

			“No,” Harvard said firmly and set down his beer so hard it clunked against the table. “It’s their loss.”

			Stupid tears rushed to fill my eyes and blur my vision. I thought I’d cried myself out where my parents were concerned, but nope. Apparently not. “Thank you for saying that.”

			“No, I mean it.” He got up and circled the table to sit in the empty chair next to me. He thumbed away an escaped tear and cupped my face in his hands. “Everyone makes mistakes. Especially teenagers. If they can’t see past that to the amazing woman you’ve become, they don’t deserve you. And you deserve better.”

			For almost seven long years, I’d carried the weight of my parents’ rejection like a boulder chained around my ankle. It was my fault for not being smarter, better, more like them. But with nothing more than a few words, Harvard snapped that chain. 

			He was right. It was my parents’ burden to carry, not mine. 

			Besides, I had other burdens of my own making to worry about. 

			I met Harvard’s gaze. I should tell him. He could help me fix this, but shame burned up the back of my neck and kept me silent. I’d taken money from a stranger and promised a favor in return. Even if the favor wasn’t sexual, it still felt a lot like prostitution. I didn’t want him to see me in that light. Not when he looked at me as he was now, his gaze full of tenderness and heat.

			Harvard rubbed his thumb across my bottom lip, and the contact made my nipples tighten. The things I wanted him to do to me would definitely get us kicked out of this place. 

			He grinned, his dimple flashing, and dropped his hand from my lips to tug playfully at the collar of my shirt. “I’m not surprised you wanted to save the world, Wonder Woman.”

			“Still do,” I admitted with a little shrug.

			“So that’s why you joined Class Alpha.”

			“Well, it wasn’t my original intention. I thought I’d get Tucker Quentin’s attention with my skills and wind up on his cyber security team. I never expected he’d put me here.”

			“He didn’t,” Harvard said softly. “I chose you.”

			I stared at him for a handful of disbelieving heartbeats. “You chose me?”

			“After you hacked us, Quentin put your name on a list of potential candidates and told me to choose.”

			Finally, I’d get the answer to the question I’d wondered since I received the invitation to join the training program. “Why me? I don’t have a military background.”

			“Neither do I,” he said, and that dimple winked again. “Unless you count all my hours of playing Call of Duty.”

			“Which is an awesome game.” I shook my head, refusing to let him distract me. “But that’s not the point. You must have known there was something hinky in my background after putting together my dossier. I’m good, and most people wouldn’t have known I’d hidden things, but you are worlds better. I’ve never seen anybody work a computer like you do. I’m a master, but you’re a god.”

			“I did know. Or at least suspected.” He inclined his head and reached across the table to drag his plate toward him. He picked up a fry and pointed it at me. “But you were good enough to hack Quentin Enterprises and hide your background, which meant you have the ability to reach my level. Probably even surpass me. I told Quentin to do whatever he could to recruit you because we didn’t want you as an enemy.”

			“So you knew I was hiding something this whole time, and you could have found out what it was, but you never pried?”

			“You want the truth?” Harvard asked. “I’d have thoroughly researched your history if you had refused Quentin’s offer of employment. I didn’t want you as an enemy. But once you were here and it was obvious you weren’t going to leave, it wasn’t necessary. I figured you’d tell me in your own time.”

			I laughed uncomfortably. “How could you possibly know I wasn’t going to leave? I didn’t even know for a long time.”

			“That first run, when you refused to give up, when you stopped to help Gavin? We knew then you were in for the long haul. Ever notice the guys that didn’t do so hot on that first run are no longer with us?”

			I snorted and reached for my own plate. “I didn’t do so hot on that run. It almost killed me.”

			“It almost kills everyone, but physical fitness isn’t what we wanted to see that first time. We were looking for grit, and you showed it in spades.”

			Picking up my burger, I sent him a sidelong glance. “Did you really hurl when you first ran it?”

			“Oh, yeah. My first few months with HORNET were torture. I was a broomstick. No muscle mass at all.”

			I took a bite of my burger to hide the fact I was studying his arms and chest. He was still lean, but nobody would mistake him for a broomstick now with those ropes of muscle and the cut abs I knew he had hiding under his T-shirt. “I can’t picture it.”

			He sighed and hitched up to take his phone out of the back pocket of his jeans. He scrolled through until he found what he was looking for, made a face at the screen, and then passed it to me. It was a video of him and Jean-Luc. Harvard wore a silly party hat and a half-amused, half-exasperated expression while the Cajun horribly serenaded him. 

			“My twenty-fourth birthday,” he said and picked up his burger for another bite. “About a month after I joined HORNET. That wasn’t my skinniest or whitest, but I don’t have any pictures of me from my CIA days.”

			Yeah, okay, he was super skinny in the video. I recognized the shirt he wore. It was red with the words Red Shirt Running Team on the front and (I’m probably not going to make it) on the back. He still had that tee, but it fit him very differently now, stretching across his chest and straining around his arms. In the video, it all but hung off him like a dress. 

			I smothered a laugh behind my hand. I didn’t want to make him feel bad, but holy crap. He had been the stereotypical nerd—skinny, pasty, with clunky glasses and no fashion sense.

			Well, he still had no fashion sense, but that was okay because neither did I. Tonight his T-shirt said, It’s okay, Pluto. I’m not a planet, either. 

			He rolled his eyes at my giggle and snatched the phone back. “Go ahead and laugh. I do.” After another glance at his phone and a grimace, he put it face down on the table. “But in my defense, I spent most of my life prior to joining HORNET in a dark room, sitting on my ass in front of a computer.”

			Since he didn’t seem upset, I let the laugh out. “They certainly whipped you into shape.”

			“Yeah, and it wasn’t pretty. Jean-Luc used to say—” He stopped short, and his smile faltered. His mood shifted, and there was no mistaking the sudden aura of anger around him.

			Okay, this had gone on long enough. Ever since Jean-Luc had disappeared last month, disobeying orders to search for Dr. Claire Oliver, he got that sour expression on his face whenever the Cajun came up in conversation.

			I knew they shared a history. They both came from the CIA. Jean-Luc had been a spy while Harvard had been an intelligence analyst, but they had worked together on many missions before leaving to join HORNET. They had been close friends until Jean-Luc took off to Nigeria, chasing the love of his life into a biological hot zone without telling Harvard. Now, I couldn’t tell what they were. Harvard was still pissed at being left behind, and poor Jean-Luc seemed absolutely bewildered about how to go about fixing the problem. 

			But maybe it wasn’t Jean-Luc’s problem to solve. Just like it wasn’t mine. Harvard was working through something, and, even as much as we wanted to, neither Jean-Luc nor I could help him.

			I placed a gentle hand on his forearm. “You can’t stay mad at him forever.”

			“I can try.”

			“Why? Jean-Luc was one of your best friends.” 

			“He didn’t trust me enough to tell me where he was going, what he was doing.”

			“He was protecting you.”

			“And who was protecting him? Marcus?” He made a sound of disgust. “Guy can’t even take care of himself right now.”

			This was true. Marcus Deangelo, HORNET’s lead negotiator, hadn’t been the same since his best friend was killed during our training mission gone wrong in Martinique. Marcus drank too much, took too many risks, and basically had a “fuck this” attitude about life. He was spiraling into a dark place. Of all the people Jean-Luc could have asked for help during his foolhardy solo rescue mission, he’d chosen unstable Marcus, and it had nearly gotten him killed. I could see why that would rankle Harvard, but I still didn’t understand his deep anger over it. You’d think he’d just be relieved everyone had made it home safely and in one piece. It hurt to see him so angry, and I hated how vibrant Jean-Luc wilted a little bit every time Harvard brushed off his apologies.

			Something more there, but he obviously wasn’t in the mood to keep talking about it, because he plastered on a smile and changed the subject to Star Wars. He did that a lot—wielded his geekery like a shield when things got too heavy. 

			I let it drop. I couldn’t get involved. Or more involved. 

			“So what about you?” I asked, trying to make the question light and conversational. “I know you were CIA before HORNET, but what about before that?”

			He twisted his beer bottle between his fingers, leaving wet rings on the reclaimed wood table. “I wasn’t an angel, either.”

			“What did you do?” He obviously hadn’t been arrested like I had, but his expression was full of old regret.

			“Everything I shouldn’t have. Growing up, I had this friend. My best friend. He—well, he wasn’t good for me, and I wasn’t good for him. Together, we were toxic.”

			“What happened?”

			“We caused a lot of damage. Hurt a lot of people.” He sucked in a sharp breath and lifted his beer in a kind of salute. “I felt bad, and he didn’t. He had no conscience and used people like throwaway items. When I realized what he was capable of, I found an escape.”

			“To the CIA?”

			He said nothing for a long moment, then finished his beer. “Yeah, which wasn’t much better.” Strain showed through his smile. “You know, we should probably head home. I’m beat.”

			I squashed a surge of disappointment. Of course he was exhausted. He had spent the past day traveling. I could see it in his eyes, and here I wanted to keep him up all night.

			Talking, I mean. 

			Just talking.

			Nothing more than that.

			Neither of us could afford more than that, and we both knew it. Which was why when he dropped me off in front of the dorm, I climbed out of his SUV without kissing him. I wanted to. I think he even wanted it, but he was too much of a gentleman to go there. I waved as he drove away, then felt like an idiot for it.

			Who waves like that? Ugh.

			The dorm was silent. None of the guys had made it back from The Snaz yet, and, truthfully, I was glad for it. I needed time to think. Maybe I should’ve told Harvard about what I’d been asked to do, but he had enough on his plate. 

			This was my problem. I’d handle it.

			I grabbed my laptop from my room and settled on the couch in the common area, feet tucked under me. I hesitated only an instant before signing on to the email account my benefactor had set up for me all those years ago. As I expected, there was an email. I opened it, planning to only reply and not read it, but the first sentence jumped out at me from the message:

			I know what you did. 

			My heart took a swan dive into my stomach. No. It wasn’t possible.

			The FBI got you on a minor charge. That NRA thing was child’s play compared to your actual crimes. You are a thief, and I have proof. That money I gave you? It was some of the money you stole from…how many banks was it? Ten? Twenty? Do you even know? No, I don’t think you do. You took that money and used it, and now there is a digital trail leading right to you. Give me HORNET’s network or the FBI will come knocking on your door again. 

			I scoffed at that. Wasn’t much of a threat. I’d already spent my teenage years locked up. I knew how to survive in that environment. If they thought prison was enough to scare me into hurting HORNET, they didn’t know as much about me as they thought. I pulled up a clean email and typed a succinct reply that boiled down to a fuck you.

			Their reply came in a text message bubble on the side of my screen.

			All those guys you think are your friends have secrets, too. Jeremiah Wolfe. Remington Hale. Gavin Rider. I’ll ruin every one of them. 

			Fire burned up the middle of my chest and left a sour taste on my tongue. They were bluffing. They had to be. Wolfe couldn’t have anything in his past bad enough to ruin him. He was too good. He was a better human being than me by miles. 

			Another text popped onto my screen: And Harvard? You have no idea who you’re dealing with or the secrets he’s keeping from you. Go back on our deal, and I won’t simply ruin him. I’ll destroy him. He’ll go up in flames and take HORNET with him. 

			My stomach rolled over. I knew Harvard had secrets. He’d been cagey enough about his backstory at dinner to make me think they were bad ones. 

			My fingers shook as they hovered in indecision over my keyboard. I scrambled for a way out, a thread I could pull to unravel the web he’d woven around me, but I saw nothing. I couldn’t let my bad decisions blow back on Class Alpha or HORNET. But no matter what I did, what choice I made, they would be caught in the fallout. My only option was to follow through and then try to mitigate the damage.

			I squeezed my eyes shut and typed my response: Okay. I’ll do it. 

		


		
			Chapter Ten

			Sami

			Have you ever done something, then immediately regretted it?

			That was me the moment I wrote the last line of code that gave my benefactor access to the network. 

			It was done. And so was my time with Class Alpha. 

			Leaving would be the easy way out, but I had to stay. I had to wait and see why my benefactor wanted the access in the first place. Contain the fallout. Insulate HORNET, Class Alpha, and Harvard as best I could.

			I prowled the computer lab all weekend, watching for any sign of intrusion. Nothing. After all that angst, all the threats, he hadn’t done anything with the backdoor.

			While the other trainees groaned about returning to class Monday morning, I was glad for it. Gave me something else to focus on besides Harvard, because that man had spent an alarming amount of time in my thoughts over the weekend. Every minute I wasn’t obsessing over the backdoor and my benefactor’s plans, I was reliving our dinner. Every touch of Harvard’s hand. Every heated glance. Every near-kiss. 

			Who needed caffeine? I was already a bundle of jittery nerves. Class would be a nice distraction.

			Of course, as soon as I sat down, Blaze turned around and brought up the one person I was trying not to think about. “I hear Harvard’s been fired.”

			I sighed. So much for taking my mind off him. “Who said that?”

			“Overheard Jean-Luc and Jesse talking about it at the gym. Those guys gossip like my granny and her friends at bingo.” 

			He was right about that. The guys of HORNET were badass warriors, but each and every one of them loved a juicy bit of gossip. “He wasn’t fired.”

			“But he’s off the team?”

			My temper sparked. “How would I know?”

			“You’re fucking him, aren’t you?”

			Embarrassed heat flushed my cheeks. I opened my mouth to screech “No!” but the classroom door opened again, and Harvard walked through. His gaze swept the room and locked on mine for one intense instant that burned me all the way down to my toes. 

			I broke eye contact first and turned back to Blaze. “It’s none of your business.” Because screw him. He accused Jean-Luc and Jesse of gossiping, but he was just as bad.

			Harvard walked over and took the empty seat at the table next to me. Blaze eyed Harvard, then smirked and turned back toward the front of the room. Across the aisle, Remy raised his brows in silent question. I gave a small shrug. I was just as much in the dark as he was, but I didn’t get a chance to ask Harvard about it. The door opened again, and our instructor for the day walked in: Jean-Luc, HORNET’s linguist. Today’s lesson: Arabic.

			Jean-Luc was all smiles, his blue eyes sparkling with mischief until he spotted Harvard in the crowd. He visibly startled, and his grin faded. He strode over to Harvard’s table. “What are you doing here, mon ami?”

			“I’m a student just like everyone else in this room,” Harvard said, his gaze fixed straight ahead at the whiteboard. “Treat me as you would any of them.”

			We both stared at him.

			Jean-Luc’s blond brows drew together in obvious concern. “H, c’mon. You don’t need to prove anything—”

			“Yeah. I do.”

			Whew, boy. There was some tension thrumming in those three simple words. A whole ton of unspoken baggage weighing them down. 

			“Busted you down to trainee, did they?” Blaze asked, and his friends snickered. Blaze could be an asshole, but at least he came by it naturally. Caleb Moore and Will Campbell had only become assholes since they started worshipping Blaze’s every move, which somehow made their laughter at Harvard’s expense meaner. They weren’t bad guys. They just pretended to be so that Blaze let them hang around. I hated both of them for that.

			Harvard met Blaze’s gaze steadily, without a flicker of anger. “I’m here because you can never learn too much. Something you should keep in mind, Decker.”

			Blaze snorted. “You’re here because you fucked up. They’re gonna train Sami and kick you to the curb as head tech loser.”

			A murmur swept through the room as everyone turned in their seats to focus on Harvard, but he stayed impossibly cool. If it had been me, I would’ve hit the ceiling, but I never had been good at controlling my temper. 

			He met Blaze’s sneer with a faint smile. “And you’re here because nobody else wants you. You got kicked out of the military, out of college, and out of your parents’ house. Even your girlfriend got sick of you freeloading and sent you packing.” 

			Blaze sputtered. Actually sputtered. “How— How’d you—?”

			“I can find out anything about anyone. One click of a mouse, and I can either erase you or give you the world. So tell me again, Decker: Who exactly is the loser here?”

			As if realizing he was fast losing control of his students, Jean-Luc said something sharply in a language that might have been Arabic and marched to the front of the classroom. On the way, he smacked Blaze upside the head and said something in Cajun French that nobody but Harvard understood. Harvard’s lips twitched into a brief smile before he flattened his expression again.

			Blaze half rose out of his seat. “Hey, fuck you—”

			Jean-Luc steamrolled over him as if he hadn’t said anything. “First rule of Arabic class: don’t be an asshole. Second rule of Arabic class: if you ignore rule one and act an asshole, I will kick you out so hard your great-grand-mère will feel my boot up her ass. And if you don’t like those rules…” He made a dramatic sweeping gesture toward the door. “Be my guest to fuck right off, because we don’t need or want you.”

			Blaze hovered for a moment in obvious indecision, then snapped his jaw closed and sank back to his seat, his shoulders slumped.

			I gaped at the back of his head. Blaze never backed down like that. Normally, he’d take Jean-Luc’s words as a challenge. The guy had more disciplinary marks in his file than the rest of us combined. The only reason they kept him around was because he could shoot the wings off a gnat from a mile away. He was spooky good with a rifle, but maybe that skill wasn’t enough anymore. Maybe Quinn had given him a final warning. It was the only reason I could think of that would make him meekly submit.

			At the front of the room, Jean-Luc had opened a laptop and hooked it to the projector. The beautiful, flowing script of Arabic lettering filled the whiteboard. “All right, my little circus monkeys. Let’s see where you’re at. Can anyone read this?”

			The room was silent for several uncomfortable moments before a voice proceeded to read in halting Arabic. I turned in my seat to find the source of the rusty voice. 

			Gavin?

			I guess it made sense that he would know some Arabic. Out of all of us, he was the only one who had been to the Middle East and had seen combat. He’d probably still be there with his unit if not for whatever had happened to leave those burn scars all over his body. He still wouldn’t talk about it, but the prevailing theory was he’d come too close to an IED.

			So, no, I wasn’t surprised that he knew Arabic. I was surprised that he’d spoken up. He never spoke in class. Rarely spoke at all. He was always the silent ghost hovering at the back of the room.

			“It’s the Arabic alphabet,” he finished.

			Jean-Luc beamed at him. “And here I was thinking you didn’t have a voice. Jayid jiddaan! Very good. Your pronunciation was spot-on.” 

			For the next hour, Jean-Luc coaxed us through the Arabic alphabet, which seemed to me more complicated than any programing language ever created. I had a feeling that, like shooting, Arabic wasn’t going to be one of my strongest skills. 

			Harvard didn’t seem to have any trouble, but the man was a certified genius. There was nothing in the world of academia that he’d have trouble with. My classmates found that fact intimidating. I thought it was sexy as hell. Watching him soak in all the info Jean-Luc threw at us made me want to strip him and act out a naughty schoolgirl fantasy.

			A finger poked my ribs from the table behind me, and, face blazing, I refocused on Jean-Luc at the front of the room. I’d been so caught up in fantasizing about Harvard, I’d completely missed the last ten minutes of the lesson. Even worse, it had been obvious enough that Wolfe felt he had to intervene.

			Excuse me while I melt into a puddle of red-hot embarrassment.

			My only saving grace was that Harvard hadn’t noticed. Everyone else had, and I’d get major flak from all of the guys later, but Harvard had been too absorbed in the lesson. Yay for hyper-focused nerd boys!

			“Hey,” Wolfe whispered and nudged me again. He pretended to wipe drool from his mouth. “You got a little something…”

			I shot him the bird. “Keep it up, Wolfey. I’ll send your browser history to your mother.”

			“Go ahead.” He flashed a grin. “I erased everything incriminating.”

			Thoroughly amused, I raised a brow. “You think I can’t find erased data? Oh, you poor, naive luddite.”

			His grin dropped away.

			I returned my attention to the front of the room, but by that point, the lesson was completely lost on me. I was just biding time until class ended—but then I noticed Jean-Luc had stopped speaking. The room had gone completely silent, save for an evil villain laugh that started soft and grew in volume.

			I looked up at the whiteboard. The projection screen had gone black. An 8-bit video game character with blinking red eyes filled the screen. Underneath it flashed the words LET’S START THE GAME.

			A chair scraped back. Harvard shot to his feet and strode over to Jean-Luc’s laptop.

			“What is it?” Jean-Luc asked.

			“Some kind of virus,” Harvard said.

			“Merde. It’s a brand-fucking-new computer. Can you fix it?”

			Harvard gave him a droll stare that clearly said duh. He unplugged it from the projector, and the whiteboard was just a whiteboard again. “I’ll have to take it to the lab to figure out what exactly it’s doing to your files and how to clean it out.”

			My chest tightened, and each breath scraped all the way down to my lungs. 

			My benefactor. This had to be them making their move.

			I stood up. “I’ll help.”

			He looked at me. We both knew he didn’t need any help with a simple virus, but he nodded. “I can use it. Thanks.”

			I gathered my things and followed him out, very aware of the eyes on me as I left. We hadn’t fooled anyone.

			Dammit.

			Harvard walked past the computer lab. I stopped beside the doors and looked into the dark room, then at his retreating back. “You missed the lab.”

			At the glass double doors leading outside, he paused and glanced over his shoulder. “I’m taking it home. I don’t want to risk our network.”

			Except the network was already compromised. Because of me.

			God. What had I done?

			“You don’t really need my help,” I said after an awkward few seconds.

			He hesitated. “I’d rather deal with it on my own.”

			As far as letdowns went, it wasn’t brutal. But, still…

			Ouch.

			I resisted the urge to rub my chest. “Okay.”

			“But I’d like to walk you back to the dorm,” he said quickly. “I mean, if you want.”

			My heart jumped. How pathetic. I never thought I’d be one of those girls desperate for any scrap of attention he’d give me, but here I was. “I do want.”

			He waited for me to catch up, and together we stepped out into the chill of late September. We walked in silence for the first minute. The dorm drew closer with each step. I hated that it wasn’t farther away. I wanted more time with him, even if it was this awkward silence. We passed by the new rec center and another half-built dorm. 

			“Why all the construction?” I wondered out loud, mostly because I couldn’t stand the silence any longer. “There are only a handful of us left.” Our attrition rate was horrendous. We’d started with close to forty trainees. We were down to less than half that now. Some had dropped out due to injuries and medical problems. Others just couldn’t hack it. One had been a spy for Defion, a rival private military contractor, and he was one reason the rec center now carried a dead man’s name when all of the other buildings on campus were named after living members of HORNET.

			Harvard stopped walking and studied the half-finished building. “Class Alpha is Quinn’s test run. If he’s successful, the whole private military arm of Quentin Enterprises will train here.”

			“There are others like HORNET?” I knew Tucker Quentin had at least one other paramilitary team, but what Harvard was talking about was so much bigger in scope than just two teams.

			He nodded. “Other teams specialize in areas like personal security, bioterrorism, peacekeeping, and even bounty hunting—you met some of Tuc’s bounty hunters in Martinique. But no matter which team a new hire is bound for, they’ll come through here first. The real test will be once you’re in the field.”

			I thought of Martinique. The training mission that became a real mission by virtue of us being in the wrong place at the wrong time. I’d seen people die. For a while, I thought I’d die, too. I didn’t want that experience again. 

			Don’t get me wrong—I was proud of myself for what I’d accomplished so far and secure in the knowledge that I could hold my own if thrown into another situation like Martinique. But unlike Harvard, I didn’t crave combat. I was perfectly happy tucked in behind my computer, where it was relatively safe. That he wanted nothing more than to put himself in constant danger twisted my stomach into knots.

			I needed to touch him and took his hand. He tensed and glanced around, but there was nobody nearby to see. Still, he drew away. 

			My cheeks heated and I balled my hands into the front pocket of my hoodie so I wouldn’t do something stupid like that again. “I’m sorry.”

			He stopped walking and faced me. Emotions battled across his face. “Sami…”

			“Yeah, I know.” Of course I knew why PDA was a no-no. Logically, it made sense that we couldn’t be seen getting too friendly. But logic didn’t apply when it came to him. Logic didn’t stop my heart from cracking a little more every time he withdrew from my touch.

			I had betrayed my teammates and HORNET for him. To protect his secrets, not my own. And he wouldn’t even touch me.

			God. I was pathetic.

			He released a long breath. “I’m sorry. I’m already on shaky ground with the bosses after that fuckup with the drone. And now this?” He lifted Jean-Luc’s laptop. “A goddamn virus getting through my firewalls. I can’t risk—”

			“It’s okay,” I cut in because I really didn’t want him to finish that sentence. I was too afraid he’d say that he can’t risk another fuckup. I’d been a fuckup all my life. I was still a fuckup. But I didn’t want to be his fuckup. “Go take care of the virus. I have studying to do. Ian’s testing us on explosive components tomorrow, and chemistry was never my thing.”

			A ghost of a smile touched Harvard’s lips. “Still can’t believe they have Ian teaching classes.”

			“He definitely doesn’t have the temperament for it,” I muttered. Honestly, Ian Reinhardt, HORNET’s explosive ordnance tech, terrified me. He had a way of staring at you that felt like he was considering cutting you in half just to see what fell out. I’d heard his teammates call him “psycho” on more than one occasion. I believed it, which was why I did not want to screw up in his class.

			I walked up the steps to the dorm but paused when Harvard said, “I’ll see you in the lab tomorrow?”

			I think he meant it as a statement, but it came out more like a question. Had he sensed my need to flee? Was I broadcasting my discomfort that loudly?

			Ugh. I was not built for this spy bullshit. I should tell him the truth now. Just come clean and let the dice fall. Whatever happened after that, happened.

			And Harvard? You have no idea who you’re dealing with or the secrets he’s keeping from you. Go back on our deal, and I won’t simply ruin him. I’ll destroy him. He’ll go up in flames and take HORNET with him.

			Shit.

			I tossed what I hoped was a cheerful smile over my shoulder. “See you tomorrow.”

			I waited just inside the door, tucked out of sight, until he walked away. Then I dialed Adrian. 

			He answered with a “Hey, haven’t heard from you in a while.”

			“I know. I’m so sorry.” Now, on top of everything else, I felt like a massive jerk. Adrian was my oldest friend. I met him a few months after I blew through my benefactor’s money and settled into a crappy apartment with the crappy barista job. Adrian was a regular at the café, and he was an appealing mixture of sweet, nerdy, and tattooed. My kind of guy, but our relationship never progressed in that way. We’d bonded over computers, and he’d become a good friend, nothing more.

			He’d been the one to convince me I could do so much more with my life than serve lattes. He’d risked my probation officer’s wrath by giving me access to his computers, since I wasn’t able to have my own. He’d helped me create Fragment, had introduced me to people in need of my skills, and had eventually urged me to try for Quentin Enterprises. I wouldn’t be here without his support and encouragement.

			And I’d been ignoring him.

			Dammit, I was a jerk.

			I rubbed at the ache blooming in my temple. “God, Adrian. I’ve made a mess of everything. I don’t know what to do.”

			“Why? What’s wrong?” 

			The concern in his voice was the balm I needed to settle my nerves. I tipped my head back against the wall and stared up at the ceiling as I told him what I’d done. I left nothing out. Adrian had grown up in foster care. He’d had it rough, and his past was just as ugly as mine. If I could count on anyone not to judge me, it was him.

			“Man,” he said, dragging the word out. “That’s fucked.”

			I had to laugh. “Tell me about it. You never found anything on my benefactor?”

			“You told me not to,” he said, feigning innocence. 

			“And I know you didn’t listen.”

			“Of course I didn’t listen.” I heard a grin in his voice as a keyboard clicked in the background. “You know me. I love a good cyber mystery.”

			“And?” I was grasping at straws. If Adrian had found something useful, he would’ve told me before now.

			He hissed out a breath. “I’m sorry, Sami. I looked. I dug. Your benefactor, whoever it is, is fucking invisible.”

			I squeezed my eyes shut. “So what do I do?”

			“Nothing.”

			My eyes popped open in surprise. “What?”

			“You did what he asked. You’re safe now.”

			Yeah, until the next time he wants a favor. I didn’t point that out. Let Adrian think I was safe; he’d spent too much of our friendship worrying about me. But I knew better. As long as my benefactor knew who I was and what I’d done, as long as they had proof to hold over my head, I wasn’t safe. The next time they wanted a favor, they’d threaten everyone I loved again. And again. And again. They’d keep me firmly under their thumb. Their own personal hacker.

			No. I wouldn’t let them.

			Invisible?

			Yeah, right. Nobody was invisible to me. I only needed to know where to look.

		


		
			Chapter Eleven

			Harvard

			I wanted to kiss her. As I left Sami standing there in front of the dorm, the urge to drag her into my arms and fasten my mouth to hers had been close to overwhelming. Which was exactly why I walked away.

			Even now, as I leaned against my kitchen counter, eating a cold slice of leftover pizza, the thought of her mouth on mine made my dick twitch. It had been a long time since I’d had sex. A few years ago, in Afghanistan, I’d had a thing with an American woman who worked at a women’s shelter in Kabul, but that had faded to friendship once we parted ways. And after Zina, I hadn’t found anyone who interested me enough… 

			Until three months ago, when I walked into the airport and spotted Sami.

			With my ass already on the line, kissing her would be playing with fire. I wouldn’t just risk a burn. No, if this thing exploded between us, my whole life was bound to go up in a fireball. A life I had scraped and lied and cheated to get. A life I finally loved. No woman was worth losing everything I have now.

			Sami is, a voice whispered in the back of my mind. I recognized that voice. It was the same self-destructive devil that had insisted I disobey a direct order during our last mission. He was full of awesome ideas.

			Appetite gone, I set aside my pizza and walked over to my desk. I had fixed Jean-Luc’s computer, but I still had a patch to write to make sure no more viruses got through. I also wanted to go through every byte of my network security. I fully intended to buckle down and get it done, but instead I found myself revisiting old haunts, combing hacker message boards and the dark web to see if I’d been exposed. Last night, telling Sami the little bit about my life before the CIA had left me feeling vulnerable. And with this virus attack, I had to make sure I was still protected.

			Looked like it. My past was firmly buried, exactly where I wanted it to stay.

			I sat back and breathed out in relief…

			Then my cell phone rang. I should’ve known right then the shit of my past was about to hit the fan and splatter. 

			Without thinking much about the call, I picked it up from where I’d set it on the wireless charger. Dread clamped icy hands around my chest and squeezed when I saw the 203 area code. 

			No.

			I threw it down and stared as the Connecticut number taunted me for several long seconds. Finally, the screen went black again. I still didn’t move, continuing to stare like it was a snake ready to strike.

			Which it kind of was.

			The screen lit with an alert bubble. New voicemail.

			Against my better judgement, I rubbed my sweaty palm on my jeans and slowly picked the phone up. I accessed my voicemail and waited…

			“Eric, honey, it’s Mom—”

			Fuck. I shut the phone off, took it to the kitchen, and found a hammer in the junk drawer. I put the phone on a cutting board and beat the hell out of it until it was nothing but splinters of plastic and electronic components. Then I dumped the pieces into the garbage disposal and flipped the switch. The grinding, crunching sounds coming up from the drain should have been satisfying, but a cold sweat had broken out all over my body, and I wasn’t sure I wouldn’t up-chuck the little bit I’d eaten.

			I was wrong. 

			My past had finally caught up to my present.

			Even though the phone was dead and chewed to bits, I kept waiting for it to ring again. Or for my email to chime. Or…something. If she found my phone number, it wouldn’t be long before she managed to find other ways to contact me.

			Should I run? It had always been my first instinct when the past caught up to me. I left the CIA and joined HORNET the last time the egg donor who called herself my mother tracked me down. Because if Kimberly Dyer—or whatever her last name was now—had managed to find me, it wouldn’t be long before the other skeletons in my closet started spilling out, too.

			Running was probably the smart thing to do. My career with HORNET was on shaky ground anyway. I could leave and save them the trouble of firing me. I had plenty of money squirreled away and could go underground for at least a couple years before I’d have to find a new job. I had a contingency folder on my computer filled with places I’d already researched where I could easily disappear, but none of those options seemed like a good fit now.

			I didn’t want to leave. I’d miss my teammates. I’d miss Sami.

			No. I wasn’t going to let my mother scare me away from this life I’d built. Let her come. Let her try to destroy it. She couldn’t do anything to hurt me anymore.

			And I had fucking work to do.

		


		
			Chapter Twelve

			Sami

			I flopped over onto my back, my sheets twisting around me. My Millennium Falcon alarm clock projected the time on the ceiling, which was usually kinda awesome. All I had to do to see the time was open my eyes. But not so awesome when I hadn’t yet closed my eyes. I watched another five minutes tick by, then finally rolled out of bed. Sleep was out of my reach, so I might as well do something productive. Quinn wanted me to work on my weapons skills. Shooting wasn’t my forte, but honestly? Guns kinda scared me. Which was exactly why I needed to practice. Even if I didn’t end up staying with Class Alpha, it was still a good skill to have. It wouldn’t hurt to get in some target practice at the indoor range before breakfast. 

			I pulled on a pair of sweatpants and my favorite hedgehog T-shirt—it said I’m cute and stabby, which perfectly fit my mood. The dorm was silent when I left my room. Everyone else was either sound asleep at this early hour or possibly not here at all, since today was our day off. The guys had gone out to The Snaz again, and they probably all found women willing to share their beds. Remy had tried to talk me into going, but what was the point? It always ended up the same way—the guys would all find cozy beds to spend the night in, and I’d wind up coming home alone. I didn’t fit in with the climbers, skiers, and hikers who frequented The Snaz—big surprise there—and wasn’t even a tiny bit interested in anyone at the bars.

			There was only one guy who interested me, and I couldn’t go there for so many reasons. 

			Campus was also dark and quiet. Nobody up at this hour, except…the computer lab was lit up bright, drawing me in like a lighthouse beacon. Or a bug zapper.

			Only one person would be in there at this time of night.

			My heart stuttered in my chest, and I stopped walking. Should I go in?

			I drew in a fortifying breath and pulled open the door to Quentin Hall. The computer lab’s door sat propped open and spilled a square of light onto the floor. I peeked inside and yes, there was Harvard at his desk. His hair was damp from a recent shower, the wetness darkening the color, hiding the bit of auburn I found so charming. He muttered to himself as he worked, and he was well into a bottle of bourbon. He didn’t even have a glass. He just grabbed the bottle and chugged, then turned his attention back to his computer and continued muttering.

			I should leave. He very obviously wasn’t in the mood for company.

			I backed away, and my shoulder banged into the open door. He spun around, brows cranked down in annoyance until he saw it was me. His features softened.

			“Uh, hi.” I gave him a little wave. 

			Oh my God, waving again? Could I be any more stupid?

			“Hey,” he said softly. And judging by the way he slurred it, he was definitely more than halfway plastered. 

			Since I was caught, I moved into the lab. “What are you doing in here?”

			“Someone got into the system. I have to fix it before anyone finds out.” He grabbed the bottle but paused with it halfway to his mouth. “I’m supposed to be the best. I have to be the best. Gabe and Quinn won’t ever trust me if I’m not. But I screwed up somewhere, and someone got in. I gotta fix it.”

			Pain sliced through me. What did I say to that? He was beating himself up because of what I’d done.

			God. 

			I propped a hip on the edge of his desk. “You think they don’t trust you now because of the drone thing?”

			“I know they don’t. I just wanted to…” He exhaled hard and took another long drink from the bottle. “It doesn’t matter.”

			It did matter to me. I yearned to know what he wanted, what he needed, what his goals and dreams were. I was so pathetically thirsty for any scrap of information he’d give me about himself, but I didn’t push him. He’d drawn the line in the sand between us and made it clear our relationship had to stay professional. 

			It was hard, though, not to touch him when he looked so devastated. Especially since I was the one who’d hurt him.

			I glanced away from him and noticed the screen of his laptop. I recognized where he was and what he’d been doing because I’d been there once myself. “You’re in Tucker Quentin’s computer.”

			“I wasn’t hacking.” He reached out and slapped the lid closed. “I have full access.”

			“To look at personnel files on Quentin’s personal computer?” He scowled, and I raised my hands in surrender. “Hey, if you want me to pretend I didn’t see that, I didn’t see it. I’m the last one to criticize someone for snooping. Glass houses and all that.”

			“It’s no big deal,” he muttered and took another long pull from the bottle. “I wasn’t invading anyone’s privacy.” 

			“Except Quentin’s.”

			“It was my personnel file.”

			“Why were you hacking into your own file?”

			He said nothing in response. Just finished off the bottle and shoved out of his chair. He swayed a bit on his feet and grabbed for the desk to steady himself. Instead, his hand landed on my thigh. He stared down at it for a moment, then lifted his gaze to mine. He was drunk as fuck, and maybe that was why he couldn’t hide the spark of pure lust that turned his irises more amber than brown. 

			I didn’t move. I held my breath and waited to see what he’d do next. His gaze dropped to my mouth.

			He leaned forward, and, for one heart-stopping minute, I thought he was going to kiss me. And maybe he would have, had he not lost his balance. He caught himself on the edge of the desk this time and stepped back, straightening his glasses and swiping his hair back from his face with one hand.

			I released the air caught in my lungs. Even drunk, he wouldn’t kiss me. I was an idiot for thinking he would. For wanting him to.

			I jumped off the desk and slid an arm around his waist as he tilted sideways. “I think you’ve had enough for tonight. Let’s get you home.”

			He looped an arm over my shoulders and leaned into me as I led him from the computer lab. Outside, the early-morning air carried a bite of winter. I shivered. 

			Harvard scowled and straightened. “It’s cold. You should have a coat.” He patted his T-shirt-clad chest. “I don’t have one for you.”

			“It’s okay.” I darted forward as he listed sideways again. “Here. Let me help.”

			He grunted as I pulled him upright again. “A gentleman’s s’posed to help a lady.”

			God, he was too cute. “Yeah, well, sometimes a gentleman needs help, too. Especially when he’s polished off an entire bottle of Jim Beam by himself.”

			“That was stupid of him.”

			“Yeah. He’s going to hate himself in the morning.” Or, technically, afternoon, since it was already morning. But whatever.

			“He doesn’t really like himself all that much on a regular day.”

			That stopped me cold in my tracks. I turned him to face me. “Harvard—”

			But he wasn’t looking at me. His head tipped back. “Show me a constellation,” he slurred as if he hadn’t just dropped a huge truth bomb at my feet.

			He didn’t like himself? He was wildly smart, funny, and sweet. Everyone liked him, so why didn’t he like himself?

			I wouldn’t get the answer from him tonight, though, so I followed his gaze to the sky. With dawn soon approaching, the stars weren’t as bright as the middle of the night, but I could still pick out a few. “What’s your zodiac sign?” I asked.

			He scrunched up his face in the most adorable way. “Dunno. My birthday is July twentieth.”

			“Cancer.” Of course I already knew that, but I didn’t want him to know I knew. That would be weird. It’d probably also be weird to tell him I was a Scorpio, which was a great pairing for Cancer.

			“We can’t see Cancer now, but come spring it will be right…” I pulled him to a stop and scanned the stars again, then lifted our joined hands to trace a spot in the sky. “There. The crab. Hera placed it in the sky after Hercules stepped on it during his battle with the Hydra. It’s the faintest of the zodiac constellations. It contains an orange giant one hundred and eighty light-years away that holds the record for the longest star name—Arkushanangarushashutu. It’s supposedly ancient Babylonian for ‘the southeast star in the crab.’” 

			He squinted at the sky. “How do you know all this stuff?”

			“I studied astronomy in high school.” And astrology. And mythology. Writing, photography, computer graphics. Technology, engineering. Even some zoology. My parents liked to tell people I had “diversified interests” to save face, when they actually thought I was flighty and unfocused.

			“Why didn’t you continue?” Harvard asked. “You love it.” 

			“I do. And for a while, I thought I’d be the first woman on Mars, but…” I trailed off and shrugged. I didn’t want to tell him that my parents had talked me out of it. They always told me I was too impractical. That I had to get my head out of the clouds and my nose out of science fiction books. I’d believed them.

			Now that dream seemed as distant as the stars in Harvard’s constellation. 

			The thought left a hollow pit in my stomach. I needed a subject change. “What did you want to be as a kid?”

			“A superhero,” he whispered, a tinge of sadness in his tone that plainly said he still wanted to be a hero. 

			He lost his balance, and I lost my grip on him. He went down on his butt in the dirt, then just sat there like he couldn’t figure out what had happened. 

			I sighed and looked across campus to the dirt road that I knew led to his cabin. Not that I’d ever been there before, but I’d run by a bunch of times during PT. All of the HORNET guys stayed in the cluster of cabins at the turn-off from the main road. Some, like Harvard, lived there permanently. Others only stayed when they were in town for a mission or training. 

			But those cabins were a good half mile away at least. There was no way I’d be able to get him there on my own. I glanced over my shoulder at the dorm. Much closer. I’d just deposit him in my bed to sleep it off, then go to the range like I’d planned.

			I tugged on his arm. “C’mon. Up you go.”

			It was a struggle, but I managed to pull him to his feet and drag him to the dorm. 

			At the door to my room, I fumbled and dropped my key. He bent to pick it up, lost his balance, and crashed into me, pinning me against the wall with his body.

			A sober Harvard would have mumbled an apology and all but tripped over himself backing away. Not drunk Harvard. He didn’t move back, and every breath I drew rubbed my breasts against his chest. He flattened a hand against the wall on either side of my head, caging me there. It was the first time in my life I wanted to be caged.

			He was going to kiss me. I didn’t have a whole lot of experience with the opposite sex, but I knew it the second his gaze flicked down to my lips. God, I wanted it. I’d pretty much wanted it since the first time he gave me his shy smile and flashed that dimple. 

			But.

			Dammit, he was drunk. If he remembered any of this in the morning, he’d regret it.

			He leaned in, and I pressed a gentle hand to his chest. He stopped instantly and blinked down at my hand, then up at me. I didn’t expect the hurt that flashed in his eyes before he hid it.

			Why the hurt? It was the deep kind, the kind that came from serious emotional baggage. There was so much about this man I didn’t understand. So much I’d never learn as long as he kept his barriers up.

			And here he was with every single one of those barriers down. He’d answer any question I asked right now. He’d do anything I asked him. Yet I was the one stopping him, because I wanted him to tell me his story when he was ready, not because alcohol had loosened his tongue. 

			Pretty sure this was peak adulting for me.

			Yay, me.

			He’d knocked his glasses askew when he fell into me. I reached out to straighten them, and his scowl slowly morphed into that shy smile that made my knees go to jelly. 

			I returned his smile with one of my own. “I’m not rejecting you, Harvard. That’s the last thing I want to do. And I’d very much like you to kiss me. Just not tonight, because I’m afraid you’ll regret it when you’ve sobered up.”

			Or worse, he’d hate himself for stepping over the line he’d drawn between us and never dare cross it again.

			“Sami…” He seemed about to say more, but his face scrunched up, and he rested his forehead on my shoulder. He groaned. “The room’s spinning.”

			Okay, this I could handle. I pushed him back enough to retrieve the key from the floor, then slid an arm around his waist. “I’m sure it is. C’mon, you need to lie down.”

			I managed to get the door open and shuffled awkwardly over to dump him into my bed. I left him long enough to grab the trash can from my bathroom. Luckily, I’d already emptied it. How embarrassing would it have been to offer him a trash can full of tampon applicators? Ugh.

			By the time I returned, he was already out cold, his face buried in my pillow. He was going to break his glasses if he slept like that. 

			I set the trash can down within easy reach, then knelt beside him and very gently removed the glasses. His eyelids didn’t so much as twitch. 

			Okay, I didn’t have to worry about waking him. 

			He was so tall his booted feet hung over the end of the bed. I moved down to unlace the boots and pull them off. Then I not-so-gently tugged the comforter out from under him. Still no movement. The man was a rock. I tucked the comforter around him and straightened, unsure what to do now. Did I stay in case he got sick? No. It’d be creepy of me to just sit there and watch him sleep.

			Stick to the original plan. Go to the range and get some shooting in. Quinn said he’d be testing me again in a month, and if I was still here, I wanted to do better than the abysmal failure that was my last range test.

			I backed out of the room, still being careful not to make any noise, even though nothing short of a bomb was going to wake Harvard at this point. I retraced my steps across campus toward the range, but once again the glare of lights in the computer lab sidetracked me. We’d left them on. I poked my head through the door, reached for the switch—and stopped.

			What exactly had Harvard been doing in here? The glimpse I’d gotten of his screen didn’t sit right with me, and his explanation had been so thin as to be transparent. I couldn’t shake the sudden gnawing curiosity. The black-hat hacker in me rearing her ugly head, desperate to crack into places I didn’t have a right to be and learn information I wasn’t supposed to know.

			My fingertips itched to touch a keyboard.

			No. No, it was wrong. I was done doing wrong.

			I reached for the light again but never managed to flip the switch.

			What if Harvard had done something wrong? He’d been extremely wasted, his judgment all kinds of impaired. I could take a quick peek, in and out, just to make sure…

			I hesitated and glanced around. Of course there was nobody else here at this early hour on a weekend. No one would know. I could cover my tracks so even Harvard wouldn’t know.

			I walked in and sat down behind his computer. For a moment, I just soaked in his space. It smelled like him here, a soothing mix of woods and soap. On his desk, he had a figurine of the Hulk smashing Batman. Mini replicas of the Starship Enterprise and the Millennium Falcon sat side by side. He had a pen holder shaped like a classic Nintendo controller, and one of his pens was the Tenth Doctor’s sonic screwdriver. Another was made from an actual circuit board. Another, a lightsaber. His wireless headphones had the Rebel Alliance emblem on each ear and rested on a stormtrooper helmet. His mousepad looked like a floppy disk.

			It was all so…Harvard.

			I opened the top drawer of his desk, knowing I was beyond snooping and going straight to invading his privacy but unable to help myself. I found his Harvard degree stuffed inside the drawer, face down. Why wouldn’t he display this as proudly as his figurines? 

			Weird.

			I set it back where I found it and shut the drawer. The action rattled his mouse and woke his computer. Lines of code popped up on the screen.

			What the…?

			I took hold of the mouse and scrolled through the code. My heart kicked into hyperdrive. Oh, shit. This was bad. This was really bad. 

			My benefactor hadn’t just given Jean-Luc’s computer a little virus. The system was cannibalizing itself. No wonder Harvard was drinking heavily. He was barely staying ahead of total destruction.

			Goddamn it.

			I had to stop this.

		


		
			Chapter Thirteen

			Harvard 

			There was something vaguely horrifying about waking up in a bed that wasn’t your own. I didn’t realize it wasn’t my bed until I rolled over and found nothing where the rest of the queen-sized mattress should have been. I flailed but still landed on the floor with an undignified thunk, which made my head swim. The sheets fell on top of me, carrying a dark floral scent that sent a jolt of lust through my belly and straight down the length of my morning wood. 

			Holy fuck. I knew that scent.

			Sami.

			Why did these sheets smell like Sami? 

			My memory of last night blurred into blackness after I’d finished about half of the bottle of Jim Beam I’d found in Quinn’s office. It was unopened—looked like a Christmas present Quinn had never touched. Which made sense, since he took migraine medication that interacted badly with alcohol. 

			Had I finished the bottle by myself? 

			Yeah. Judging by the roiling in my stomach and drum line in my head, I had.

			How long before he noticed it was gone? He was a former Navy SEAL trained in observation. Probably not long. But he wasn’t in his office today, so I had time to run to town and buy a replacement.

			I wasn’t a drinker, but when I found the bottle in a desk drawer while “borrowing” some files from Quinn’s hard drive, I’d been pissed off, feeling sorry for myself, and more than a little guilty for breaking into the office.

			I still felt guilty. 

			When I first joined HORNET, determined to turn over a new leaf, I’d promised myself I’d never invade any of my teammates’ privacy. I’d done a shit job of keeping that promise over the years. But when that little virus started eating away at my network, I had to know what was in my personnel files. Had to know just how shaky the ground was under me right now. Maybe running and starting over was the best option for me at this point. 

			The file told me nothing. No disciplinary marks stained the pages. No commendations, either.

			It was all but blank. Useless.

			Or was I the useless one? Was that why the file contained nothing but the whitewashed history I had fed them when I started with the team?

			I’d made my entire career of hiding my own shit while finding out things that nobody wanted anyone to know. If someone had a secret, it nagged at me until I figured it out. No matter how many times I told myself to stop hacking, that this one time would be the last time, I never could. Fuck if I didn’t enjoy every second I spent cracking systems I wasn’t supposed to have access to.

			And speaking of places I shouldn’t have access to…

			I slowly sat up and looked around. This was definitely Sami’s dorm room. Her scent infused the place, but she wasn’t here, and, thank fuck, I was still dressed in my jeans and my Nerd? I prefer the term intellectual badass T-shirt. I also smelled like the inside of a bar after closing time, all booze and regret. A good indication I hadn’t done anything unforgivable last night, like acting on the fantasy of bending Sami over my desk and taking her there in the computer lab. 

			The lab that carried my name. Would they rename it after Sami once they’d finished training her and kicked me to the curb?

			The thought left a bitter taste in my mouth as I stood. Or maybe that was the Jim Beam coming back up to say hi.

			Oh. Yeah. Definitely the bourbon.

			Good thing Sami had her own bathroom, because I wouldn’t have made it to the one the male trainees shared down the hall.

			Once my stomach calmed, I cleaned up as best I could and found my glasses neatly folded on her dresser. She’d taken off my glasses so I didn’t break them. She’d taken off my boots and covered me with a blanket after I’d passed out. She’d taken care of me, which left me feeling warm and uncomfortable. I’d always had to take care of myself.

			I made her bed, then stepped out into the hall. It was quiet. My guess: all the guys were just as hungover as I was. 

			I moved carefully, afraid to make any sudden moves and upset the tumultuous peace treaty with my stomach. In the common room, I found Jeremiah Wolfe and his roommate, Blaze Decker, stretched out on two of the couches. Blaze was soundly asleep, snoring. Wolfe was awake, watching one of those gross-out medical documentaries on the TV, but he looked about as good as I felt.

			When he spotted me, he propped himself up on one arm and squinted. “What did you do to Sami last night?”

			“Nothing.” Jesus, I hoped that was true.

			“Then why were you in her room, and why’s she passed out in my bed?”

			I didn’t think I could feel any more nauseated, but the thought of Sami in another man’s bed put a hard knot in my stomach. But at least Wolfe was out here. And, thank God, so was Blaze. The guy had a bad reputation for notching bedposts and breaking hearts. He was a cocky rule breaker, all Rebel Without a Cause. Exactly the kind of guy I’d hated in school. But he was also a damn good shot, almost as good with a rifle as Seth Harlan, HORNET’s sniper, which was the only reason I’d suggested him for the program when his application came across my desk.

			Wolfe, on the other hand, was solid. Just an all-around good guy. He was protective of Sami—they all were, even Blaze—but still, his question got under my skin. “Nothing happened between us.”

			He scowled like he didn’t appreciate my answer.

			“I don’t know why she’s in your bed, and I don’t remember how I ended up in hers,” I added. “I was drunk.”

			His scowl only deepened.

			“For real. Nothing happened.”

			“We can take him,” Blaze muttered and dropped his arm from his eyes. “Even with the room still spinning.”

			My temper sparked. So far, my day had sucked ass, and I didn’t have the patience to deal with his shit. “Oh, fuck off, Blaze.”

			“Hey,” Wolfe said mildly. 

			Blaze muttered something under his breath and rolled over, giving the room his tattooed back. 

			Wolfe returned his attention to me. “Whatever happened or didn’t, just be gentle with her. She’s…” He seemed to search for the right word. “Inexperienced.”

			Inexperienced. The word hit me like a punch to the solar plexus, knocking the air from my lungs. As if I didn’t already feel dirty for the persistent fantasies about her, now I learn she’s a virgin. And from Wolfe, no less. How did he even know? “She told you that?”

			“Not in so many words.”

			“Nothing happened,” I said. “Last night, she helped me when I was too wasted to get my ass home. And nothing is going to happen. For all intents and purposes, she’s my student. That’s the end of it.”

			I doubted they believed me. Hell, I didn’t believe me. As much as I told myself to keep my hands off Sami, I still found excuses to touch her every chance I got. It was like the hacking—a compulsion I couldn’t shake and was powerless to fight. 

			I wanted that woman.

			But I had to get my desires in check, because it couldn’t happen. My career was hanging on by a thread, especially now, with this new threat to my network. If Quinn or Gabe had seen me stumbling out of Sami’s room, I could kiss my job goodbye. While, technically, there were no rules in place about fraternization with the trainees, it was an unspoken understanding between my teammates. Which was easy for them. Half of the guys were either married or in committed relationships now, and the ones who weren’t were all at least ten years older than the trainees. They saw Sami and the others as kids. 

			Same as they saw me. 

			But it didn’t matter that the trainees were my peers or that Sami was only five years younger than me. I had to stay away from her. Had to keep my distance so I wouldn’t be tempted. 

			I winced as I stepped out into the bright afternoon sunshine. The calendar said early October, but someone forgot to tell Wyoming that. The sun was just as brutal today as at the height of summer, and I suddenly got why Jesse was never without his cowboy hat.

			Nobody was around. Glad for it, I hauled ass to the computer lab. My laptop lay right where I’d left it, and I dropped into my chair behind it. Before I could go home and continue sleeping off my epic hangover, I had to fix this.

			I opened the laptop—and froze at the scuff of a footfall behind me.

			“I know what happened,” Sami said. “There was a worm eating the network.”

			I squeezed my eyes shut and suppressed the groan that wanted to rumble up from my chest. I shouldn’t have given in to self-pity and gotten drunk last night. I should’ve kept working to fix this problem until it was solved.

			She stepped into the lab and closed the door behind her. “Harvard, I—” She hesitated and seemed to search for something to say. “I came back after I made you leave and wrote several patches. I think I mitigated most of the damage.”

			I wanted to touch her. To pull her into my arms and apologize for the jackass that was drunk Harvard. I didn’t. I turned back to my computer. “Thank you, but I still have to figure out who’s behind this attack.” 

			After a beat, she pulled up a chair and sat down to watch. “Do you think we’re compromised? What if Defion got in?”

			My headache roared back. Defion. The mercenary team that had been a thorn in HORNET’s side since they killed Danny Giancarelli during a hostage situation in Martinique. If they had gotten in, they’d know our location. They’d know about the training program and have access to every dossier I’d ever vetted. That meant all the trainees, all the guys on my team, and their families. 

			Fuck, she was right. This could be Defion. “We’ll run a complete security check after this.”

			I worked in silence, speaking only when Sami asked a question. With every passing minute, I felt worse. Maybe it was the hangover, but more likely it was the guilt eating me alive from the inside out. I’ve made some bad decisions in my life, but getting drunk instead of staying on top of this was up there. I’d endangered my team and, even worse, their children. All because I was feeling sorry for myself.

			Jesus, I was an asshole.

			After I fixed the worm, Sami got up and left without a word. That was it—the end of something potentially beautiful. Yeah, I couldn’t act on my feelings for her now, but someday…we might’ve had a shot. 

			Not anymore.

			She’d seen me at my worst. Why would she want anything to do with that mopey, drunk asshole?

			Silently cursing myself, I started security checks and jumped when Sami reappeared beside me. 

			She set a bottle of water and a Snickers bar on my desk. “You look like hell. Take a break.” 

			I picked up the water and left the candy for later, since I still wasn’t sure if my stomach would accept food. Twisting off the cap, I sat back in my seat and studied her. “I thought you weren’t coming back.”

			“Why?”

			“Because I made an ass of myself last night.”

			“No, you didn’t.” She shook her head, making the blond tips of her hair sweep back and forth over her shoulder. I loved her hair. Shaved short on one side, long on the other, black fading into pale blond at the ends. It gave a “fuck society” vibe without being obnoxious. It was 100 percent Sami, and I was glad Quinn hadn’t made her change it, like he had her lip ring. I get why he’d nixed her piercing—it was a safety issue during training—but man, I missed that thing. I still caught myself fantasizing about sucking that ring into my mouth. And wondering what other body parts she had pierced that I couldn’t see.

			Sami took her own snacks, a Diet Pepsi and bag of Skittles, over to her own desk. She plopped down in her Iron Throne and swiveled toward her computers. “Besides, this is our network. We’re in this together.”

			And that brought my runaway libido to a screeching halt. I winced and took a sip of my water to hide my reaction. She shouldn’t be in this at all. I should’ve fixed it last night.

			Well, training opportunity.

			“Approach like an outsider hacker,” I said, all business. “Come at me hard. We need to make damn sure the worm didn’t leave any vulnerabilities behind.” 

			“I’m on it.” With that, she slid on her noise-canceling headphones and focused on her screen. I was very familiar with that particular tactic. Used it all the time to shut people out. 

			Fine. If she wanted to play it that way, it was nothing less than I deserved. I finished my water and tossed the bottle toward the recycling bin on the other side of the room. It bounced off the rim. As always.

			Sighing, I put on my headphones and got back to work. 

		


		
			Chapter Fourteen

			Sami

			I was so beyond pissed off at myself. I shouldn’t have cracked under the blackmail, but I hadn’t expected a cyberattack to send Harvard reeling. I hadn’t realized he was so desperate to prove himself to his teammates or that the fear of failure loomed so large over his shoulders.

			I had already closed the backdoor while he was sleeping, but there was still a lot of damage control left to do. We worked for hours. I exploited several vulnerabilities, but he caught me as soon as I was in each time. 

			On another computer, I ran checks to make sure none of our information had been compromised. So far, so good. Looked like we were in the clear. My indiscretion hadn’t hurt anything. Except maybe my pride, but I deserved that.

			I should’ve been stronger. I owed my benefactor for giving me that money, but I wasn’t willing to pay that debt at the expense of other people. Especially not Harvard. 

			But now that I had closed the backdoor, it was only a matter of time until my benefactor came for them, wasn’t it?

			I’d just have to be doubly vigilant.

			My back started cramping up from hunching over a keyboard for so long. I took off my headphones and stood to stretch out the kinks. I really had to pee, too. Definitely time for a break. 

			I sneaked a glance at him over the top of my screens. Some color had returned to his cheeks, and he looked less hungover now. His hair stuck up at odd angles from his hard night of drinking and multiple passes of his hand. At one point, he absently swiped at the strands hanging in his eyes, giving himself a temporary mohawk, and it was just about the most adorable thing I’d ever seen. 

			He still hadn’t touched his candy bar, and it was closing in on dinnertime. How was the guy still going without any calories in his system?

			“Harvard?”

			He was completely absorbed in what he was doing, 100 percent focused on his screen. In the zone. I could parade by his desk naked and he wouldn’t look up. 

			I walked over and waved a hand in front of his face. He just shifted to see around me. I rolled my eyes and put my entire body between him and his computer. He blinked owlishly a couple times, then focused right in on my boobs.

			Okay, judging by the hot flare of lust in his eyes, he would have noticed if I’d stripped naked.

			“Hey, look up. A little more.” I curled a finger under his chin and lifted his gaze to mine. “There you go.”

			He blinked again, and red splashed across his cheeks. “Uh, sorry. I was still… I wasn’t…” He waved a hand vaguely at the computer. “I wasn’t back yet.”

			I grinned. I knew what it was like to get so caught up that you lost track of the world around you, but his mind definitely wasn’t on binary when he’d zeroed in on my girls. “It’s been hours, and you haven’t eaten. Take a break.”

			“I can’t.” He took off his glasses and scrubbed at his bloodshot eyes. “I still have to write a patch and—”

			I shushed him with a finger against his lips. He was beyond exhausted, and—probably my guilt speaking up here—the need to take care of him was overwhelming. I grasped his hand and gave it a little pull. “The network’s solid now. The patch can wait for another hour. You need food or you’re going to end up on the floor.”

			He spared a glance at the computer and opened his mouth like he wanted to protest but closed it again without making a sound. His gaze dropped to my grip on his hand, and his fingers slowly enveloped mine. “Lead the way.”

			There was a cafeteria on campus, but it was only open for dinner. Everyone had two kitchen duty nights—mine were Tuesdays and Thursdays—when we had to cook dinner and serve it to our fellow trainees. I doubted Harvard wanted to go anywhere near there after the words he had earlier this afternoon with Wolfe and Blaze. 

			Yes, I knew all about that. Wolfe was horrible at keeping secrets.

			The other option was the dorm, where each floor had a kitchenette, but again, taking Harvard there probably wasn’t the best game plan. After a heavy night of drinking, the guys would be swarming the kitchenette like locusts, devouring every crumb of food we bought during our last grocery run. Which left…Harvard’s cabin.

			I didn’t give myself time to second-guess. I just went with my gut and turned down the dirt drive that wound toward the main road, away from campus. Harvard didn’t protest. He took the lead when we reached the first of the cabins and I hesitated. They all looked the same, and I didn’t know which one belonged to him. Turned out, it was the first in the line of six, the one I had stopped next to.

			He took the steps of the front porch in two long strides and opened the faded blue door, holding it for me to go through first. “Make yourself at home. I need to change.”

			“You do smell like a bar floor after closing,” I said as I stepped inside.

			“Hey, I thought the same thing when I woke up this morning. Be back in a sec.”

			Oh my God, I was in Harvard’s home. His personal, private space. Someone pinch me. Then again, I couldn’t be dreaming. Even in my naughtiest dreams about him, we were never in his home. 

			I wandered his living room. It was surprisingly spacious for such a small cabin, the vaulted ceiling giving it an openness it wouldn’t otherwise have. I liked the exposed beams along the ceiling. It reminded me of the airport, which will forever be one of my top five favorite places because it was where I first met him.

			Maybe living in the dorm with a bunch of guys had lowered my expectations, but I was impressed by Harvard’s decorating choices. This place looked like an actual adult occupied it. His furniture was clean and good-quality stuff—not the thrift-store finds and beanbags the guys decorated their dorms with. The couch, a lovely rust color, was wide and deep, and I tried not to think about what it’d be like to stretch out on it with Harvard beside me, his arms around me, the two of us cuddling while we binged Netflix on that giant TV he had hanging over the fireplace. 

			While the living room was adult, his geek kid-self showed back by the kitchen. Where most people would put a dining set, he had a bank of computers on a huge U-shaped desk and tables covered with all kinds of electronic components. This was probably where he’d created that kickass drone of his that had gotten him into so much trouble. 

			On the wall across from the Starship Enterprise setup were bookshelves filled with more geekery. Books, collector-edition action figures, and even some Funko Pop and Lego figurines. I spotted an unopened box set of Star Wars figurines: Darth Vader, Hoth Battle Gear Stormtrooper, AT-AT Pilot, Hoth Battle Gear Rebel Soldier, IG-88, and Yoda. 

			“Holy shit.” My fingers itched to touch, so I tucked them behind my back. “Is this what I think it is?”

			He paused in the hallway I assumed led to his bedroom. His eyes raked over me in a very non-mentor-like way before he shifted his attention to the shelf behind me. “Yup.”

			I gaped as he dragged off his shirt. If he noticed, I hoped like hell he thought it was because of the rare collector set rather than the glimpse I’d gotten of his abs before he disappeared into his room. The abs were a work of art, no doubt, but it was the reddish-brown trail of hair arrowing downward from his belly button that made my mouth water.

			I realized I was standing there staring toward his bedroom, mouth catching flies. I closed it so hard my teeth clicked together and turned to feign interest in the action figures again. “You know this thing’s worth like two or three thousand dollars?”

			“Yeah, and believe it or not, I bought it for two dollars at a garage sale a few years ago. The very nice couple who sold it to me had no idea what they had. They were just cleaning out their attic before they moved to Arizona. They said they’d bought the set for their son back in the eighties, but he had no interest in Star Wars, so he never even opened it. Win for me.” He came back to the living room already re-dressed in fresh clothes, thankfully. Or was that unfortunately?

			His new shirt had a stick figure staring down at a phone with a confused question mark over its head. The text underneath read, A man using Apple Maps walks into a bar. Or maybe a hospital. Possibly a church.

			God, I adored this man’s techie sense of humor.

			He walked over to the narrow kitchen and started opening cupboards. “I have…mac and cheese?”

			“The fake orange stuff?”

			He pulled out the blue box and shook it. “You know it.”

			“The only thing that could make it better is—”

			He popped open the fridge, withdrew a package of hot dogs, and held them up.

			I slapped a hand over my heart. “And who says romance is dead?”

			His easy grin faded. “Is that what you think this is, Sami?”

			Shit. I’d said too much. I opened my mouth but couldn’t find the words. Closed it again and shrugged. Wolfe had said I should go for it and tell Harvard how I felt, but it was such a huge, terrifying leap. Like I was looking over the edge of the Grand Canyon, readying to step off into thin air with no safety net underneath to catch me. 

			You’re stronger than you ever realized, Sami. The program has proven that to you. You’re braver, too. You can do this.

			So I took the leap. I stepped into the kitchen. There was barely room for the two of us in the narrow space, and I took advantage of it, edging into his personal bubble. “I’d like for it to be.”

			Harvard set the macaroni box down on the counter with a rattle and scrubbed a hand over the day-old scruff coming in on his jaw. Like the happy trail on his stomach, it was redder than the hair on his head.

			I pressed my lips together to keep from taking back the declaration. I waited for him to move, to say something. Anything. Seconds ticked by, and it felt like a lifetime.

			At last, he dropped his hand and turned to face me. “I’m already in deep shit. My job’s in jeopardy. I need to prove myself to my team, so I can’t cross that line with you…” He reached out and curled his hand around the side of my neck, tracing his thumb over my lower lip. “As much as I want to.”

			My heart was a frantic animal trying to break free from my chest. He must have felt my pulse rattling against his fingers. “You want to?” I’d meant for the words to come out strong and steady, but instead they were a breath of sound.

			“Since I walked into the airport and saw you sitting there with R2-D2. God, Sami, hasn’t it been obvious?”

			Champagne bubbles fizzed in my blood, and I laughed at the surreality of this conversation. “No, it hasn’t. I mean, sometimes, I thought you…but then I wasn’t sure—”

			And like that, he kissed me. The abruptness of it shocked a gasp out of me, and he took full advantage, dragging me against his body and sweeping his tongue in to taste, to claim. It wasn’t how I thought kissing him would be. He wasn’t the shy boy with the dimples when he kissed me. He was a man finally taking what he’d wanted for so long, his kiss at once demanding and possessive. My fingers tingled as I threaded them into his hair, my head fuzzed as those champagne bubbles filled my brain. 

			Oh, wow. This was really happening. Harvard was kissing me.

			When he finally released me, we were both panting. I was so warm I thought I might combust, and my clothes suddenly felt too heavy against my sensitized skin.

			He pressed his forehead to mine. “Now are you sure?”

			“Yes,” I breathed and stared up into his eyes. Shadows danced in those whiskey depths, and I wished I knew how to soothe them away. This man had more secrets, more demons than he wanted anyone to know. I touched his cheek, felt the beard stubble rasp against my palm. 

			He sucked in a sharp breath and abruptly let me go. “Everything’s so fucked up. We can’t do…” He waved a hand back and forth between us. “This. We can’t.”

			It hurt. God, it hurt, but I smiled through the pain. “I know.” I backed out of the narrow kitchen, away from his gravity, which drew me into his orbit again and again. “I should go.”

			He opened his mouth as if to protest but closed it again without uttering a word. He stared down at the box of macaroni and cheese for a long time, then finally nodded. “Yeah, that would be best.”

			I crossed to the door, had my hand on the knob when he spoke again.

			“Sami—”

			I whirled around, stupidly hopeful. “Yes?”

			He wasn’t looking at me. Still staring at that blue box like it held the secrets of the universe rather than dehydrated pasta and powdered cheese. “Thanks for letting me crash in your bed last night. And for not ratting me out to the bosses when you discovered my security had failed. And for helping me fix it. And…just everything.”

			My throat constricted, and tears burned behind my eyes. He wouldn’t be thanking me if he knew this was all my fault to begin with. “Believe it or not, I don’t want your job.” I wanted my job at the computer next to his. A partnership, like the one we’d had before he asked me to take control of that damn drone.

			“Whether you want it or not, they’re going to give it to you.”

			And what would I do then? I didn’t know, because even though I didn’t want his job specifically, I wanted this job. I wanted to be part of HORNET. How stupid of me to not realize it before now. “I don’t think you need to prove yourself, Harvard. If you ask me, you already have. A thousand times over.”

			I left without another word. Even if I’d wanted to say more, I wouldn’t have been able to get anything past the tightness in my throat.

		


		
			Chapter Fifteen

			Sami

			Range day.

			I hated range day. Hated lying belly to the dirt, eye pressed to a rifle scope. Hated the way the rifle bucked against my shoulder with every trigger pull. Quinn said I didn’t hold the damn thing right; my shoulder pressure was inconsistent, and so was my trigger pull. But no matter how I tried to adjust, I always ended up sore and bruised. I much preferred the pistols, but Quinn insisted we know how to handle all kinds of weapons.

			“You need to focus,” Quinn said after my next shot went wide. He stopped beside me, his big shadow shading me from the glare of the sun. It would have been a relief if it was any other shadow. Harvard’s. One of my classmate’s. Adrian’s. Except it was Quinn’s, and I couldn’t help tensing up whenever he came into glaring distance. He was a nice guy under that scowl. A doting father who loved his children and fiancée with all he had in him. I knew it. I’d seen it. But that shadow? It was a breath of cold air on the back of my neck, raising the little hairs there to attention. Foreboding. Ominous. 

			I did not like Quinn when he was in drill sergeant mode.

			I wanted to shout, “I am focusing!” But that’d probably earn us all a round of push-ups. Instead, I shifted the rifle butt against my shoulder, focused on the target downrange, and—

			“No. Wait.” Quinn knelt beside me and adjusted me like I was one of his daughter’s posable dolls. I don’t know what he did, exactly, but when I relaxed into it, the rifle didn’t feel as cumbersome in my hands. 

			“You’re yanking the trigger, Sami.” He flattened out on his belly and made like he was holding a rifle of his own. “Don’t think pull. Think press. Slow and steady pressure until the trigger breaks. You want a clean break, no creep.”

			I got what he was saying. I felt the resistance, the little catches that required me to add more pressure. They always caused me to either hesitate or pull too hard. This time, listening to his advice, I kept my pressure steady. The bullet hit the target. A little too high, but it hit!

			“There you go,” Quinn said. “Now do you know what you did to make it hit high?” 

			I mentally retraced my actions of the last few moments, and when I realized my mistake, it seemed so obvious I was a little embarrassed at myself for taking so long to figure it out. I was supposed to be a genius, after all. “I lifted my head. And probably the rifle, which made the bullet go high.”

			“Exactly.” He patted my shoulder, then popped up to his feet with an astounding grace for such a muscular man. “After the break, stay focused and follow through. The shot doesn’t end until after impact. Stay connected to the rifle physically and mentally until after the impact and you’ll make your shots every time.”

			He stepped back, and I settled in for another shot. I positioned myself like he showed me, pressed the trigger, and kept my head married to the stock until I saw the impact.

			And I hit the target. Not exactly dead-on, but closer than I’d ever been before. I let out a squeak of excitement that was not at all warrior-like, but I didn’t care. I’d done it! I swear I heard Quinn chuckle, but when I glanced back at him, his face was as impassive as always.

			It wasn’t a fluke, either. After that, I made shot after shot. I wasn’t going to be a sniper anytime soon, but I knew for certain I could defend myself if I had to. 

			For the first time in my life, I was powerful. Independent. I could actually take care of myself and didn’t need my parents. Or a mysterious benefactor. Or even Adrian.

			For the first time in my life, I was free. 

		


		
			Chapter Sixteen

			Harvard

			I watched from the ridge behind the range and had to restrain myself from punching a fist into the air when Sami hit her target dead-on. She’d been practicing. 

			I heard leaves crunch under a boot behind me and turned to find a couple of my teammates coming up the path. Jesse Warrick, medic, and Seth Harlan, sniper.

			“Your girl’s improved,” Seth said, after watching the target practice for a moment.

			My girl. I know he didn’t mean it like I wanted it. In his eyes, Sami was only mine because she was the tech trainee. Just like Blaze was his and Wolfe was Jesse’s.

			That was the way it should be.

			But none of the others wanted in their trainee’s pants. The fact I did made me feel less than somehow. Like I lacked self-control. Which, when it came to Sami, was fact. Despite all my best intentions to keep her at a distance, she kept reeling me in closer with every smile, every touch. 

			I know, I know. It was stupid to feel like I was failing because I was attracted to a smart, gorgeous woman. 

			The situation was different for my teammates. These guys were all straight, so none of them were interested in starting a relationship with the male trainees. Plus, they were all married already. To them, the trainees were nothing more than—well, trainees. To me, Sami was…

			Christ. I didn’t even know what.

			More than.

			So much more than.

			She was everything I wanted and then some.

			And I hated that I had to keep it all quiet, keep it hidden. Hated that my feelings for her would lessen me in the eyes of my teammates.

			I tried to keep my pride out of my voice. I had to play this detached. “She’s not the worst.”

			Seth winced. “No, that honor goes to Remy.” 

			“Damn shame,” Jesse said and made a face as the trainee in question missed his target by a foot. “Local boy like that not knowin’ how to shoot. Kid’s named after a rifle!”

			Maybe that’s why he never took up the hobby. Growing up with parents gung ho enough about the second amendment to name their kids after weapons probably sent teenage Remy running in the opposite direction of anything gun-related. That’s what I would’ve done. 

			But I didn’t say that out loud. Jesse, the quintessential Wyoming cowboy with his big, happy, farm family, wouldn’t understand.

			Jesse sat down on a large boulder and picked a long strand of grass to gnaw on. The brim of his cowboy hat shadowed his face as he studied the trainees. “Blaze Decker is somethin’ else. It’s like that kid can’t miss.”

			Seth cracked his neck, then raised one scarred hand to shield his eyes against the glaring sun. “Yeah, he knows his way around a rifle, but he’s a pain in the ass. Doesn’t listen. Needs that chip knocked off his shoulder before he’ll make a good sniper.”

			“If anyone can do it, Quinn will.”

			I gave Jesse a bit of side-eye at that statement. He and Quinn butted heads more often than not, so that was a high compliment coming from him. Maybe the fact they would soon be family—with Quinn set to marry Jesse’s cousin this winter—had eased tensions between them.

			Jesse nodded to himself once, like he’d come to a decision. “Wolfe’s good. I’m steppin’ up his trainin’. I want him ready for the team before I leave.”

			My heart twisted a little at the thought of losing Jesse. I knew he wanted nothing more than to become a doctor. I knew he planned to return after he completed med school and residency to open a clinic for the training facility and local ranchers. Still, I didn’t want him to leave. He was the calming influence on the team. He was the level head. Wolfe had some pretty big boots to fill. 

			“When do you start school?” I asked.

			“August next year, but I want Wolfe functioning as primary medic before that.”

			Man. Jesse had saved all of our lives more than once. Could Wolfe do that? He was a good guy, but he didn’t have Jesse’s depth of knowledge. If we ran into another situation like in Austria, where a castle damn near fell on top of us, or Martinique, or Eastern Europe, where Gabe was shot and very nearly killed, would Wolfe be able to handle those kinds of life-or-death situations?

			Funny how I was convinced of my own trainee’s abilities to handle anything thrown at her but had serious doubts about the rest of them. I wasn’t going to read too deeply into that.

			Jesse shifted to look at me. “How are you, H?”

			And there it was. The real reason these two wandered up here. Not to watch the trainees’ target practice but to check on me. I wondered if Jean-Luc put them up to it.

			“I’m good.”

			“Sucks you got hit with leave,” Seth said. “We needed you in Austria, and you were right to leave the drone to Sami. I would’ve done the same.”

			Jesse shot Seth a scowl that clearly said he disagreed, but he didn’t elaborate. Instead, he shrugged. “We’ve all been there. Don’t take it personally.”

			How could I not? They already didn’t trust me in the field. Getting sidelined felt like one more step toward a pink slip.

			“You should know,” Seth added after a beat, “the team’s headed out tonight. Some tech whiz went and got himself kidnapped down in South America.”

			They were leaving. Without me. It hit like a punch to the gut, all the air exiting my lungs in a whoosh. “But who’s going to handle your comms, the tech, when it malfunctions? It always malfunctions. You know that, and we’re already short-staffed. I should—”

			Jesse pressed a hand against my shoulder to hold me in place. “Tuc’s sendin’ his men to cover our shortage. The tech’s covered.”

			I knew exactly who they had taking my place and ground my teeth. “Devlin.”

			“Yes. Devlin.”

			“I don’t like him. There’s no digital trace of him. I mean, no trace.”

			“As, I imagine, there’s no trace of you,” Jesse said placidly. 

			He was right, but that didn’t matter. It wasn’t my point. “The only people that are invisible online are the ones with something to hide.”

			How could they trust the enigma that was Devlin more than they trusted me?

			Jesse squeezed my shoulder. “Tuc vetted him. We’re in good hands, kid. Not as good as yours, and nobody’s arguin’ otherwise. We’ll miss you, but it’s one mission. Stay here, do your time, work with your trainee.” He jerked his chin toward the range, where the gunfire had stopped. Lesson over. “And you’ll be back in the field with us before you know it.”

			Everyone kept saying that, but I couldn’t make myself believe it. Couldn’t shake the feeling I’d outlived my usefulness to the team and they wanted rid of me. The head doctor that came out to the compound every three months to assess us would probably say that feeling related back to my shit childhood. And maybe it did. Probably it did. 

			Still didn’t make it hurt any less.

			Jesse and Seth stuck around a few minutes longer, but I’d shut down on them. Blocked them out. Eventually, they gave up and left. I should’ve gone home, too, but my limbs felt encased in cement. I sat there, staring out over the empty gun range until the sun dipped behind the mountain and cool night air raised goose bumps on my arms. 

			I’d made a lot of mistakes in my twenty-six years. More than my fair share. First to escape my mother, then to escape my past. I had a good thing with HORNET, but I saw myself sabotaging it and couldn’t seem to stop.

			Maybe, deep down, I thought I didn’t deserve good things.

			Nah, scratch that. Deep down, I knew I didn’t deserve good things. I’d hurt too many people and done too much damage.

			If I went home now, I’d only wallow and hate myself more with each passing minute. To escape, I’d disappear into the digital world and become the very thing I’d spent most of my adult life atoning for: Khaos.

			Yeah. Just another reason in a long list of many to stay away from Sami. I should’ve told her that night she confessed about her involvement with my hacktivist group. If she ever found out I was the reason she’d spent her teenage years in juvie, she’d hate me. Game over. No more lives.

			Nope. I could not be alone with my computer now. So, like a reasonable adult, I went to town instead and found myself pulling up in front of The Snaz. There was a Bruce Springsteen cover band playing tonight, and I told myself I was there for the noise. The distraction. 

			The place was packed, but I found her instantly, surrounded by her fellow trainees. She was laughing, head thrown back, shining like the stars she loved so much.

			I knew she’d be here.

			Yep. Distraction, thy name is Sami.

			She spotted me, and—I didn’t think it possible—her smile brightened. Despite everything, a grin stretched my lips as I edged around the crowd to her. How could I not smile when she exuded happiness?

			“I saw you on the range,” I said, leaning in close so she’d hear me over the opening notes of “Born in the U.S.A.” “You rocked it.”

			Color flushed her cheeks. Whether it was from the compliment, the heat of the crowd packed into a small space, or the beer, I couldn’t tell. Probably a bit of all three. 

			“I did, didn’t I?” She swept her hair out of her eyes and grinned up at me. “I never thought I could do anything like that. I never thought I was strong enough to—”

			Blaze broke in, wedging into the sliver of space between us. “Drinks on Harvard!”

			“Stop it,” Sami said, giving his shoulder a shove. 

			“Last one here buys the drinks, and he walked in last.” He spread his hands in a what-can-I-do gesture. “It’s the rule.” 

			Sami narrowed her eyes at him. “Since when do you care about rules, Decker?”

			“Since it means I’m not buying drinks tonight.” With that, he elbowed his way to the bar.

			Sami took a step after him. She looked like she was ready to go to war for me, which warmed away some of the ice coating my soul. Nobody had ever fought for me. I’d always had to fight for myself. 

			I grasped her hand to pull her back and used a bit more force than necessary. She fell against my chest, but instead of bouncing away like a rubber ball, she stuck. It wasn’t quite a hug, but we were body to body from thighs to chest. She tilted her head back, and her eyes—that fascinating color between blue and gray—turned to smoke.

			I wanted to kiss her.

			Nobody would know. HORNET was headed out on a mission. None of my teammates would walk in and see us. It would be so easy to bend down and claim her lips, taste what I’d been longing for since that kiss yesterday in my kitchen.

			No.

			Wait.

			Who was I kidding? If I kissed her here, everyone would know. All of Class Alpha was in the bar, and they’d each tell their respective trainers. Christ knew Remy couldn’t keep a secret to save his life. Ian, his trainer, wouldn’t care, but if he and Jean-Luc ever had a few drinks together, that would be the end of my career. Maybe even Sami’s, too. I really had no idea how Gabe and Quinn would react or who they would punish. I hoped they’d only take it out on me, but with the way they were tightening the ship, they might decide Sami was too much trouble to keep around.

			I took a step back and dropped her hand. She released a sharp breath, and I pretended not to notice the disappointment in her gaze. “It’s fine, Sami. I’ll buy a round to celebrate your success today. You deserve it.”

			I held out an arm, indicating we should go to the bar. She hesitated only a beat before forging a path through the crowd.

			Along with the other two bartenders on tonight, Asha was busy, but she gave us a wave hello as we edged up to the bar. She walked over a moment later and threw down a couple cheap cardboard coasters. “Hey, Sami. Harvard. What can I get started for you?” 

			I scanned the room, doing a head count of my people. “We’ll do four pitchers of the IPA.”

			She laughed. “You were last here tonight, huh? Sure thing. Be right back.”

			Asha worked her way down the bar, depositing pitchers in front of our group, and then she set the last one in front of Sami. She was laughing. “Your guys are the worst, Sami. Bad influences, every one of them.”

			“Yeah, it’s like herding cats,” Sami said as I handed over my debit card for payment.

			Across the bar, Wolfe held up his glass. “To Sami! Way to show us all how it’s done!”

			“Sami!” the group echoed.

			I raised my glass in toast but set it down without drinking anything when Asha came back with a troubled expression drawing her brows together. “Uh, Harvard? I’m sorry, but your card was declined. I tried it twice because I didn’t believe it. I know you’re good for it.” She handed the card back. “Do you have another one we can try?”

			Weird. I gave her my credit card, but again she came back and shook her head.

			“What?” My blood turned to ice, and I fumbled my new phone out of my pocket. I accessed my bank account and…

			A whole bunch of zeros.

			A substantial chunk of my savings, all gone.

			I stood up so fast my chair tipped back and hit the floor with a thud that silenced everyone around us.

			Sami stood and put a hand on my arm to steady me. “Hey, what’s wrong?”

			“I was hacked.” The words were like a foreign language on my tongue, awkward and clumsy. My lips felt numb. 

			She went very still. “Hacked?”

			“Someone drained my bank account.”

			The pink in her cheeks faded to white. “What?”

			Asha glanced back and forth between us. “I’m so sorry, but I need someone to pay for the drinks. Jack doesn’t run tabs.”

			“Okay, okay. I got it.” Sami dug her wallet out of her purse, which only made the humiliation worse.

			I blindly grabbed some bills from my wallet and slapped them down on the bar. Probably more than I needed to pay, but at that point I didn’t care if Asha got a hundred-dollar tip. I had to leave. Now. Couldn’t stay. It was too loud. Too hot. Too many people. I couldn’t breathe. 

			Even outside in the parking lot, I couldn’t make my lungs suck in the crisp night air. I. Was. Fucking. Hacked. I wasn’t worried about my money. I’d get it back. But I couldn’t ignore the fact that this was a deliberate attack, just like the worm in my network. Someone had a digital target painted on me, and I had no idea who it could be.

			“Harvard,” Sami called behind me. “Wait!”

		


		
			Chapter Seventeen

			Harvard

			I didn’t want to wait. I didn’t want her to see me like this.

			But she was Sami. Determined, stubborn Sami. And she wasn’t about to let me get away.

			“Wait!” she said again, and, despite my longer stride, she caught up enough to grab my wrist, forcing me to either stop or drag her along behind me.

			I stopped.

			Her grip gentled, her fingers trailing up the outside of my arm to my shoulder. “Are you okay?”

			I’d closed my eyes at her touch, feeling it like little bolts of electricity through every nerve ending in my body, but opened them again at her question. Her eyes were wide, brimming with concern.

			I wanted to go all alpha male and tell her everything was fine. I was fine. I’d handle this. Except that hand continued moving up from my shoulder to cup my cheek, and it undid me.

			I shook my head. “First the network. Now this. I—I don’t know what’s happening. I don’t know how to fix it.”

			I swear I saw a wince, but then she wrapped her arms around me and pulled me against her.

			Something in me broke at the contact. Cracked like an egg, and all of my gooey threatened to spill out onto the pavement. I circled my arms around her and held her tight, drawing on her strength. Before I was even consciously aware of the decision, I lowered my head and fastened my mouth to hers.

			She relaxed into me, soft in all the places I was hard. Sweet and receptive and…

			Mine.

			Dammit, I wanted her to be mine so badly. Had from the very first time I’d seen her at the Jackson airport with her broken R2-D2 suitcase. She’d looked so lost and had aroused every protective instinct I hadn’t known I possessed.

			I’d never been good with women. I could count my relationships on one hand and have fingers left over. Until recently, I’d been too skinny—a pasty white broomstick with legs—to draw a woman’s attention. Always a little too awkward to feel comfortable in my own skin. 

			But not with Sami. She made me feel like a god. Masculine, powerful and—when she clung to me, diving her fingers into my hair and drawing me deeper into the kiss—even sexy. For a moment, as she kissed me, I was a superhero with a ripped chest and not the dorky kid in glasses.

			“Well, this is cozy.”

			I jerked away from Sami at the sound of the woman’s voice. Blood turned to ice in my veins, spreading numbness throughout my whole body. That pack-a-day smoker’s rasp had haunted my nightmares ever since I was old enough to realize most mothers didn’t treat their sons like meal tickets. But this time, that voice wasn’t a recorded message on my phone. It was real and directly behind me.

			She found me. Holy fucking shit. She was here.

			I stared down at Sami, too stunned to turn around and look, but going by the horrified expression on her face, time hadn’t been kind to dear old mom. 

			“Eric,” Kimberly Dyer said impatiently. “Aren’t you going to introduce me to your girlfriend?”

			Sami’s gaze shifted uncertainly back to mine.

			I closed my eyes, taking a second to fortify myself even as my world crumbled bit by tiny bit from underneath me. I let go of Sami and stepped around her to shield her from the snake that was my mother. 

			Kim still dressed like the sixteen-year-old she’d been when I was born. Her jeans hung low enough to see her jutting hipbones, and if her shirt got any tighter, it was going to rip across her chest, which had definitely been surgically enhanced since the last time I saw her. Her skin had leathered from too much time in a tanning bed, and gravity was taking its toll. I bet she hated all that sagging whenever she looked in the mirror. She still wore her hair in an early-nineties poof, all teased and hair-sprayed into a helmet. 

			My mother. The textbook definition of a trashy gold digger. 

			Embarrassment curdled the little bit of beer I’d drunk, and a sour taste coated the back of my throat. I never wanted Sami to meet her, to see what I’d come from. 

			It took everything I had in me to keep my voice even. “What are you doing here, Mom?”

			She huffed. “You disappear on me for over two years, and you have the nerve to ask what I’m doing here? I’m worried about my son.”

			“You only worry about me when you need something from me.”

			“That’s not true!” she snapped, all righteous indignation, but I saw the calculating flick of her gaze to Sami. She was putting on this show of concern for her. She probably thought if she won over my “girlfriend,” I’d be more compliant. “Hon, tell him he’s being unreasonable. He’ll listen to you. Lord knows he’s never listened to me.”

			“Leave her out of this,” I said before Sami could reply. I didn’t want her dragged into one of Kim’s disasters. “How did you find me?” Because the woman certainly hadn’t managed it on her own. Whatever brains she’d once possessed, she’d drunk and snorted away long ago.

			“I have friends. They specialize in finding people, and like I said, I was worried.” Her lower lip poked out in a practiced pout. “You stopped sending me my checks.”

			And there it was. Not motherly concern that her son had all but dropped off the face of the earth two years ago. No, the money stopped coming, and she’d panicked.

			“I’m not sending you any more money.”

			The facade of concern burned away in the quick flash of her temper. “You owe me!”

			I laughed, but the sound was bitter even to my own ears. “I thought I did. For years, you made damn sure I thought so, but then I grew up. Wised up. I don’t owe you shit.” I didn’t dare look at Sami. What must she be thinking of me now? Probably nothing good.

			“I’m your mother.”

			“You never acted like one.”

			“You owe me for your life!” Kim screeched, and there she was, showing her true ugly face at last. The harpy I knew and had at one time desperately wanted to love.

			My teeth ground together so hard something popped in my jaw. “I know. You’ve said.”

			“You. Owe. Me.”

			“Fine.” I pulled out my wallet and gave her the last bill I had folded up in there. “That’s the last you’re getting from me. Now leave.” 

			“One hundred?” she said in disbelief. “That’s all your life is worth? You ungrateful little shit.” She spat in my face. I’d never seen anyone do that outside of movies, and for a long time I just stood there blinking after her. Yeah, that hundred dollars was so offensive, but it didn’t stop her from tucking it into her bra before she stalked off.

			Sami was the first of us to move. She took a small pack of tissues out of her purse and held one out to me.

			After another beat, I accepted the tissue and wiped my face, which felt molten with embarrassed heat. I couldn’t look at her. I didn’t want to see the condemnation in her eyes. Or worse, the pity.

			“So,” she said after another handful of beats. “That’s your mother.”

			“Unfortunately.”

			She moved to stand in front of me, forcing me to meet her gaze. “Why let her treat you like that?”

			I shook my head. I couldn’t explain it. What would Sami think of me if she knew I was the reason my mother was the way she was? That my very existence had stripped Kimberly Dyer of her potential? 

			No. I wasn’t going there. Not with Sami. It was selfish, but I wanted her to keep looking at me with that little bit of hero worship gleaming in her eyes. “We should head home.” 

		


		
			Chapter Eighteen

			Sami

			I watched him walk toward his car like a proud man marching to meet the firing squad: chin up, shoulders back. I glanced in the direction his mother had disappeared and ached for what he must have lived through with that woman. She was a horror show. How was it possible that a hot mess like her had given birth to such a sweet, intelligent, caring man? Logic dictated he should be a disaster, too. 

			But kids were not their parents. I was living proof of that, wasn’t I?

			And, okay, if I took off my rose-colored glasses regarding him and looked past my mushy, gooey feelings…yes, he was kind of a disaster. His desperate need to prove himself made a whole lot of sense now. As a kid, he’d probably all but killed himself trying to win his mother’s love.

			I followed him to his car. I expected him to start it up and drive away as soon as I was inside, but he didn’t. He only sat there, hands on the wheel. The key rested in the ignition, but he hadn’t turned it.

			After several long moments of silence, he released a breath that quivered ever so slightly and loosened his death grip on the steering wheel. “I’m sorry for…all that.”

			“Why?” I blurted, unaccountably angry. 

			He flinched like I’d struck him, and pain lanced through my heart. Oh, God. He thought I was mad at him? 

			No. I was angry at myself. At my benefactor. At that woman who had tracked her son down just to rake her red nails across him and make him bleed.

			I sat up on my knees and leaned over the center console to hug him. The muscles in his arm were like steel cables, tight and unyielding under my touch. “You never need to apologize to me for that woman. The only person who should feel sorry right now is her.”

			His throat worked, Adam’s apple bobbing. “She’s incapable.”

			I held him tighter. “Then she doesn’t deserve your sorrow.”

			“Sami—” His voice broke, and he finally looked at me. I couldn’t stand the sheer misery I saw in his eyes. Misery I helped put there. Was this my benefactor retaliating? It couldn’t be a coincidence that I’d closed the backdoor and Harvard’s mom had shown up a few days later. They’d threatened to destroy Harvard if I reneged on our deal.

			God.

			Harvard didn’t deserve this.

			I should tell him the truth, but I couldn’t bring myself to pile more heartbreak on him right now. Not after the night he’d had. 

			“I’ve been running away from that woman, one way or another, for most of my life,” he said finally, voice so quiet I had to lean close to hear him. “She always finds me.”

			I nuzzled his cheek, needing to touch him as much as I thought he needed to be touched. “Then stop running.”

			“I don’t know if I can.”

			“You’re not alone. What can I do to help?” 

			Harvard backed up and stared into my eyes for a long moment. I drew a breath to say—I don’t know what. Something soothing, maybe, but I never got the chance. His hand snaked around the back of my neck and drew me toward him, his mouth closing desperately over mine.

			Our kiss earlier had been sweet, full of unrequited yearning. This was different. This was hard, frantic, demanding. I felt every ounce of his anger and frustration and helplessness in that kiss. He scooped me onto his lap, and his tongue speared into my mouth in a way that promised dark pleasure. Between my open legs, his cock swelled and rubbed against me in the most delicious way despite the layers of clothing separating us. Too many layers of clothing for my liking. I needed them off, wanted to experience him flesh to flesh.

			Yes, he was using me as a distraction. I didn’t care. I’d asked what I could do to help, and if this was what he needed, I was all here for it. Excitement hummed through my body. Finally, I’d be rid of my virginity, and in my mind, there was no better man to give it to.

			With one hand, Harvard fumbled for the door and shoved it open. He slid out of the car, still carrying me, his mouth still devouring mine. Lost in a haze of sensation, I didn’t hear him open the back door, and I let out a squeak of surprise as he tossed me in the back seat. Then he was there, muscular body covering mine. He wedged his hips between my thighs and pressed his erection hard against me.

			My insides quaked. It was both terrifying and exhilarating. 

			He broke our kiss long enough to drag my shirt off over my head. The cold rushed across my skin, puckering my nipples to sensitive peaks that rasped almost painfully against my bra cups. I reached behind myself and unclasped the offending garment.

			Harvard hesitated only an instant before dragging it away, too. His breath caught and his eyes darkened as he stared down at my naked chest. My boobs had never been huge and had recently shrunk with all the PT I’d been doing. Where I was once a comfortable B cup, I now barely filled it out. He didn’t seem to mind. He cupped one of my breasts in his hand and nuzzled the other, tasting my nipple with his tongue before sucking it into his mouth. It sent a shockwave through me, and something clenched tight deep in my belly. Each tug of his mouth caused a corresponding throb between my legs.

			I wanted him.

			Oh, God, I wanted him so much. I was beyond ready to give myself to him right there in the back seat of his car.

			But as suddenly as the make-out session started, it stopped. 

			Harvard froze, and then his mouth released my breast. My nipple, already tight, puckered painfully at the sudden cold. Groaning, he pressed his face into the side of my neck. Each quaking breath he exhaled sent delightful shivers racing down my spine. 

			He shoved up on his hands, exposing more of my body to the cold. I missed his warmth instantly. 

			“We can’t,” he breathed. “Fuck, I want to.” His hand wandered back to my breast, his fingers trailing lightly back and forth over my nipple. My eyes drifted closed. I loved when he touched me like I was a jewel. 

			He yanked his hand back as if I was on fire—I might have been; I was hot enough—and balled it into a fist on the seat beside my ribs. “We can’t, Sami.”

			My eyes flew open, and I stared up at the hard set of his jaw. “Why not?” 

			I wanted to. He obviously wanted to. I might have been inexperienced, but I knew when a man was aroused and craving sex. The bulge at the front of his jeans and the way he kept pushing it against me said as much. So what was stopping him? If he gave me some line of bull about being my teacher, I might just punch him.

			Swearing under his breath, he shoved away from me and raked a hand through his disheveled hair. “Your first time isn’t going to be in the back seat of my car.”

			The blush started as a hot splash across my chest and flooded into my cheeks. I sat up and pulled my skirt down, ignoring the heat and wetness he’d left between my legs. I didn’t know where my bra had landed, but my sweater draped the center console. I snatched it up and used it as a shield. “H-how do you know it’ll be my first time?”

			He looked like the proverbial deer in the headlights. “Uh…uh…”

			“It was Wolfe, wasn’t it?”

			His wince told me all I needed to know.

			“Oh my God. That jerk! I told him that in confidence!” It had been early on in our training, and we had both been very drunk at the time. He’d asked me out. I turned him down and then spilled my guts about my crush on Harvard and how I was inexperienced in relationships and didn’t know how to get his attention. Now I wondered if Wolfe had shared that whole story. My guess: no. Wolfe and I were friends and nothing more, but he wouldn’t have wanted to draw attention to the fact he had once asked me out.

			“Now, hey, don’t be mad at him,” Harvard said, his tone placating. “He was just looking out for you.”

			Disgusted with them both, I yanked on my sweater. “I can look out for myself, thank you very much. I’ve been doing it most of my life.”

			“Sami—”

			I jerked away from his soothing touch and shoved open the door. Climbed out and stomped around the back of the car. 

			God, I never should have told Wolfe. And Wolfe never should have told Harvard. The blabbermouth. 

			Ugh. The whole thing was so embarrassing. 

			Harvard scrambled out of the back seat and caught me before I got the front passenger side open. I felt his gaze on me, willing me to look at him. When I stubbornly refused, he tucked a finger under my chin and lifted. I had no choice but to meet his gaze. 

			“I want you,” he said, enunciating each word. He took hold of my free hand and pressed it against the bulge in his jeans. He was still so hard, so hot. Even with layers of clothing separating us, he’d already given me so much pleasure, and I wanted to experience more of it. All of it. I couldn’t help myself—I gave a pathetic little whimper and stroked his length through his jeans.

			His eyes flared hot, and he crowded me against the side of his car. He dipped his head like he was going to kiss me but instead traced his lips along my jaw and gave my earlobe a little nip. “Virgin or not, I plan to have you eventually. But, as much as it’s killing me not to lift you up and bury myself balls-deep inside you right now, it’s not happening here. You are special to me, Sami. Our first time together will be something we both remember forever. Not a quickie in the back of my car.” 

			My knees went weak. I never thought that was a real thing, just hyperbole found in rom-coms and romance novels, but here I was, standing on rubber bands. 

			Harvard ran a hand down my arm and then backed up a step. Like a gentleman, he opened the door for me. “Let’s get you home. It’s cold tonight, and you’re not dressed for it.”

			I set my hand on the door’s grip, intending to lift myself into the seat since my legs didn’t seem to want to work properly, but stopped short. I glanced back at him. “You promise?”

			His brow wrinkled. “Promise what?”

			“You’ll let me give you my virginity.”

			He closed his eyes and groaned softly. “Ah, damn. You’re making it really fucking hard for me to be a gentleman right now.” Opening his eyes, he ran a hand down the curve of my backside. “I promise. Just not tonight.”

		


		
			Chapter Nineteen

			Harvard

			Three days had passed since my mother showed up, and I hadn’t heard from her again. Felt like I was one of those old-timey cartoon characters walking around with an anvil hanging over my head, waiting for it to drop and flatten me. I’d called the bank first thing Monday morning to freeze my account and report the fraud. It had been a relatively painless process. I switched to one of the other bank accounts I’d opened years ago under a false name. Thankfully, it hadn’t been discovered by my hacker friend. At least that identity was still intact. Good to know if I had to disappear.

			But, strangely enough, I didn’t want to disappear.

			I spent the rest of my weekend scouring the online underworld for suspects. I’d hurt a lot of people as Khaos. People who I thought deserved to be hurt, as well as some who had once been friends. And others who were innocent, like Sami.

			Sami.

			As I tried to work, my mind kept revisiting her in the back seat of my car, her skin flushed, nipples peaked, my name on her lips.

			Not really my name, though. Harvard was just another pseudonym. Nobody knew the real me, except—

			Paradox.

			My old partner in crime.

			It made sense. He was the only person who knew sending my mom would cut me to the bone. And he, of all people, had plenty of reasons to want to see me suffer.

			Shit.

			Except, last I’d checked, he’d landed himself back in jail for hacking. I did a deep-dive search on him, and nothing popped. Far as I could tell, he was still in prison, but I knew better than anyone records were easy enough to hack. He had the skills for it.

			A knock on the lab door startled me out of the digital world. I wasn’t expecting anyone. I knew it wasn’t Sami because she and the others were gearing up for a training mission near Yellowstone. And my teammates had all gone to South America. I was all set to be alone for the week. 

			I blinked up from the screen at the figure in the doorway. Quinn.

			Quinn was an inscrutable bastard under the best of circumstances, but he had a completely neutral look on his face this morning, which could only mean trouble.

			“What’s wrong?” I asked.

			“Talk. My office.” Without waiting for a reply, he walked away. 

			I hesitated, glancing around the computer lab. Nobody else around, so why did it feel like I’d just been called to the principal’s office over the PA system?

			Quinn wasted no time once I stepped inside his office. He motioned for me to shut the door. I did, although it was pretty much the last thing I wanted to do.

			He sat behind his desk and rubbed his forehead like he had a headache. “I heard through the grapevine that you and Sami went on a date the other night. Is that true?”

			I resisted the urge to shift on my feet. “It wasn’t a date.”

			“Yeah? ’Cause one of the other trainees saw you two fucking in your car outside The Snaz.”

			“We weren’t—” I broke off and took a second to let my rising temper cool to a simmer. “Who said that?” 

			Wolfe? But I couldn’t see it. Yes, he was concerned for his best friend, but he wouldn’t rat us out like that. 

			Remy? Nah. If he’d caught us in my car, he’d have been thrilled. Probably would’ve even thrown confetti and waved around a big foam finger like he was rooting for a sporting event.

			Gavin? Ha. That guy was too wrapped up in his own issues to worry about other people.

			Blaze? He had a mean streak hidden under that bad-boy swagger. And, yet, it didn’t fit. Blaze didn’t like authority and wouldn’t have gone to Quinn if he had a problem with me—he would’ve thrown a punch.

			Quinn’s face didn’t change, but I saw a flicker of something in his eyes, there and gone. “I received an anonymous email this morning.”

			Fuck me. My hacker friend had been busy over the weekend. What other trouble had he stirred up? I was afraid to find out.

			Quinn watched me like he knew I was hiding something. “What’s going on, H?”

			In this case, my best defense was offense. “So what if we were? I like her. She likes me. I know I don’t have to explain to you how attraction works.”

			“Don’t be a smartass. I get that you’re attracted to each other, but it’s…” He sighed and rubbed a hand over his face. He looked like he’d rather be waterboarded than have this conversation. “I don’t want to say ‘unprofessional,’ because when have we ever been professional? But it’s not appropriate.”

			“Appropriate?” That word made my blood boil. The relationship growing between us was more than appropriate. It was right. The rightest thing I’d ever felt in my life. “Who the fuck are you to talk to me about appropriate relationships? You slept with Mara while we were on a mission to protect her family. You got her pregnant. How was that appropriate?”

			Quinn’s jaw tightened until it cracked. “Leave Mara out of this.”

			“What about Gabe falling for Audrey while we were trying to rescue her brother? Seth and Phoebe in Afghanistan? Jesse and Lanie in Martinique? Jean-Luc and Claire in Nigeria? None of those relationships were appropriate, either, given the circumstances.”

			Quinn was not a patient man like Gabe, and I could tell I was getting on his last nerve. “She’s too young.”

			“She’s only five years younger than me.”

			That gave him a moment’s pause. I saw the shock before he hid it. He genuinely hadn’t made that connection. The guys often forgot how much younger I was than them—except for when it came time to put me in the field; then suddenly I was the team’s “kid” again.

			“Dammit, H,” Quinn said finally. “This is a different situation, and you know it.”

			“Like hell it is.”

			He slammed his hands down on his desk and slowly rose. “You’re stepping over the line.”

			“I thought I already had. That’s why you suspended me.” I turned to leave, pent-up anger making my hand shake as I reached for the doorknob. 

			“Harvard. Eric,” he said when I didn’t respond to the nickname. He didn’t shout, but command snapped in his voice. “Listen to me. If you date Sami, her teammates will start treating her differently. They’ll think she’s getting special treatment. They’ll start to distrust her. You’ll be setting her up for failure.”

			I stopped short and let the door fall shut. He was right. I knew he was right, which was why I’d tried to keep Sami at arm’s length. But after the other night, that was impossible. I wanted her close. I needed her close. As close as I could get her.

			The steel disintegrated from my spine, and my shoulders slumped. I leaned forward until my forehead hit the cool wood of the door. Then I knocked it there again for good measure. 

			Behind me, Quinn sighed. “Look. I didn’t originally come here to argue or reprimand you. You just gotta know the score. Sami is a woman in a male-dominated field. Ask Lanie how hard that is. Don’t give her classmates ammo to use against her.” 

			Everything about that argument was logical. Usually, I was all about logic. So why did I want to argue with him?

			“We’re on our way north for a training mission,” Quinn said after an extended moment of silence. “Jesse’s youngest brother is playing our hostage.”

			I turned to face him, brow raised in question. 

			He offered a peacemaking smile—or a smirk, but that was as much of a smile as he ever gave. “I could use another body.”

		


		
			Chapter Twenty

			Sami

			When my high school guidance counselor sat me down my freshman year and asked me where I saw myself in ten years, trekking through the rugged backcountry near Yellowstone National Park in the middle of the night carrying an M4 hadn’t been anywhere on my list of yeah-I’d-like-to-do-that. 

			And, yet, here I was. 

			If I said my heart wasn’t pounding a hole through my chest, that would be a big fat lie. I was scared spitless even though I knew it was not real. One thought kept circling through my head on an endless loop: I’m not ready for this. 

			Oh, God. Why the hell did everyone think I was ready for this?

			The night was cold, verging on freezing, but sweat dripped down my spine as I followed close behind Remy. He glanced back at me, and, through my night-vision goggles, I saw his quicksilver grin. He was loving this. All of these guys loved this. 

			Harvard loved it.

			Me? Not so much. At the moment, I wanted nothing more than to return to my Iron Throne and the safety of the digital world. 

			According to our intel, our hostage was an oil heir captured by ecoterrorists who disliked his father’s political maneuvering to allow drilling near Yellowstone. The part of me that was Fragment, the idealistic hacker who once tried to delete all student loans, sided more with the ecoterrorists than our hostage’s father. But I also knew better than anyone that breaking the law wouldn’t fix things, and our hostage didn’t deserve to be punished for his father’s actions.

			The HTs—Hostage Takers—were holed up in a rickety cabin tucked away in one of the most rugged corners of Wyoming. We didn’t know how many there were, which left our little six-man team in a precarious position. Were we outnumbered? Were we staring down a repeat of Ruby Ridge or Waco? Those two cases were infamous in hostage negotiation, and the dos and don’ts of each had been drilled into our heads from day one of training.

			Up ahead, Wolfe—who drew the short straw as team leader for this mission—held up his fist, indicating we should stop moving. We dropped to the ground.

			His voice whispered in my earbud. “I have eyes on the cabin. No movement.”

			After a moment charged with tension and way too much silence for my liking, he finally waved us ahead again. We crept inch by agonizing inch closer to the cabin, and I couldn’t help but wonder what kinds of animals were out here sharing the night with us. Cougars? Bears? Buffalo? 

			Oh my God. Moose? 

			Did moose live out here? 

			I’d heard stories about how dangerous they were. They attacked more people per year than bears and wolves combined and were so terrifyingly big. I’m an animal lover, but if we ran across a moose out here, I was absolutely using my newfound shooting skills and wasn’t giving it a chance to charge us.

			I realized I was scanning the landscape around us for animals. And not the two-legged kind, which I should have been more concerned with. They were significantly more dangerous to us right now than a fictional moose, since these particular ecoterrorists already had a trail of bodies in their wake. It was Class Alpha’s job to take them down before they killed again, and I wasn’t going to help accomplish that mission if I was looking for moose.

			C’mon, Sami. Focus.

			Wolfe motioned Remy and Blaze to the left. Gavin and Will Campbell went to the right. Then he motioned to me. “Gigi, to me.”

			I winced at my radio call sign. 

			Over the course of our training, we’d all ended up with nicknames. Remy was Shotgun because his full name was Remington. Gavin was still Crash—my nickname for him that first day had stuck. In radio transmissions, Wolfe was Mowgli, since he was—ha ha—raised by wolves, but in everyday life he was just Wolfey, or sometimes Wolfe-Boy. And I was Geek Girl, but thanks to Jean-Luc shortening my nickname to initials one time in Arabic class, I now sounded like a pampered Pomeranian with an attitude. Maybe that was why Jean-Luc had done it? I was by far the smallest in the group, but if they thought my bark was worse than my bite, they’d soon find out otherwise.

			“Get that drone in the air,” Wolfe commanded. “We need a head count. HTs and hostages.”

			I pulled my bag off my back and grabbed the drone from inside. This drone was a work of art, the same one I’d taken control of while the team was in Austria a few weeks back. Five pounds with four propellers, it was about the size of a MacBook. It could be controlled remotely from thousands of miles away, had an hour flight time, carried a high-res camera with night vision and infrared sensors that fed data back to the controller in real time. Harvard had created this one, but if I wanted to buy something like it commercially, it’d cost a cool hundred grand.

			Harvard could easily make millions with that kind of talent. He could even give Tucker Quentin a run for his title of wealthiest man in the country. Instead, he chose to put his life at risk to help rescue people. 

			I set up the drone’s command center and got the thing airborne. It was nearly silent. No way anyone in the cabin would hear it coming. I switched the view to thermal and scanned the area around the cabin. It picked up a few animals in the woods—no moose, thank God—and the heat signatures of the team, but nothing else. 

			“Woods are clear,” I told Wolfe.

			He nodded and gave some orders to the others that I tuned out. I focused on the little screen in front of me. Unfortunately, this drone didn’t have the capability to see through walls, and the cabin just appeared as a warm square on my screen. “Dammit. I want a look inside.”

			Wolfe clapped me on the shoulder. “Don’t worry about it. We can handle whatever’s inside. You stay here and watch our six with that thing, okay?”

			I glanced briefly up at him as he moved away to join the rest of the team. He looked like a warrior right then, face set in hard lines, and not the sweet, fumbling guy who didn’t know how to talk to girls. I was so damn proud of him at that moment, I could’ve burst with it. He’d come a long way in the last few months. We all had. I know I wasn’t the same girl who’d landed at the airport three months ago.

			I returned my focus to the drone’s screen. Switched to night vision, which gave me no more information than the infrared had. An idea occurred. I couldn’t see through walls with the infrared, but I could see through glass with the regular camera. I swooped down close to the cabin and guided the drone under the eaves along one wall until I found a window. I carefully dropped its altitude until it hovered just low enough for the camera to take a peek inside.

			Adrenaline spiked my blood. 

			Harvard. 

			He sat in a chair next to Tyler, our hostage. Indignation flashed through me on his behalf. I knew how much he wanted to be part of the team, how much he wanted to prove himself, and while the team was out on a mission, Quinn was using him as a hostage. That had to burn.

			He lifted his head, and my heart tried to claw out of my chest in shock. All that blood…

			It was fake. It had to be fake. This was a training exercise. Quinn wouldn’t actually beat him up, right?

			But it looked so damn real.

			I didn’t see anyone else in the room. They appeared to be alone. For now.

			“Geek Girl to Mowgli, I have eyes on Dallas,” I said into my mic. Dallas was the call sign we’d decided on for Tyler. “Northeast corner of living room. Appears unharmed, but be advised, we may have a secondary hostage in need of medical care.”

			“Copy,” Wolfe replied. “We’re going in.”

			I pulled the drone back to scan the woods with the thermal again. Still clear. I watched from the sky as Wolfe and the team breached the front door with a flashbang. I heard a lot of shouting through my earpiece, then silence for several terrifying beats.

			“Clear,” Wolfe said, followed by each of the guys repeating the word.

			“Dallas secured,” Remy said.

			“Fuck,” someone said so softly I couldn’t tell who it was. Then it was followed by, “Medic!”

			I wanted to scream, “What’s happening?” But I didn’t want to distract them, so I held my breath. 

			Was Harvard actually hurt?

			Oh God. 

			My mind spun as I waited to hear more. I could see why Harvard hated staying behind when his team went out. The not knowing was excruciating.

			Noise blasted over my comm channel. Shouting and panic. Pops of gunfire.

			Whatever was happening, my guys were falling apart in there.

			I guided the drone back to the window. At first, I couldn’t understand what I was looking at. Harvard was on his feet, his arm locked around Wolfe’s throat with a gun pressed to Wolfe’s head. Of all people, Gavin had stepped forward and was trying to talk him down, using all the tricks we’d learned in our hostage negotiation classes.

			What the…?

			Then it clicked. Gabe and Quinn were trying to trick us. Harvard had been a plant. A hostage taker posing as a hostage.

			Which probably meant there were more surprises waiting for us.

			I scrambled over to where I’d dropped my pack, retrieved my laptop, powered it up, and typed commands for the two drones waiting back at our operating base. These two were not simply for surveillance like the first one. These babies were unmanned combat aerial vehicles—UCAVs. Basically, flying weapons. I called them the Noisy Cricket and Lawgiver. Extra points if you know where I got those names.

			I opened my mouth to tell the team my drones were going hot but stopped cold at the soft crackle of a foot on fallen leaves. The sound came from behind me—but everyone was in front of me at the cabin. 

			Dread clamped icy fingers around my heart. I’d set my rifle down to deal with the surveillance drone, and then I’d stupidly left it sitting ten feet away when I went for my laptop. As casually as I could, given my rabbiting heart and shaking hands, I moved back toward the surveillance drone’s command center. It still hovered overhead, and on the screen, I saw my own heat signature and three others closing in on me from behind.

			Shit. Shit. Shit.

			I couldn’t say anything to the team without giving away my element of surprise, which was the only thing I had going for me right now. It was the only way I was going to reach my weapon. The only weapon I had. I silently cursed myself for not taking Jean-Luc up on his offer to teach me some knife skills. If I lived through the next few minutes, I was going to correct that mistake, ASAP.

			They had to see me shaking. I couldn’t keep my hands still as I sat down in front of the drone’s command center again and immediately pointed the camera toward the cabin. I didn’t want them to know I saw them coming. I reached out and set one hand on my weapon and heard their footfalls pick up the pace. They weren’t even trying to be quiet now. 

			I swallowed hard, grabbed my gun, and was already squeezing the trigger as I spun to face my attackers. I hit one of them square in the chest, the splatter of red paint enough like blood that my heart stuttered with real horror. He wore a mask, but in the bright light of the moon, I recognized his gray eyes. 

			Quinn. 

			I’d shot Quinn in the chest.

			Holy shit.

			Even he seemed surprised for a moment. He looked down at his chest, then back up at me. Maybe I even saw a smirk before he sat down to indicate he was “dead.” 

			This all happened in less than a heartbeat. I didn’t have time to marvel over my lucky shot because Gabe—the big man in black closing in on my right had to be Gabe—and the third attacker—no idea who he was; probably someone from one of Tuc Quentin’s other teams—would be on me in seconds.

			I activated Lawgiver with the press of a button, then grabbed my laptop and the surveillance drone’s control and ran as hard as I could. I thought I felt a paintball whiz by too close to my shoulder. I definitely saw another strike a pine tree right as I zigzagged around it. 

			I needed to get out of the strike zone or I was going to vaporize myself. Well, I wouldn’t really vaporize myself now—the Cricket and Lawgiver’s weapons systems had been deactivated for training, and they’d just rain down red paint instead of releasing their actual missiles—but if this was a real mission, vaporization was a distinct possibility. 

			“Gigi to Class Alpha,” I said into my mic as I ran. “Lawgiver is hot. I repeat, Lawgiver is hot.”

			No answer. Did I have a team left, or had Harvard’s ruse bested them?

			I swerved to the left and headed up a steep hill. I was certain I wasn’t being followed anymore. The “bad” guys had bigger concerns than the tech geek—like my guys in the cabin. I had to help them.

			I found a spot on the hillside that offered decent coverage and set up a small command post. I guided the surveillance drone out of its hover and circled around to where I’d shot Quinn. He still sat where I’d left him, but the others were gone. I pulled up Lawgiver’s navigation and—

			What the hell? 

			It was way off course. I tried to guide it back, but its controls were unresponsive.

			And wait. Shit. The Cricket was in the air now, too, and I hadn’t launched it. I tried to reach it with multiple commands and failed.

			My stomach knotted up into a cold ball of fear. I wasn’t in control of the drones anymore. Just because they were disarmed didn’t mean they weren’t still dangerous. They were a couple thousand-pound projectiles that would obliterate anything they crashed into.

			And. I. Had. No. Control.

			Oh my God. 

			Quinn. 

			He still sat in that clearing pretending to be dead, but he might really get that way if he didn’t find cover now. 

			I had no way to reach him. He wasn’t connected to our comm channel, so I couldn’t radio him. Did I try to hack into the drones and regain control? What if it took too long? I couldn’t risk it.

			I tapped my earbud. “Gigi to Class Alpha.”

			No response. Not even the buzz of static. Had we lost our comms as well? Or maybe I just couldn’t hear them. If they could still hear me, I had to try and warn them.

			“Gigi to Class Alpha,” I shouted as I scrambled back down the hillside. “I’ve lost control of the UCAVs. Get out of there now and warn Quinn!”

			I still had the surveillance drone’s controller in hand and used it to scan the surrounding skies. Lawgiver would be here any second, and Cricket couldn’t be far behind. I switched to thermal, and there it was, a void on the screen, shooting straight toward the cabin’s location. It wasn’t going for Quinn. Nope, whoever was behind the controls wanted max casualties.

			I made a decision that could possibly cost my position with Class Alpha, but if it saved Harvard and my friends, I’d gladly take that hit. I maneuvered the surveillance drone into Lawgiver’s path and sent it zooming forward at full speed. The smaller drone hit Lawgiver nose to nose and disintegrated. But it was enough. The collision sent Lawgiver careening into a stand of lodgepole pines, shaving off their branches as it crashed to the earth. I felt the vibration of the impact through the air, and the ground rattled under my feet. Fire lit up the sky with an orange glow way too close to the cabin for comfort. I hoped I wasn’t too late.

			I broke through the tree line into the clearing where I’d last seen Quinn. He’d taken cover behind a boulder, and I dove behind it with him as Lawgiver burst with a deafening pop of an explosion. 

			“What the fuck?” Quinn said. I’d never seen him scared, but he sure looked it now. His eyes all but bulged out of his head.

			I tried to answer, but I was breathing too hard. I don’t think I’d ever run so fast in my life. “Someone took control of the UCAVs,” I managed to gasp out. “I didn’t know how else to stop it.”

			“Jesus.” Quinn shoved to his feet, but I grabbed his arm and pulled him back. 

			“Wait! The second one’s coming.”

			He dropped down again and tapped his earbud. “Achilles to Stonewall, abort training. We have a hot UCAV bearing down on our position. How copy?”

			I didn’t hear Gabe’s response, but it couldn’t have been a happy one, because Quinn winced. “Roger that. Achilles out.”

			“Are they okay?”

			“They’re taking cover in the woods behind the cabin. How long do we have?”

			“Seconds.” I scanned the sky overhead, but without my surveillance drone I had no hope of spotting the Cricket. It was designed to be invisible to the human eye. All I saw was the splash of stars, which at any other time I would love. Not so much when one of those stars could turn into a death missile at any second.

			We waited.

			Minutes passed.

			Nothing happened.

			“You’re sure it launched?” Quinn asked finally.

			“Yes. Absolutely.”

			“Fuck.” He stood up. “Wherever it went, I don’t think it’s coming here.”

			I hesitated, gave the sky one last scan, then also climbed to my feet. As I stood there, dusting off my butt, I realized what had happened. I looked up at him. “They stole it.” 

			“Looks like,” Quinn said, but his eyes swept the sky as if he wasn’t entirely convinced we were safe.

			Of course they did. Why didn’t I think of it before? The UCAVs were proprietary technology owned by Quentin Enterprises. They were faster, smaller, and lighter than anything currently in use. The military didn’t even have one yet. Everyone wanted this kind of tech.

			But who would take the risk? 

			Defion?

			Or my benefactor?

			I frowned. Could my benefactor be part of Defion? It didn’t seem very likely, because they’d reached out to me almost a full year before HORNET even existed and Defion hadn’t been a threat to us until this summer. But my benefactor had said they put me here. Had they maneuvered me like a pawn on a chessboard to get at Tucker Quentin? That was possible. Maybe HORNET wasn’t the main target, but Quentin Enterprises?

			I had to fix this. I didn’t know how, but I had to make it right before someone got hurt.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-One

			Harvard

			“What the fuck happened out there?” Tucker Quentin’s Hollywood-handsome face loomed large on the screen in HORNET HQ, but he didn’t look like a former movie star now. His blue eyes were ice chips, and he could probably crack granite with that hard set of his jaw. 

			“We were attacked,” Gabe said evenly. Always the unflappable commander. No wonder his SEAL buddies had nicknamed him Stonewall back in the day.

			Tuc swore long and creatively. “Defion?”

			“We don’t have that information yet.”

			“It’s unlikely,” I spoke up, and every eye turned to me. I was still smeared with fake blood and looked like I’d been through hell, thanks to the artistic makeup skills of Gabe’s wife. I tried to wipe it on my sleeve, but I was going to need high-grade solvent to get the crap off. 

			Our ruse had worked beautifully. Quinn had wanted to show the trainees that the bad guys didn’t always look like the bad guys. And Class Alpha had handled the situation surprisingly well. None of us knew Gavin was a budding negotiator. I don’t think even he knew he had that in him, but no doubt Quinn would capitalize on that strength in future training sessions.

			The whole thing had been going like clockwork…

			Until it wasn’t.

			Because of Sami.

			She’d launched the drones. Was it the appropriate response? I wasn’t sure. She said—and Quinn corroborated—that three HTs attacked her, so she launched one of the UCAVs to defend herself. She said she had no radio contact with her team. She said the only way to stop the UCAV was to crash my surveillance drone into it. Everything she said during her debriefing added up, and yet I couldn’t shake the feeling she’d been holding something back.

			She’d been lying about something.

			Why would she lie?

			“Harvard!”

			The sharp snap of my name brought me back from that dark corner of my thoughts. I looked up at Quinn, who was bugging his eyes at me in a pay-attention-you-dumbass kind of way. Then I shifted to face Tuc on-screen. “Sorry. I was thinking. What did you say?”

			Tuc exhaled forcefully through his nose. I hadn’t often seen his last nerve, but we were definitely riding it hard now. “How do you know it wasn’t Defion?”

			It could be Defion. Their hackers had been trying to get into our network for months. But, although it made the most sense, I didn’t think they were behind tonight’s events. These attacks were petty and mean-spirited, and their motive was simply to create chaos and destruction. While Defion might want to create chaos as a distraction, their hackers would go about it clinically. No emotion. Tonight felt deeply personal.

			“I don’t,” I said. “Not for sure, but this…” I searched for a way to put my gut instinct into words. “It doesn’t smell like them.”

			He arched a blond brow. “You can smell them?”

			“No. But also, yeah. In a way. Every hacker leaves a digital trace behind that you can sniff out if you know what you’re looking for. On the way home, I took a preliminary look at the diagnostics for both drones before they crashed, and this hack was more sophisticated than anything Defion has thrown at us. They don’t have a hacker with this level of expertise.”

			“Who could do something like this?”

			“Only a handful of people around the world. I could. Sami could.” I loathed to say it because of that niggling feeling she was hiding something, but I wasn’t about to lie. Not when lives were potentially on the line. “There’s a new hacker on the scene going by the name Nomad, and I think he’s the strongest candidate. For the last year or so, he’s run a dark web market called ShadowBazaar that sells anything a twisted imagination can conjure up. His main targets are large corporations like Quentin Enterprises.”

			“I’m aware,” Tuc said. “You’ve mentioned him in your cybersecurity briefings, but I thought he specialized in ransomware. You think he’s going to ransom our drone back to us?”

			“No. If he’s behind this, I think he’s going to auction it to the highest bidder.”

			“Then we need to be the highest,” Tuc said flatly. “I want you on ShadowBazaar every second of every day until you see it go up for sale. Get it back, no matter the cost.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“And make fucking sure our network is solid. I don’t want Nomad or anyone else getting in again. What the hell do I pay you for?” 

			I somehow managed to hide my wince as the screen went blank. He was right to blame me. I let down my guard, and someone got into our network. 

			“Aw, ignore him,” Sean Carreras, who was on semi-permanent loan to us from one of Tuc’s other teams, gave my back a hard thump. “Hollywood’s pissy because he doesn’t like sharing his toys. By tomorrow he’ll be all sunshine and rainbows again.”

			“If that man is ever sunshine and rainbows,” Gabe said drily, “I’ve yet to see it.”

			Sean flashed a toothy grin. “Then you’ve never gotten him drunk. He’s a lovey-dovey drunk. It’s adorable.”

			I shoved out of my seat, and the chair scraped loudly against the floor. “No, he’s right to blame me. I fucked up. My trainee fucked up. It won’t happen again. I’ll fix this.”

			“Harvard—”

			I didn’t give Quinn the chance to finish the thought. I walked out and headed straight home.

			I had work to do.

			 

			Hours later, I heard her hesitant footsteps on the front porch. 

			Sami. 

			Had to be her. Who else would it be? I didn’t move, didn’t acknowledge her. I didn’t want to see her or anyone else. 

			I straightened away from my workbench and stretched out my back. Since I’d walked out of the command center earlier, I’d thrown myself into scouring ShadowBazaar for any sign of the Noisy Cricket. I saw credit card numbers, drugs, and even assassins for sale on the eBay-like site, but so far, no military-grade weaponry. Realistically, it could be days or even months before it went up for auction, though I hoped not. I didn’t think Tuc had enough patience to keep me around for months. I needed results, and I needed them now.

			But staring at a screen as auctions came and went wasn’t going to get results. Maybe if I gave Tuc something new, it would appease him until I found the Cricket, so between auctions, I tinkered with my newest drone prototype. 

			“Harvard?”

			I actually ached at the sound of her voice. 

			Guess I did want to see her after all. I took off my glasses and rubbed at my gritty eyes. Life had been so much simpler when it was just me and my electronics. When I didn’t let myself care.

			Electronics were simple. Easy to understand. Just circuits and voltage. A binary language of zeros and ones. People, on the other hand, were so damn hard.

			She didn’t knock again. I really hadn’t expected her to. She barged in like she owned the place and put her hands on her hips. “What happened at the debriefing? Did they fire you? Am I out of the training program?”

			“No.”

			She released her breath like she’d been holding it and leaned against my workbench. She frowned as she studied me. She probably didn’t even realize it when her leg brushed my arm, but I sure as hell noticed. My nerve endings lit up like sparklers whenever we touched. 

			Her scent, dark and floral, wrapped around me and drew me closer like a beckoning finger. I remembered the feel of her under me the other night in my back seat, the smell of her arousal filling my senses. I was so far in over my head with this woman.

			“I’ve missed you,” she added softly. “Is everything okay?”

			“Yeah. Had things to do.” 

			“Did you find the Cricket?”

			“No.” I didn’t mean to be so short with her, but I was too raw. If I gave her more than one-word answers, I might spill everything I was feeling, and that would be messy.

			“Do we have a suspect?”

			“Yeah.”

			She hesitated a beat too long. “Who?”

			I finally turned in my seat to face her because I didn’t like the note of panic in her voice. “What are you hiding?”

			Her mouth opened in a sexy little O of surprise. “What?”

			“Did you lie during your debriefing?”

			“No.” She didn’t blink.

			Was she lying? Or was I projecting my own half-truths? Which was a distinct possibility. I’d lived a lie for so long, maybe I didn’t know what truth was anymore. 

			Jesus, I was being an ass, and I couldn’t seem to stop. “You should go. I’m not fit for company right now.”

			She didn’t move. “Harvard, the other night, before the training mission…” She picked at her thumbnail. Something she always did when she was anxious. “Did it change anything between us?”

			Fuck, yeah, it had. Because I used to be able to look at her without wanting to taste her. I used to be able to talk to her without hearing her breathless cries of pleasure echoing around in my head. I used to be able to stand next to her, breathe in her scent, and not pop a boner. 

			And I was a douchebag for treating her like a leper now.

			“I’m sorry.” I traced a finger down the side of her arm. “Nothing’s wrong. Nothing’s changed. I’m in a shitty mood is all. Spent too much time up in my head today.”

			She offered a smile and picked up a stray wire from the bench. “Are you building something for the team?”

			I had to swallow to find my voice. “Yeah, a new drone.”

			Wariness darkened her blue-gray eyes. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?”

			“It’s never been connected to our network. Or any network, for that matter.”

			That wariness shifted to interest. “Can I see it?”

			I huffed out a laugh. Yes, people were hard, but not her. She was so exactly my kind of people. Reaching over, I tugged back the sheet I’d thrown over the drone when she first knocked. She hopped off the bench and turned to look, and her gasp of delight did wonders for lifting my bad mood.

			“It’s a hornet!”

			“Camouflage. Thought it was appropriate.” I picked up the device, which was only slightly bigger than an actual hornet. “The problem is it’s so small that any decent camera I put on it makes it too heavy.”

			She held out her hand. I placed the drone on her palm, and she lit up like a kid on Christmas. Yup, she was definitely my people. “Does it fly?”

			“Without a camera? Yeah, beautifully. The idea is a trained operator will be able to make it move like a real hornet, adding to the camouflage.” I pinched one of the camera prototypes between my fingers and held it up for her to see. Maybe I was scowling at it. Probably scowling at it. This camera problem had been my biggest concern until recently. “If I can just get the damn camera light enough—”

			“Is it safe to fly?”

			“Like I said, never connected to a network. It’s currently unhackable.”

			“Then I want to fly it.” She bounced on the balls of her feet. “Can we take it out for a test flight? Please. I want to see it move.”

			She was gorgeous, all but sparkling with excitement. I would’ve given her the sun, the moon, and all the stars right then if it were in my power to do so. Hell, if she asked me for all of that right now, I would kill myself to make it happen just so I could see this look of absolute delight on her face every day.

			“Please,” she said again. 

			I stood and draped an arm around her shoulders. “There’s absolutely nothing else I’d rather do right now.”

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Two

			Sami

			Harvard drove up a bumpy dirt road that dead-ended deep out in the woods. It made me think of the night we met and how anxious I’d been about getting into a car with him. Funny how much things had changed. Now I trusted him to take me anywhere.

			Although it was midafternoon, the sun hovered over the tip of the snowcapped mountains. The days were getting shorter. Before much longer, the sun would fall behind the trees, and night would slam down like a curtain. 

			“We have to walk from here,” Harvard said and climbed out of the driver’s seat. He opened the back door and gathered the drone’s case and the backpack he’d packed before leaving his cabin. 

			I eyed the lodgepole pines clawing toward the pale blue sky overhead and remembered the way Lawgiver had sliced off the tops of the trees as it fell last night. 

			No. Dammit. I didn’t want to think about it. It was all any of my classmates talked about today. They were lauding me as some kind of hero, but I’m sure that wasn’t the case with the HORNET commanders. Judging by Harvard’s mood when I found him, I’m guessing they had chewed him out.

			Harvard set a hand on my shoulder, and I realized I’d been staring blankly out into the woods.

			“You okay?” he asked softly.

			He’d been reprimanded, and he was asking if I was okay? “I just…nothing. It’s nothing. I’ve been up in my head all day, too.” I tried to shake off the creeping dread. Didn’t work, but I’d pretend for him. We both needed the break. He looked frazzled and beyond exhausted. If I could take the weight of the world off his shoulders for one evening, I would. I owed him at least that.

			The aspens had passed their peak color and steadily shed their leaves, leaving more branches bare than covered. The leaves crunched under my boots as I followed him around the car. “We had to come all the way out here to test the drone?”

			He secured the backpack on his shoulders. “It’s a classified prototype. Can’t risk someone seeing it, especially after last night. C’mon, it’s not much farther.” He held out his hand. 

			I hesitated only a second. I was a city girl, born and bred, used to the conveniences and excesses of Silicon Valley. Until joining Class Alpha, I’d never even seen a horse up close, and white-topped mountains only existed in paintings at the dentist’s office.

			I set my hand in his and let him lead me down a leaf-covered path. Snowpack that hadn’t melted during the summer dotted the landscape. The light was muted here, a soft dappling that matched the silence around us. 

			Only, I realized as we explored deeper, it wasn’t silent. Not really. Birds chirped at each other. Wind whispered through the treetops. Water bubbled happily somewhere nearby. There was life here—it was just slower and softer than life in San Jose or even at the training facility, where there was always someone moving or talking, where there were truck engines and bursts of male laughter and the clang of weights. 

			“It’s beautiful here,” I said, my voice full of the wonder I felt.

			“It is,” Harvard agreed. “Jesse talks about this place all the time, but I haven’t been up here before. I figured now was as good a time as any to come see it for ourselves.”

			The path crossed over a chattering creek, and then the earth abruptly dropped away and the creek tumbled into a lake the color of a turquoise gem.

			I ground to a halt and gasped. I’d never seen anything so lovely in all my life. I didn’t know water existed in that color. It glittered in the sun, a multifaceted jewel that would fetch an astronomical price if it were located on a necklace instead of way up here in the mountains.

			Harvard set down his backpack and slid an arm around my waist. “It’s called Demon Lake.”

			I leaned into him, enjoying the heaviness of his arm, the heat of him radiating through my sweatshirt. “An ugly name for such a gorgeous place.”

			“Jesse said when his ancestors settled this land and discovered it hidden up here, they didn’t want anyone to know how gorgeous it is. They didn’t want its beauty spoiled, so they called it Demon in hopes people would stay away.”

			“Looks like it worked.” Up here, standing on top of this cliff overlooking the lake, it felt like we were the only two people in existence.

			“It’s owned by the National Park Service now. It gets more traffic than it used to, but it’s still a mostly hidden treasure.”

			We stood together for several more minutes, admiring the view, and then he turned me toward him and pressed a kiss to my lips. Gentle, asking. So different than the desperate demand of him the other night in his car. 

			“What was that for?” I whispered.

			He backed away only enough to press his forehead to mine. “I’ve wanted to kiss you again, but I couldn’t back at HQ. Too many eyes. Too many reasons we shouldn’t be together. But up here, it’s just us. We can be together. Is that okay?”

			“Yes.” I stood on my toes, intending to catch his mouth again, but he laughed softly and took a step back.

			“Later,” he said. “We start that now and you won’t get a chance to fly the drone before dark.”

			I groaned. Because I wanted more now. And, dammit, I also wanted to see what the drone could do. “You promise we’ll continue this later?”

			A wicked glint entered his eyes, and his dimple appeared. “I didn’t bring you up here just to play with my drone.”

			Heat flooded my body, chasing away the nipping October chill. “That’s good. Your drone’s not the only thing I want to play with.”

			Oh my God, had I just said that out loud? Where had this naughty, sassy Sami come from?

			Harvard made a sound deep in his throat and reached for me, but stopped short. He closed his eyes and seemed to wage an internal battle. “No, I’m doing this right.”

			I watched him open the drone’s case and set it up. “What do you mean, right? Plan to woo me with technology first? It’s not needed. Honest.”

			He left the drone sitting on a rock and opened his backpack and pulled out a thick fleece blanket. He spread it out on the rock. We sat down, and he produced a wine bottle and two stainless steel coffee mugs. The bottle opened with a soft pop, and he poured some into each mug. 

			He handed me a mug, then clinked his rim to mine. “I want to stun you with my extensive repertoire of technology, wine, and my witty banter.”

			I snorted into the mug before taking a drink. It tasted like fruity gasoline. I gagged and forced myself to swallow. “Oh, shit. What is this?” 

			The look on his face was priceless as he picked up the bottle and squinted at the label. “I don’t know. I don’t actually drink wine. Someone gave me this bottle for my birthday this year.”

			“Are you sure it wasn’t a gag gift?” I dumped the rest of my mug out. 

			He sighed and also dumped his out, then followed it with the rest of the bottle. “So much for my repertoire.”

			“You certainly stunned me.”

			Grumbling, he reached for the drone. “Let’s fly this thing before I do anything else embarrassing.”

			I laughed and followed him to the edge of the cliff. He set the drone down on an outcropping and manipulated the controller, which looked like a modified video game controller. He commanded the drone into the air, made it hover, then zip back and forth in front of us.

			“Wow. It does move like a real hornet.”

			“That was the plan when I started building it. I want the enemy to mistake it for a bug. If I can get the camera problem sorted, it will be the smallest nano-drone in existence. It’s two inches smaller than the current smallest combat drone in use.” He landed it back on the rock and handed me the controller. “Want to give it a spin?”

			My fingers all but itched with anticipation while he gave me a quick tutorial on how to work it. Then it was my turn. A thrill of pure joy sung through me as the drone lifted into the air. It was light and quick and so much freaking fun to fly. I made it swoop and loop and dive down the cliff to skim along the surface of the lake. The whole time, I giggled like a little girl.

			“Do you want to name her?” he asked.

			“Can I?”

			“Go ahead.”

			“Well.” I considered the hornet drone, watched it zip around, and grinned. “She’s Tinkerbell, of course.”

			“Of course,” he said like he understood. He lasted a full minute before he cracked and asked, “Why?”

			“She’s a spy drone, and Tink was always spying.”

			He laughed softly. “I love that brain of yours.”

			“Oh, c’mon. It’s nothing like yours.” I realized he had stopped watching the drone and was instead staring at me. The longer he stared, the warmer I got. I could feel him undressing me with his gaze, and my nipples hardened, rubbing almost painfully against the fabric of my bra. A tremor of anticipation raced through me. I decided to bring the hornet back because I couldn’t concentrate, and I didn’t want to dump it in the lake.

			“No,” he said softly and tucked a strand of hair behind my ear. “It’s better. I don’t have your imagination.”

			“Mm.” I tilted my head to the side, giving him access to my neck. “I’m imagining lots of things right now.”

			He skimmed his lips along the side of my neck and nibbled at my earlobe. “Any of those things involve us getting naked as quickly as possible?”

			“All of them.” As soon as I set the drone down, we came together in a clash of bodies and mouths. I dropped the controller and wrapped myself around him. This was what I’d wanted since the other night in his car. I’d dreamed of his smell, the feel of him between my legs, and had woken up so hot and horny that my vibrator barely took the edge off.

			Harvard knelt and laid me down on the blanket. He pulled off his shirt in that one-handed way men did, a calculated gesture meant to make ovaries explode. 

			It worked. I shook with excitement and nerves as I fought with the clasp of my jeans. 

			He stilled my hands and leaned forward to nuzzle the bit of skin just above my waistband. “Let me undress you. I’ve been fantasizing about this for too long.”

			I nodded and sat up so he could pull my sweater off over my head. He fumbled a bit with the hook of my bra, but he was kissing his way up my shoulder and neck as he worked it, so I didn’t care to help him. 

			Finally, the bra fell away. 

			My nipples were already excited, but they hardened to tight peaks at the blast of cool evening air. Like the other night, Harvard seemed fascinated by them. He closed his lips around one and rolled the other between his fingers. I cried out, dropping my head back to give him better access. It was almost too much…and yet also somehow not enough. 

			I reached for his waistband. I also fumbled, my hands shaking, my fingers clumsy, but I got the button free and slid his zipper down. His erection swelled out of the opening, pointing straight at me, still covered with the cotton of his boxer briefs.

			I wanted to see him, feel him in my hand. Maybe, if I was bold enough, even taste him. 

			He stopped me before I uncovered him. His hand was shaking, too. “You first. The moment you touch me, I’m done. I’ll need to be inside you, but I don’t want to hurt you. I want you ready so you’ll enjoy this.”

			Oh, God. This was really happening. Harvard and I were really going to have sex up here on this rock overlooking this gem of a lake.

			Suddenly nervous, I nodded. He smiled and cupped my cheeks in his hands, lifting my face and bringing my lips to his. He took his time with the kiss, and the nervousness dissipated, replaced instead with a growing sense of expectation. He laid me down again and kissed his way from my mouth to my breasts, where he paused to flick his tongue over each nipple before moving lower, to the waistband of my jeans. 

			One minute, I was still partially dressed; then I blinked and was somehow splayed out naked in front of him. I wondered where my clothes had gone, but then he was between my legs, his breath hot on my inner thigh, and I no longer cared about my clothes. My whole body lit up at the first rough circle of his tongue over my clit. I gripped his hair and bucked against his mouth, both wanting more and wanting to back away because the sensations were too bright, too sharp, too intense.

			Ugh. My body was so confused.

			Harvard laughed and gripped my butt, holding me still so he could continue to torture me in the best possible way. 

			I thrashed and moaned and made all kinds of needy, desperate noises I would be embarrassed about later. And still he didn’t let up. Just when I thought I couldn’t take him sucking my clit for a second longer, he slid a finger inside me and worked it in and out. I flew apart. I left my body and soared out over the lake, the mountains. It was the most exquisite thing I’d ever felt.

			And he was still there, still working to stretch me with his fingers. Almost as soon as I came back to myself, he sent me flying again.

			“Jesus,” he groaned, sounding as if he was in real pain. He left me lying there, spinning and trying to figure out if I was still flesh and bone or if I’d died and become a being of light and sensation.

			He was back in seconds and shucked off his jeans. I saw his cock pop free, watched in fascination as he rolled on a condom. I’d never seen a man touch himself before. He handled his cock so carelessly, almost roughly. I wondered how he’d like it if I touched him like that.

			He settled over me, his hips in between my thighs. His head nudged at my entrance and then pushed inside, stretching me.

			Reality came back in a rush.

			This was going to hurt. I’d always heard losing your virginity hurt. 

			I tensed up, and he froze. For a moment, neither of us moved. We stared at each other, our heated breath mingling in a cloud between us.

			Harvard’s arms started to shake. His voice sounded like he’d swallowed glass. “Do you want to stop?” 

			I kinda did. But also didn’t. 

			I drew a breath and shook my head. 

			“I’ll go slow. If you want to stop, I’ll stop. You’re in control here, Sami.” He lowered to his elbows and cupped my head between his hands. His kiss was soft, gentle, coaxing me to forget my fear and remember how good he had made me feel. It helped. I still felt him pressing deeper and felt a burning sensation as my body stretched to fit him. 

			Oh, c’mon, body. This is Harvard. He isn’t going to hurt me.

			I focused on relaxing, breathed in and out, and when I did, he slid all the way inside. He gasped and dropped his head to my shoulder. I felt invaded but also like he’d filled an emptiness in me I hadn’t known existed. 

			An ache bloomed low in my belly again, and suddenly having him inside me wasn’t enough to fill that void anymore. I needed…something more. I lifted my hips experimentally. He hissed out a breath and surged forward in a way that seemed involuntary. The friction sent heat spiraling out to my fingers and toes, making them tingle.

			“Do that again. Move.” My voice was low and breathless, a sexy film noir femme fatale that no man could resist. That Harvard couldn’t resist, and I reveled in the power. He’d said I was in control. I didn’t fully believe it until then, but he’d do anything I asked right now.

			“Move,” I commanded again, more certain of myself and what I needed from him.

			He sat up on his knees and scooped his arms under each of my knees, holding my legs open. He moved slowly at first, and I watched with heated fascination as his length slid in and out of me. He was trying to be gentle, take it easy, and I could tell it was killing him. He shook with the effort of it.

			I didn’t know how to tell him I was okay, that he hadn’t hurt me and he didn’t need to hold back. Simple words, but I couldn’t find them. Funny how you could be so intimately connected to someone and still not know how to talk to them. 

			Instead I sat up, breaking our connection. 

			His eyes widened. “Jesus, Sami. Did I hurt you? I’m sorry. I was trying to—”

			I shushed him with a kiss and acted on pure instinct. I pushed a hand against his chest until he leaned back. He said I was in control, and I wanted him to stop worrying about me and feel good. I straddled him. 

			He reached down with one hand to keep his cock upright while I sank down on him. It didn’t hurt this time, but it hadn’t dawned on me that changing the position would change the way he felt inside me. 

			Hah, I thought I’d felt invaded before? That was nothing. He was huge between my legs and so deep inside me he rubbed against something that made me gasp. 

			Experimentally, I rolled my hips, and the tingling returned to my fingertips and toes. My entire body buzzed and crackled with pleasure. I could see how people got addicted to this.

			Below me, Harvard’s corrugated abs clenched, and he grabbed fistfuls of the blanket under us. His breath came in ragged pants. 

			“Sami.” He all but choked on my name.

			I was breathing hard, too. I ran my hands up his stomach to his chest. “What do you want me to do? What do you want to do to me? Whatever it is, I trust you. You aren’t hurting me. You feel too good to hurt me.” The words tumbled from my mouth. I wasn’t even sure if they made sense, but they did the trick.

			“Oh, fuck.” Harvard surged up, and once again, I was tucked under him, my legs clamped around his hips. 

			He thrust hard and fast, and for a fleeting moment I thought, he’s claiming me. This wasn’t just sex anymore. It was something even more primal, more elemental. He was making me his, and I was making him mine.

			Then I couldn’t think anymore. I orgasmed again, but it wasn’t like the last time, the quick burst that sent me flying. This was gentler, a long, slow wave rolling over me from head to toe. I felt Harvard tense up, felt his cock kick inside me. He let out a shuddering breath and collapsed to his elbows. His mouth found mine, and the kiss was soft and sweet, such a difference from the maelstrom that had come before it.

			Sweat slicked our bodies. When Harvard rolled to lay beside me, I shivered. The cool fall day had started edging toward a cold night, but we’d been too busy discovering each other to notice. He gathered me into his side and pulled the blanket around to cocoon us. We didn’t speak, but the silence wasn’t uncomfortable. We lay there, curled into each other under the blanket, and watched the sky deepen to navy. 

			He pressed his lips to my temple. “We should get back.”

			When he made a move to get up, I tightened my arms around him. “Just a little longer. I want to see the stars.”

			He settled down beside me again and pointed up at the first star to appear just above the tip of the mountain. “Which one is that?”

			“Mm. Jupiter.”

			“I always thought Venus is the brightest planet in the sky.”

			“It is, but this time of year, it’s right on the horizon. It would be right about…” I held out an arm flat, approximating where the horizon was. “There. We can’t see it because of the mountains.”

			I felt his lips curl into a smile as he pressed a kiss to the back of my head. “You know your stars.”

			“I’ve spent a lot of time looking up.”

			“Why didn’t you go into astronomy?”

			“I did, and it sucked the joy out of it for me.” I winced. “My parents put a lot of pressure on me. Science, technology, math. They expected me to go to an Ivy League school, create a start-up, and become a millionaire by my mid-twenties, like they did. But I was always more interested in science fiction than science. I wanted to create, write, draw.” I swept my arm up at the sky over our heads. “I’d rather stare at the stars and imagine the gods and goddesses who put them there than know they’re just burning balls of gas millions of light-years away.”

			“You’re a dreamer.”

			“Much to my parents’ dismay. When I discovered coding and hacking, they were thrilled with my interest in technology, and I thought I’d found my niche. A place I could belong…but you know how that turned out.”

			“I do know,” he said so softly I wondered for a moment if I’d imagined it. Then he added, “I lived it, too.”

			I rolled over and propped myself up on one arm to look down at him. “Oh, c’mon, you’re exactly what my parents wanted me to be. Insanely smart, Ivy League educated. I mean, you worked for the CIA! How many twenty-somethings can say that? And now you’re firmly settled into a career, all before your twenty-sixth birthday.”

			He closed his eyes as if my words pained him, and I realized I’d said something wrong. I set a hand on his chest, felt his heart thundering too hard under my palm. “Harvard?”

			He winced but didn’t open his eyes. 

			I waited several long moments until he looked at me again. “What’s wrong?”

			The moonlight made him pale, made his eyes darker, unreadable. He lifted my hand off his chest and cradled it in his own as he sat up. “Can you…call me Eric?”

			A weird mix of happiness and dread bubbled inside my chest. Happiness that he wanted me to call him something nobody else did, and dread because he seemed so damn sad about it. I couldn’t tell if he was trying to put distance between us again or draw me in closer. “Uh, sure. Eric.”

			He drew in a breath, and his shoulders slumped. “I’m not Harvard.”

			“Okay.” I said it slowly, drawing the word out. Where was he going with this?

			“I never went to college.”

			Pretty sure my jaw dropped open. “But all of your degrees…?”

			“Lies. I hacked and social engineered my way into those degrees. They’re not real.” 

			The drawer in his desk suddenly made a lot of sense. “That’s why you don’t display them.”

			He nodded. “I was so young when the CIA scooped me up, and not many of my colleagues took me seriously, so I started telling people I was a child prodigy and Harvard graduate. I mean, it could’ve been true if I’d made different choices. I was accepted to Harvard at age twelve. I just never went.” 

			He still hadn’t let go of my hand and now rubbed his thumb in a soothing caress across the back of it. His touch sent a blizzard of sensation through all of my nerve endings. Made it hard to focus. “But if you didn’t graduate from Harvard, how did you end up in the CIA?” 

			“Our stories are a lot more alike than you think, Sami. Hats don’t get much blacker than mine. I’d hack my way into classified information and put it out there for everyone to see. I knew what I was doing was wrong, but I was an idealistic sixteen-year-old, and I thought, yeah, I was doing wrong, but it was to make the world a better place. I stole credit card numbers, sold intel and anything else I could find. I was eighteen when the CIA caught me. They knew how dangerous my skills would be if I went to work for any of the country’s enemies, so they gave me a choice. I could work for them for an indeterminate amount of time, or I could be tried for treason. It was a no-brainer. They gave me a new identity, a new backstory, and I became Harvard.”

			I stared at this man I had just made love with. If he was caught at eighteen, then it didn’t take a math genius to know that was the same year I was arrested. Was it possible he’d been involved with A.K.A., too? “What was your old identity?”

			His lips twisted into something that resembled a smile. “Hacker or real?”

			I hesitated. I wanted to say “hacker,” but that was the old Sami in her black hat, desperate for knowledge she shouldn’t have access to. I wasn’t her anymore. Yes, his past lined up with my own, and that couldn’t be coincidence, but A.K.A.’s leaders were still in prison. I’d know if one of them had gotten out. Maybe Eric had been low-level, like me. Though I didn’t know how a hacker of his caliber could be low-level.

			But, really, did it matter to me if he had been part of A.K.A.?

			“Real,” I said at last. I didn’t want to live solely in the digital world anymore.

			He released a long, slow breath, and the brackets of tension around his mouth eased into a real smile. “My name is Eric. That’s why I want you to use it. I don’t want to be a lie to you when this…” He lifted our joined hands and pressed a kiss to my knuckles. “Feels so real.”

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Three

			Sami

			It did feel real. What we had. What we’d done together out here by the lake. Any other girl probably would have been annoyed that he’d—well, not lied, exactly. He never actually said he was a Harvard graduate. Misled was the better word. He let me assume and never corrected me until now.

			But I wasn’t any other girl. I knew exactly where he was coming from. After all, I’d built a whole life out of misleading people. 

			A life I didn’t want anymore.

			Eric gave a gentle tug on my hair. “Where did you go just now?”

			I released the breath caught in my chest. “Sorry. Up in my head again.”

			“Then let’s get your head back in the stars.” He settled back on the blanket again and tugged me down beside him. “Show me another constellation.”

			I snuggled in beside him, enjoying his body heat, and scanned the sky. I pointed to a bright star over our heads. “That’s Vega, one of the brightest stars in the sky. It’s part of the constellation Lyra, aka Aquila Cadens or Falling Eagle.” I watched him closely from the corner of my eye. He didn’t react to the A.K.A. name-drop. Maybe I was wrong, and he’d had nothing to do with the group. 

			He stared up at the sky in fascination. “Why does it have multiple names?”

			“Because on maps it’s often depicted as an eagle carrying a lyre. So Falling Eagle. Even though it’s small, it’s one of my favorite constellations because it relates to the myth of Orpheus and his lyre. Do you know it?”

			His dimple appeared and, ugh, why did that little dent make me melt? I smiled back at him. “What?”

			“You light up when you talk about those stories.” He rolled over me, covering me with his body as his hand wandered down between my legs. “Have I mentioned how much I love your mind?”

			I arched into his touch. “You could show me.”

			And he did. We made love again under the stars. It wasn’t just sex. I may have been new at this, but I didn’t think plain old sex was so emotional. Intimate. Tender. He touched me like I was precious. Like I was meant to be adored and worshiped. 

			We picked our way back to his car by the light of the moon, laughing the whole way. He drove me to the dorm and jumped out almost before he had the vehicle in park. He hurried around the front of the car and opened the door for me. Nobody had ever opened a door for me. I slid out of the seat and into his arms. For a brief moment, all of my girlhood fantasies of being a princess came true. 

			Except my Prince Eric was a hacker with dimples and a penchant for ridiculously nerdy T-shirts.

			“I don’t want tonight to end,” I whispered after he kissed me. “Can’t we go back to your house?”

			He sighed and pressed his forehead to mine. “You have PT in the morning.”

			Yeah, I did. Dammit. “What about tomorrow night?” God, did I sound desperate? Because I kinda was. “I mean for dinner, or we could binge Star Wars or—”

			He silenced me with a kiss. “I’ll pick you up for mac and cheese and a Star Wars marathon at my place.”

			“And sex,” I added.

			He looked at me blankly. “It never crossed my mind.”

			“Liar.” I gave his chest a playful shove, then reluctantly backed away. As much as it sucked to leave him, he was right. I had an oh-dark-thirty start tomorrow and needed sleep.

			At the door, I glanced back. He stood by the open passenger side of his car, watching me. I blew him a kiss. He flashed his dimples, shut the door, and walked around to the driver’s side.

			God, those dimples. They got me every time.

			I wouldn’t say I floated on a cloud of hearts and butterflies when I passed the common room, but there was a happy skip in my step I couldn’t hide. 

			“Whoa, whoa. Hold up, sister!” Remy leaped from his seat on a beanbag in front of the Xbox and grasped me by the shoulders. He looked me up and down. “Messy hair, rosy cheeks, little hearts circling your head.” He gasped and slapped his cheeks in exaggerated dismay. “Oh, our little girl is now a woman.”

			I swatted his shoulder. “Oh my God. Why don’t you take out an Instagram ad. Just announce it to the whole world.”

			Unfazed, Remy sniffled and knuckled away a fake tear. “I’m so proud.”

			“We know who’ll be passing all of her classes now,” Blaze muttered from behind his laptop.

			“Hey,” Wolfe said and got up from his seat in another beanbag. He set down the Xbox controller and crossed his arms over his massive chest. “Blaze, man, was that necessary?”

			I held up a hand to silence the others, who were all gearing up to jump to my defense, and strode over to stand in front of Blaze. I slapped a hand down on the lid of his laptop, nearly catching his fingers on the keyboard. He glared at me. 

			I glared right back. “Why are you such a dick? Do you get off on making people hate you?”

			He shoved his laptop at Will Campbell and stood. He was a lot bigger than me, but if there was one thing I’d learned from the training program, it was that size didn’t matter. I could take him. I wasn’t afraid of him. Or, for that matter, any bully. I was in too good of a mood to let him ruin it, and I was so done with his bullshit. 

			But I never got a chance to put him in his place. 

			“Um, guys?” Will said. “Something’s wrong with this comp—”

			A loud, crackling snap filled the room. I whipped toward the sound and watched in horror as the laptop that Blaze had shoved into Will’s hands exploded into a fireball.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Four

			Harvard

			As soon as Sami disappeared through the dorm’s front door, I instantly regretted the decision to bring her here. I wanted her in my home. My bed.

			Fuck me. 

			I hadn’t just stepped over the line with her tonight. I’d blasted over it, then for good measure dropped a nuke on it. Tonight had been wrong. Didn’t feel wrong, though. Felt like the rightest thing I’d ever done in my life, but my feelings about it didn’t negate the fact that I had essentially disobeyed a direct order. Again. I should go to Quinn and come clean before he found out from the rumor mill. 

			A visceral memory of our evening together reared up and caught me in its heated grip. Sami arching into my thrusts, her bare breasts washed in the golden light of the setting sun, nipples puckered and gleaming from my mouth.

			I was instantly hard again.

			Key dangling from the ignition, the car’s engine still silent, I sat back in my seat. Closed my eyes.

			I was Sami’s superior. Teacher. Mentor. Whatever.

			But I didn’t want to be any of those things if it meant I couldn’t lose myself in the wonder that was Sami Blackwood again. For me, sex had always been a biological necessity that, yeah, could be fun. Never a priority and never something I’d factored into my decision-making process. It was just…sex. When the need arose, I’d find a woman to enjoy it with, then move on with my life.

			Tonight hadn’t been that. Tonight had been…more. Something deeper than the physical act that I wanted to explore.

			But I also really didn’t want to lose my job. And if I kept disobeying orders, I would. HORNET was more flexible than some other paramilitary organizations, but even Gabe and Quinn had a limit for what they would tolerate. And here I was, blithely tap-dancing around it.

			I groaned and scrubbed my hands over my face. There had to be a way to have both. Quinn had found a way to have both the job he loved and his family. So had Gabe. Jesse, Seth, and Jean-Luc all had both—and every single one of the guys had met their women in the course of a mission. How was my situation with Sami any different than theirs?

			It is, an evil little voice whispered in the back of my mind. None of the others ever fucked one of their trainees.

			The other guys had all been on equal footing with their women. The power dynamic between Sami and me was all kinds of wrong. What if she’d only slept with me tonight out of fear of losing her spot in the training program? I’d never forgive myself if that was the case.

			Jesus. What had I done?

			I jumped out of the car, intending to track Sami down and talk to her, but the sudden blast of the dorm’s fire alarm had me skidding to a stop. Every security alarm on base reported to an app on my phone, and I pulled up the dorm’s video feed. Fire in the common room. The couch and…a body on the floor. The shock of seeing it knocked every thought out of my head except one cold, terrifying truth: Sami was in that building. 

			No. Not her. Please, not her.

			I burst into a run, all the while trying to find Quinn or Gabe or someone in my contact list who wasn’t out of the country. I don’t know whose name I finally found. I didn’t wait for a greeting. I yelled into the phone, “Fire in the dorm! Someone’s hurt!”

			People streamed out of the front door, but I didn’t see Sami. I grabbed Gavin. He was coughing, tears spilling from his eyes. The skin under his scars had gone white, and his hands shook violently. His gaze focused a million miles in the distance. Another time, another place. 

			“Hey, Gavin! Look at me.” I snapped my fingers in front of his face until he finally noticed me. “Where’s Sami?”

			“I-I—” He wheezed and coughed again. I knew that faraway look in his bloodshot eyes. I’d seen it in Seth when his PTSD had been at its worst. I left Gavin and grabbed the next guy I came to.

			Blaze. 

			Because of course it was.

			“Where’s Sami?”

			He straightened from a coughing fit and looked around. “Shit. Wolfey, too. I think they’re inside still.”

			“Stay here.”

			“Fuck that noise,” he said and followed on my heels.

			I was fully trained to handle high-stress situations like this, and he wasn’t, but I wasn’t going to take the time to talk sense into him. I ran for the front door and shouldered through, pulling my shirt over my nose and mouth as a makeshift mask. There was a lot of smoke, thick and black. Flames completely engulfed the couch and crawled up the wall behind it. Several other fires burned throughout the common room, all of them appearing to originate in…electronics? 

			Yeah. Laptops. Phones. 

			Burned plastic and fried wires clogged the air with a caustic scent almost as unbreathable as the smoke. All of it was on fire, except for the TV and Xbox. The screen showed the same 8-bit character from Jean-Luc’s laptop virus, except this time the words underneath flashed, YOU HAVE DIED. RETRY?

			What. The. Fuck?

			I didn’t see Sami or Wolfe in the common room, and I couldn’t get to the hallway that led to Sami’s room. Still, I had to try. I took a step in that direction, but Blaze gripped my shoulder.

			“No way, man!” he shouted over the crackle of the fire, and then coughed.

			“What if she’s back there?” I tried to shake him off, but his grip only tightened.

			“They’ll find a way out, but we won’t if we don’t get outta here now.” He wrapped a steel band of an arm around my chest and hauled me back toward the door. “C’mon, Nerd Boy. She’ll kill me if I let you get yourself fried.”

			He was right. The logical part of my brain knew he was right and followed without any more protest, but my heart? That little shit was screaming for me to dive through those flames and find the woman who meant more to me than any other. 

			We were both coughing by the time we reached fresh air. I bent double, heaving in lungfuls of oxygen and spitting out smoke-tasting phlegm. Someone grabbed me and hauled me upright.

			Gabe. He wore flannel pajama pants and unlaced Nikes and nothing else. His hair was mussed in a way that suggested he and his wife had been in the middle of something when I called. He didn’t have his cane, and his limp was more pronounced than usual. “Is everyone out?”

			“Sami.” Her name came out choked. It was all emotion, but I hoped Gabe would mistake my rasp for smoke inhalation.

			“Wolfe, too,” Blaze said. “And Will Campbell, but he—” His voice snapped like a dry twig. “He was holding my laptop when it exploded.”

			I stared over at him. “Is that what started the fire?”

			He swallowed so hard that his Adam’s apple bobbled. “I gave it to him and walked away. It exploded. And then everything else…everyone’s phones.”

			Quinn jogged over to join us. “Why hasn’t the sprinkler system kicked on?”

			YOU HAVE DIED. RETRY?

			“It won’t.” Fear burned in the pit of my stomach. “It’s computerized. It’s all…computerized.” 

			I turned away. I couldn’t watch the building burn, knowing Sami might be trapped inside and I couldn’t get to her. My chest was heavy and empty at the same time. Like a clawed beast had reached inside and torn out my heart. 

			“Hey! Hey!” someone shouted. “There they are!” 

			I whirled to find Remy shoving through the crowd, pointing at the side of the building. I chased after him and skidded around the corner in time to see Sami’s feet hit the ground. She’d broken a window and climbed out. 

			“Sami!”

			She glanced in my direction but returned her attention to the window as another pair of feet appeared. 

			I wanted to grab her, hold her, and maybe cry into her soot-streaked hair like the manly man I am, but it would have to wait. The person coming out the window now was unconscious, and she struggled under his dead weight. Remy grabbed one badly burned leg, and I took hold of the other. It was hard not to gag at the viciously wrong scent of cooked human flesh as we helped lower Will Campbell to the ground. Wolfe was close behind, jumping out the window with his medical kit on his shoulder. 

			As soon as Will was clear of the burning building, we laid him out in the grass, and I grabbed Sami in a hard hug. She clung to me, and I inhaled ash from her hair, but I didn’t care. I was shaking hard, fear rattling me to the marrow. “I couldn’t get to you and, I thought— Jesus, Sami. Why didn’t you evacuate with everyone else?” 

			“We—” She coughed, voice raspy from smoke inhalation. “We couldn’t leave Will.” Eyes wide and bloodshot, streaming tears, she stared down at the severely burned man on the ground. I followed her gaze. Wolfe worked over Will, putting his last three months of medic training to good use.

			“How is he?” I asked.

			Wolfe’s eyes were just as red as Sami’s, and I saw doubt there when he met my gaze. “He’s alive, but this is beyond my skill set.” He swiped at the sweat on his forehead, smearing ash across his face. “I need Jesse.”

			“He’s out of the country.” I searched the crowd for Gabe or Quinn, who both had some battlefield medic training from their SEAL days. They’d moved the rest of the trainees to a safe distance. Gabe spoke on his cell phone, and Quinn was running toward the road, probably to open the main gate and let the firefighters in.

			The building shuddered as the fire ate through something important to its stability. I hugged Sami tighter and met Gabe’s gaze over her head. He was furious, the rage loud and clear in the hard set of his jaw, the narrowed eyes, the tension coiled in his big shoulders. He wanted to go to war, and I didn’t blame him.

			This was an attack. Here, in our home, where Quinn’s kids played and Gabe’s wife grew bigger with his baby every day. Our safe haven was no longer safe.

			Holy hell.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Five

			Sami

			I was numb. My night had gone from fantasy to horror in a matter of minutes, and I just wanted to wake up and find out it had all been a bad dream. Firefighters came to douse the building. Paramedics came for Will, and I heard terms like “critical” and “fourth-degree burns” and “amputation” thrown around before they loaded him into a Life Flight helicopter and took him to the nearest burn trauma center in Salt Lake City. The hand holding the laptop when it exploded had been burned down to the bone. I knew it was bad. I’d wrapped what was left of that hand in a shirt to protect it before Wolfe and I hoisted him out the window.

			Wolfe and I both had burns, too. Although they were minor in comparison, Quinn ordered us to the hospital in Jackson for checkups. I got antibiotic salve and a wide square of bandage on my forearm and spent some quality time with an oxygen mask to help with the smoke inhalation. 

			While I sat there inhaling O2, I checked to make sure nobody was watching and grabbed my phone out of the pile of my clothes on the chair next to my bed. Nobody had noticed my phone was the only one that didn’t explode. I typed in the last number my benefactor used to contact me and hit the call icon. My heart thundered in my ears as it rang. Would they even answer?

			And then they did. “Fragment.” Their voice was computerized, no inflection in the one word to tell me if they were pissed or amused.

			“You almost killed people tonight!”

			Silence.

			I ripped off my oxygen mask. “Stop. I’ll do whatever you want. Just stop hurting my friends.”

			“It’s a little late for that. You closed the backdoor. I warned you what would happen.”

			“But you’re still in the network! So why does it matter?”

			“You disobeyed me. I hope now you’ll know better for next time.”

			I shook my head. “There’s no next time. I’m done with you. I’m telling Eric everything tonight. We will find you and shut you down.”

			There was nothing but silence for several beats. Then they said very softly, “Tell him about me, and I’ll hurt him next.”

			The phone died in my hand. It didn’t sizzle or explode like the others, but they had bricked it.

			Dammit.

			That hadn’t been an idle threat. They would hurt Eric or anyone else to keep me silent.

			What should I do now?

			When I was finally released, it was close to dawn, but I found Eric, Remy, Gavin, and even Blaze in the waiting room. 

			My guys.

			I never in my life expected to have one guy care about me, and here I had four. I couldn’t let anything happen to them.

			Blaze sat with his feet propped up in the chair across from him, his arms crossed over his chest as he dozed. Gavin stood over by the windows, staring out. At what, I couldn’t begin to guess, since the sun wasn’t up yet. Remy flipped aimlessly through the channels on the wall-mounted TV. Eric sat at the one table in the room, a laptop in front of him. My stomach clenched at the sight of it. I knew it wasn’t rational, but I wanted to run over, grab it away from him, and hurl it out the window like it was a live grenade.

			Eric noticed me first. He stood up, his chair scraping loud enough to draw the other guys’ attention. My horror at the sight of the laptop must have shown on my face, because he slapped a hand down on the lid to close it. “Don’t worry. It’s brand new. It’s never been connected to our network.”

			I nodded, drew in a breath, and exhaled slowly to relax my tensed muscles. If his computer had never been connected to HORNET’s network, it couldn’t have downloaded the virus that caused the overheating. 

			I tried for a smile to ease the worry I saw in all of their faces. “Well, um, I’m good to go. Where’s Wolfe?”

			“They’re keeping him for observation,” Remy said and set aside the TV remote. “He inhaled a lot of smoke and has a few more burns than you. Did you see the way he vaulted over the couch to get to Will? Like a Superman tall-buildings-in-a-single-bound kind of jump.”

			I had seen it. I’d also seen the way he’d used his own hands and shirt to beat at the flames eating through Will’s skin. It was why I hadn’t been able to leave. I’d grabbed a blanket from the couch before it caught fire, and we’d used it to smother the flames so we could pick Will up and get him out.

			Blaze kicked away the chair he’d been using as a footrest. “That altruistic streak is going to get him killed.”

			“I can’t be here to see it.” At Gavin’s whisper, we all turned to look at him. He was no longer staring out the window. Instead, he leaned against the windowsill and stared down at his boots, the overgrown golden curls of his hair falling forward, hiding the scarred side of his face.

			Tonight must have been hell for him, bringing back too many unwanted memories.

			“C’mon now, Crash,” Remy said, trying to sound cheerful, but the worry seeped through. “You don’t really want to leave. Do you?”

			“I don’t know.” But the look on his face said he did know. He didn’t want to stay, and, with his history, who could blame him? The training hadn’t exactly been smooth sailing. Our first practice mission outside the training facility had resulted in the first HORNET death ever and multiple injuries. Then the drone attack during our mission last night. And now this. Anyone with an ounce of sanity would bow out now.

			Maybe I should, too. 

			But then where would I go? Gavin never talked about himself, but I assumed he had a family somewhere that would take him in. My parents had never responded to my messages. They preferred to pretend I didn’t exist. If I left now, I’d end up living in a van by the river. Or worse.

			“We’re all exhausted and stressed,” Eric said. “Let’s not make any life-changing decisions tonight, all right?” He walked to my side and wrapped an arm around me. 

			I was grateful for the support. The night had stripped me of every ounce of energy. I felt used up, deflated. I needed a shower and a solid ten hours of sleep. He gently turned me toward the door, and I leaned into him, breathing in his scent. He’d washed up while waiting for me and smelled earthy, like the forest after a rain. I, on the other hand, reeked. It didn’t stop him from touching me, tucking my filthy self against his side.

			He felt like safety. Like home, which was a startling revelation. Even the house I grew up in hadn’t felt like a home to me. 

			No, I couldn’t leave. 

			Class Alpha was my family now. Eric was…more. I didn’t know what yet, but I’d figure it out when I wasn’t so fried.

			Outside in the parking lot, Eric led me toward his Ford Escape while Remy and Gavin headed toward the beater pickup Eric had driven to the airport the first night we met. Blaze walked over to his Harley and slid his helmet on before starting the bike. I waved as he pulled out of the parking lot, followed by Remy and Gavin in the truck.

			Eric held the door open for me. I stared at the passenger seat and winced. The SUV was brand new. He’d only bought it a few months ago, and it still had the new car smell. I was going to ruin that with my stench. Not to mention his nice, clean seats.

			“I should’ve gone with Remy and Gavin in the truck.” I tried to take a step back, but he was right behind me, gently nudging me forward.

			“They’re not going home. Quinn set them up at a hotel here in Jackson until we figure out what to do about the dorm.”

			I glanced back at him. “I’m not going to the hotel?” 

			He all but lifted me into the seat and then even reached over to fasten my seat belt. “If you think I’m letting you out of my sight after tonight, you’re crazy. You’re coming home with me.”

			I opened my mouth. Shut it again. Waited until he circled the hood of the car and slid in behind the wheel. “Will that get you into trouble with Gabe and Quinn?”

			He said nothing as he shifted into gear and backed out of the parking space. Said nothing until we were on the road with the hospital in our rearview mirror. Then, with his eyes on the road, his face lit only by the passing streetlights, he said softly, “I don’t care.”

			I sucked in a breath. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. Somewhere between horrified and touched that he was willing to give up his career for me.

			I rested my hand on his arm and felt his biceps tense under my fingers. “You should take me to the hotel.”

			“You don’t want to stay with me?” He sounded more vulnerable right then than I had ever heard him.

			“I don’t want to hurt your chances of getting your job back.”

			He pulled off right before the turn that would take us up over the mountains and back to the training facility. He rested his forehead against the steering wheel. “If it causes problems, then I’ll quit.”

			The bottom fell out of my stomach. “No, you won’t! You can’t.” I stared at him in horror. “You love this job. You love your team.”

			He finally straightened away from the steering wheel and nodded. “I do, but I’m sick of being underestimated and underutilized. And—” He stopped short.

			“And…?” I prompted when the silence stretched too long.

			He shifted in his seat to face me. “I’m falling in love with you. There are other jobs out there for me, but there’s only one Sami.”

			I didn’t know how to respond. He wanted to leave his job for me? But he couldn’t be in love with me! Because…because…nobody loved me.

			Sure, I had the guys—Wolfe, Remy, Gavin, and even Blaze—who all cared about me in their own ways, but love? Not even my own parents could claim that. 

			And I was lying to him. I had caused all of this—the viruses, the drone malfunction, the exploding computer—by opening the backdoor. This was my fault. He wouldn’t love me if he knew.

			Tears flooded my eyes, and I really didn’t want him to see. I stared out the passenger window until I was sure my voice wouldn’t wobble when I spoke. “Please take me to the hotel.”

			“Sami, I’m sorry.” He reached for my hand. “I didn’t mean to freak you out, but I thought you should know where I’m at.”

			Please, not tonight. I couldn’t do this tonight. I couldn’t look at him. I couldn’t process his words. I was beyond exhausted, and all I wanted was a shower and a bed so I could close my eyes and forget about it all. 

			“Please take me to the hotel,” I said again because I didn’t have the energy to say anything else.

			He dropped my hand and, after a moment that seemed endless, turned the SUV around. The radio clicked on, filling the car with one of the local stations that played an eclectic mix of everything. The DJ stopped talking, and a bouncy electronic dance mix blasted through the speakers, so at odds with the heaviness of the night. I was okay with it, though. I thought it meant we were done talking for now, but then out of the corner of my eye I saw Eric reach out to stab the off button.

			Nothing happened.

			The music got louder.

			I sat up straight and looked at him. “You didn’t turn it on?”

			“I thought you did.”

			“No, I—”

			The wipers screeched across the dry windshield, and he scrambled to switch them off. Again, nothing happened. They continued to scrape loudly, out of sync with the ever-increasing music. 

			I pressed my hands over my ears. “What’s happening?”

			“Fuck! I don’t have brakes!” he shouted over the noise, his foot pumping frantically on the pedal. The steering wheel spun out of his hands, and, at the same time, the seat belts caught and jerked us back into our seats as if we’d been in an accident. We hadn’t hit anything. Yet. But we were fast approaching an intersection, and our light had just turned red.

			Eric grabbed the wheel and fought for control, his muscles straining. The seat belts again jerked us back hard, and he lost his grip on the wheel. We raced through the intersection. Luckily, nobody was out and about this early. There was no cross traffic or we most definitely would have been T-boned. 

			“Someone else has control of the car.” Eric gazed over at me, his expression a mask of terror, and held out a hand. 

			Oh, God. Of course I’d known it was possible. All new cars had computers. I’d never done it myself, but I’d heard other hackers talking about it.

			Terror constricted my throat. I couldn’t swallow, couldn’t breathe. I grabbed his hand and held tight as the SUV steered itself on a collision course with a gas station.

			“Bail out!” He tried to release my seat belt, but the belts jerked us again and this time held us against the seats.

			I squeezed my eyes shut, braced for impact. Suddenly, the entire car went silent, like someone had pulled the plug. We rolled to a stop three feet from the gas station’s pumps.

			My heart banged around in my chest like a bouncy ball. Eric threw open his door and didn’t even bother coming around to my side. He unbuckled my belt, scooped me into his arms, and pulled me out of the car from the driver’s side. He strode a good distance away from the car before finally setting me down on my feet.

			I shook so hard my knees didn’t want to hold me upright. I clung to him and screamed at the car, “What was that? The fire tonight was too subtle a message?” 

			My benefactor had to be listening. He wouldn’t perform a hack like that if he couldn’t see it in action.

			Eric drew away. He glanced down at me, then frowned at the car. “You think the hacker’s listening?”

			“Wouldn’t you?”

			His frown deepened. “Yeah. They want to witness their destruction.” He ran a hand down my back. “You okay?” 

			“No!” I felt like puking, terror still burning the back of my throat with bile, but my knees had finally gotten their act together and were doing their job, holding me upright. And yet, I still didn’t want to let Eric go. “But I will be.”

			“I know you will.” He dropped a kiss to the top of my head, then lifted his gaze to the car. “Whoever is behind these hacks wants us to know they can get to anybody at any time.” He turned to face me. “What do you know about Nomad?”

			“He’s wanted by the FBI.” 

			He studied my face, but I didn’t know what he was looking for or if he found it. His expression gave nothing away.

			“Oh my God,” I said as understanding dawned. “Nomad. Is that who—”

			“Yeah. I think so.”

			My stomach twisted. Nomad was my benefactor. The most wanted hacker in the country. Maybe the world.

			I was in so much trouble.

			I opened my mouth to tell Eric everything, but Nomad’s threats rang in my ears. I looked at the car stopped inches from the gas pumps. No. I couldn’t take that risk. 

			“You can’t quit,” I said instead. “Not while Nomad is attacking us like this. We need you.”

			A muscle ticked in his jaw as he studied his car. “We’re being attacked because of me. I wasn’t good enough to keep us safe.”

			I winced. No, we were being attacked because of me. And if I had any chance at stopping this, I needed his help. 

			I cupped his stubbled cheek in my palm and waited until his gaze dropped back to mine. “I can’t handle this on my own, Eric. I need you.”

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Six

			Harvard

			I need you.

			Man, I’d wanted to hear those words from Sami since I first set eyes on her, and they sent an irrational jolt of pure happiness through me. At least until I reminded my stupid heart that she didn’t mean she needed me. She needed my skills. 

			Wasn’t that always the way of it? From the day I’d come screaming into this world, I’d only ever been as important as my usefulness. It was why I’d always strived to be the best.

			I let go of her and backed up a step. “I’m not going anywhere.”

			And neither were we if I didn’t find us a ride. I pulled out my phone and dialed Remy. He was driving that old farm truck, and it was the only vehicle I’d dare put Sami in right now. No onboard computer meant there was no way to hack it.

			Unfortunately, Remy didn’t return with the truck. It was Gabe behind the wheel. And I couldn’t even avoid him by sitting in the truck bed unless I wanted to get soaked. A heavy rain had started between my call for help and his arrival. 

			Sami slid in across the bench seat first. I grabbed the case holding the hornet drone from my car, then climbed into the truck after her. 

			As soon as the door shut, cocooning us in the ever-present smell of hay and horse, Gabe yanked the truck into gear. “What the hell is happening this week?”

			I sighed. I should’ve known he wouldn’t wait until we reached the hotel. “My car was hacked.”

			His gaze flicked toward me in disbelief before returning to the road. “A hacker can do that?”

			“If you know what you’re doing, yeah. You can also put a virus in a computer or phone battery to make it overheat and explode. The sprinkler system, my car…it’s all computerized. All hackable. Someone has complete control of our network and wants me to know it.” 

			“Jesus Christ,” Gabe said through clenched teeth and smacked the steering wheel with his palm. His face was harsh on a good day. Right now, he looked like he could chew diamonds to dust. “How were we fucking hacked?”

			Shame burned across the back of my neck. We were hacked because of me. I’d been off my game for the last few months. Angry. Mopey. Sloppy. I must have overlooked something, made a mistake somewhere, and because of my negligence, a good kid was fighting for his life. And Sami could have been killed tonight. Twice.

			“I’ll figure it out,” I said.

			Sami whipped around to stare at me, and I couldn’t read the thoughts behind her frown. Disapproval? Confusion? Fear? Whatever it was, she was freaked out. 

			Maybe she’d expected me to admit my negligence. And I would, but not yet. Not until I caught Nomad. 

			I wasn’t afraid of losing my job anymore, but I was terrified that tonight’s hacks had been a glaring neon sign meant for me. A sign that said my world was about to crumble out from under my feet.

			It was too much of a coincidence that this had all started happening right after my mother tracked me down. She had her manicured fingers deep in this shit somehow, but she couldn’t be acting alone. She wasn’t smart enough. Meaning I had to figure out which of the other skeletons in my closet had come rattling back to life.

			I shook my head at Sami, silently telling her I’d explain later. She scowled at me and turned to stare out the windshield, arms crossed over her chest. 

			Gabe didn’t notice the exchange. “In light of tonight’s events, I’m lifting your suspension. We’ll still do a performance review as planned at the end of the month, but I need you on this yesterday. This shit hit too close to home. Too close to my wife and baby.” His voice cracked, and he cleared his throat. “If Defion is behind these attacks, or that Nomad character—whoever—we need to shut them down ASAP.”

			“I’ll start tonight,” I said.

			“We’ll start tonight,” Sami corrected.

			Gabe was silent for a handful of heartbeats, then released a gusty sigh. “No. Tomorrow is soon enough.”

			“We’re vulnerable until—”

			Gabe cut me off with a slice of his hand through the air. “Everyone’s exhausted, and exhausted people make mistakes. We’ll go dark for the night. Confiscate all electronics, disconnect from the internet. Allow everyone to get a good night’s sleep.”

			I didn’t want to sleep. I wanted to track down the asshole—or group of assholes—who had tried to kill my woman twice tonight. 

			I opened my mouth to protest, but Sami set a hand on my thigh. Every thought left my head, and all of my attention focused on the spot she was touching. The slight weight of her hand, the heat of it bleeding through my jeans. 

			I should’ve been annoyed that she had that kind of power over me. Instead, I was just in awe that she could quiet the constant buzzing of my brain with a gentle touch.

			“It’s a good idea,” she said softly. “We need sleep.”

			Gabe nodded once, as if Sami’s word was final. And—who was I kidding—it absolutely was.

			“All right. Next issue,” Gabe said. “The hotel’s booked. We got the last five rooms. Sami, I can drop you there, but you’ll have to bunk with one of your classmates. Either share a bed or sleep on the floor.”

			No fucking way, the little green monster inside of me roared, but I kept my jaw clamped firmly shut to keep from saying anything out loud. Still, she must have felt me tense up, because she gave my thigh a light squeeze. 

			“Or,” Gabe continued, oblivious to my turmoil, “I can call around, see if there’s another hotel available somewhere.”

			“Just take us home,” she said. “I’ll stay with Eric, if that’s okay.”

			My throat closed up. Just closed right up like a fist had clamped around it, choking off my air. She’d called me Eric. I’d asked her to, but this was the first time she’d said it so naturally. She inched closer to me and laid her head on my shoulder. 

			Was that a hint of a smile on Gabe’s face? No, couldn’t be. The big guy was hard to read in full daylight, so that flicker of a smile must have been a trick of light from passing streetlamps.

			“Makes my life easier,” Gabe said. “Let’s go home.”

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Seven

			Sami

			Gabe dropped us off in front of Eric’s cabin. 

			The biting scent of smoke still hung in the air.

			And like that, I saw the computer exploding in Will’s hands and shivered in the predawn cold. Eric put an arm around me, tucking me into his side as he guided me up to the front door. I welcomed the human contact, snuggled into his heat, but his Captain America T-shirt and bomber jacket both still smelled like smoke. There was no escaping the horrors of the night, even while safe in his arms.

			He opened the door and held it for me to go first. I walked inside, more than a little lost. We were just here this afternoon, flirting and teasing, but it seemed like ages ago.

			He stripped off his jacket and hung it on the coatrack beside the door. “Are you hungry? Thirsty?”

			I shook my head and chafed my arms with my hands. Now that he was no longer beside me, lending me his body heat, the cold had returned. “I want a shower.”

			“Yeah. Yeah, of course.” He pointed down the hallway. “The bathroom is through the door right at the end of the hall.”

			I looked toward the door but didn’t move. “Do you have anything I can wear to bed?”

			“Uh, yeah. Maybe. I’ll find you something.”

			I hesitated a moment longer. I didn’t really want a shower. I wanted him to wrap me up in his arms again and tell me everything was going to be okay. I just didn’t know how to ask him, and he seemed as uncertain as I was about this whole situation.

			I walked away and shut the bathroom door behind me. Leaned against it. I wasn’t a coward. I’d proven over and over again I wasn’t. Except…when it came to him, I so totally was. 

			I should have told him everything, but the near-crash had left me shaken, not just because of how close we’d been to dying, but because it was a warning. One I got loud and clear. Tell him about me, and I’ll hurt him next. What if he was killed? 

			I didn’t think I could cope with that. I was falling in love with him, too. Or, actually, I’d already done the falling part and had been firmly in love for a while. 

			But, no, I don’t think what I felt before had been love. It was a crush. It was sweet and soft and a little goofy. Not the same as the big, scary feelings inside me now. They had edges that could cut deeply if this thing between us fell apart. They were new and strange. I didn’t know how to quantify them, much less explain them.

			All I knew is that when I thought we were both going to die in a fiery explosion at that gas station, my biggest regret was that I had balked at his confession of love.

			Maybe it was a good thing I couldn’t find my voice now. The night had rubbed me raw. I was exhausted and angry, betrayed and punch-drunk. I had become the literal embodiment of my hacker name.

			Fragmented. 

			So I’d shower away the cold and smoke, get some sleep, and approach all of this in the morning with a clear head. 

			Except when I stepped under the water, something broke inside me. My last fragile strand of control. The floodgates opened, and I was helpless to stop the sobs.

			I heard the bathroom door open and the shower curtain scrape back, and still I couldn’t stop. Eric climbed in behind me and, without a word, pulled me into his arms. 

			He held me while I cried under the steaming spray.

			He still wore his clothes, and they were getting soaked, ashy gray water sluicing off him to circle the drain at our feet. For some reason, that made the sobs come harder until I was hiccupping. He reached around me and shut off the water, then bundled me into a towel so warm he must have just pulled it from the dryer. He scooped me up and took me into his bedroom. By the time he set me on his bed, I’d cried myself out.

			“I’m sorry.” I sniffled. My face felt puffy, my eyes gritty. I’m sure I looked like a hot mess, but if Eric noticed, he didn’t say anything. He crouched in front of me, still in his wet clothes. All I saw was warmth and love in his eyes. I couldn’t remember a time anyone had looked at me like that, and more tears blurred my vision. Dammit.

			“Don’t be sorry.” He swept my hair back from my forehead and placed a kiss there. “You’re allowed to cry, Sami.”

			I sniffled in a very unladylike way. “You’re not crying.”

			“No,” he said after a beat and straightened. His fingers played through the wet strands of my hair. “I’m too pissed off. Nomad has tried to hurt you three times now, and I couldn’t stop him. I’m gonna find him.”

			No. He had it wrong. Someone was trying to hurt him, and the rest of us were just collateral damage. I don’t know why I didn’t put the pieces together sooner. His bank accounts had been drained. His drones and car hacked.

			But why did Nomad want to hurt him?

			I should tell him. He should know.

			I opened my mouth, but nothing came out. 

			Tell him about me, and I’ll hurt him next.

			There had to be a way to stop the hacks without ever letting him know I’d been involved.

			There had to.

			But I couldn’t think now. I needed sleep. I needed a clear head.

			I caught Eric’s hand as he turned away. “No work tonight.” I hated the pleading note in my voice, but I didn’t want him to leave. “Can you just stay with me?”

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Eight

			Harvard

			When she looked at me like that, all big, sad eyes brimming with tears, I was powerless to deny her anything. I stripped out of my wet clothes, crawled into bed, and wrapped my arms around her. But I couldn’t sleep. I was as comfortable as I’d ever been with Sami curled into my side, her hand over my heart, her breath tickling the side of my neck, and still I couldn’t shut down. My brain kept up a litany of you should’ve seen this coming. You should’ve stopped it. You did this. You did this. 

			You. Did. This.

			Made me twitchy, restless, and did nothing to bank the flame of rage burning in my gut.

			Finally, sometime around seven a.m., I gave up on trying to sleep. I carefully extracted myself from Sami’s arms, holding my breath as she rolled over. She needed more sleep, and I didn’t want to wake her. She snuggled into my pillow, let out a soft sigh, and didn’t move again. As quietly as possible, I grabbed a pair of jogging pants and a T-shirt out of my dresser, then slipped out of the room. 

			I needed to move or else I might explode. 

			Before heading out, I did stop by my computer to set up a couple basic searches to run while I was out. My mother was involved in this somehow, so my first step was to find out what she’d been up to since I cut her out of my life. How did she get involved with Nomad?

			Once the searches were humming away, I laced up my running shoes, jotted a quick note for Sami—I didn’t want her to wake up and think I’d abandoned her—then hit the trail. I picked the hardest one I knew. Guess I’m a glutton for punishment.

			About halfway up the hill, I heard footsteps closing in fast behind me. I was huffing and puffing at that point because I hadn’t kept up my physical training. Obviously, whoever behind me was in better shape. I glanced back, hoping it wasn’t Sami. Running was the last thing she needed to do after inhaling all that smoke last night.

			No, it wasn’t her. The footsteps were too heavy. Meaning it was one of my HORNET teammates, none of whom I particularly wanted to see right now. I picked up my pace, but it was no use. He caught up easily.

			Jean-Luc.

			The team must have gotten back from South America.

			I cursed under my breath as he settled into step beside me. The Cajun had never been an early riser. Before Claire, he’d considered ten a.m. equivalent to dawn. But here he was, bright-eyed and bushy-tailed.

			Man, meeting Claire had been the best thing to ever happen for him. What was wrong with me that I couldn’t be happy for him? Why was there this ball of anger in my belly that flared hot whenever he was around?

			At the top of the hill, I put my hands on my head and walked in circles, trying to ease the stitch in my side. Down below, the valley of Jackson Hole stretched before us, sparkling with frost in the morning sun. It wouldn’t be long now before we saw our first snow. The air already had bite up here in the mountains, and you could see the snowcaps creeping farther down the Tetons every day.

			Jean-Luc stopped beside me to stare out at the valley. “I used to hate that view. Felt like these fucking mountains were caging me in here.” He let out a scoff of laughter. “Turns out it wasn’t the place I’d hated so much. It was me. The guy I was back then.”

			I knew a few things about hating your past self, but I didn’t say so. The cramp in my side eased, and I took a swig of water from the bottle I’d brought along. 

			“Claire saved me,” he continued softly like I wasn’t actively ignoring him. “I think I knew she would, and that’s why I had to follow her to Nigeria.”

			“I don’t begrudge you your relationship with Claire.” I muttered it because I had to drag the words past the ball of anger that had risen to my throat.

			“Then what?” He flapped his arms, clearly exasperated. “Talk to me, mon ami. At least give me a chance to make things right.”

			Without replying, I turned away from the view, intending to head back to Sami. 

			“Aw, Harvard, c’mon. Hold up.” Jean-Luc grabbed my arm. “Are you okay? Gabe told me about the shit that went down with the dorm and your car.”

			“I’m fine.” I shrugged off his hand. I couldn’t explain why every contact with him pissed me off. So he hurt my feelings a few months ago. Boo-hoo. I should just get the hell over it, and yet…I couldn’t. He hadn’t trusted me to help him find the woman he loved, and that fact cut so deeply, I didn’t know what it would take to heal it. If anything could.

			Jean-Luc cursed softly in Cajun French, and I stopped short only a few paces away. I closed my eyes for a moment because I could physically feel the sorrow rolling off him. I was hurting him just as much as he’d hurt me.

			This guy had been part of my life for eight years. After the CIA pulled me in, he was the closest thing to a real family I’d ever had. The brother I hadn’t known I’d wanted or needed. And I was pushing him away. Rejecting him before he could reject me again. Because that was exactly what it had felt like when he’d run off to Nigeria without asking for my help. A rejection.

			I drew a breath and turned to face him. 

			He’d taken off his New Orleans Saints ball cap and was all but strangling it. He looked miserable, which didn’t suit the Ragin’ Cajun. He was usually all jokes and grins.

			“How…are you doing?” I ignored the burn of shame along the back of my neck. I hadn’t asked him that once since we returned home from Nigeria. He’d almost died a couple times during that mission, and I’d never asked him if he was all right. Never even visited him in the hospital.

			Yeah, I know. I’m a horrible human being.

			He glanced up at me in surprise. “Uh. I’m good, yeah.”

			“And Claire?”

			“Busy. You know, she’s working with Quentin Enterprises now, heading up Tuc’s new bioterrorism unit. We…uh…are moving in together. Soon as she gets a few days off, we’re gonna pick out furniture and all that shit.”

			Although he said it with an exaggerated eye roll, his grin told a different story. He was looking forward to settling down and making a home. A far cry from the old Jean-Luc, who went through women like other men did socks. 

			Claire really had saved him in more ways than one. 

			I tried for a smile. “Look at you, being all domestic.”

			“Yeah,” he said with a small huff of disbelief. “Who’da thunk it?”

			“You’re happy?”

			“With Claire? Over the moon. And I even like this new gig teaching Arabic. I know it’s supposed to be a punishment and all for disobeying orders, but…” He shrugged. “I’m gonna talk to Gabe and Quinn about making it a permanent thing.”

			“Professor Jean-Luc.”

			That got me a genuine, full-out Jean-Luc grin. “Ha. Like the sound of that. Makes me sound almost as smart as you.” His grin faded. “Harvard, man, I know I fucked up and hurt you. Just tell me how to fix it.”

			I shook my head because I didn’t know. 

			“For the record,” he said after a moment, “I do trust you. I trust you with my life.”

			Bitterness coated the back of my throat. “Just not Claire’s.”

			“That’s not true, mon ami.” He whacked his ball cap against his thigh a couple times to beat some shape back into it. He jammed it on his head and met my gaze. “When I left, I was scared for Claire and not thinking clearly. My recklessness could’ve killed her and Marcus, and it very nearly killed me. You can be pissed at me all you want, but I’m glad I didn’t drag you to Nigeria. I’d’ve never forgiven myself if something had happened to you over there.”

			That ball of anger and bitterness became choking. “See, that’s the problem. You automatically assume I’d have been hurt or killed. You think I’m the kid you have to babysit. You all do, and it’s grating on my last fucking nerve.”

			He muttered something in French. I didn’t understand it, but I didn’t need to. He was cursing me out.

			I wanted to punch him. “What?”

			“We’ve never treated you like a kid.”

			“Yeah? Then why leave me behind? Every mission, you tuck me away back at base while you guys go out and save the world.”

			To my shock, Jean-Luc smacked me upside the head. “Coullion. Because we need you behind a computer, watching our six. You’re not Rambo and never have been. But that’s okay because you’re fucking Neo. You control our Matrix. We keep you safe because without you, our entire world crumbles.”

			I blinked at him like the idiot he accused me of being. Opened my mouth to protest—but found I had nothing to say. 

			I was Neo?

			I…had never thought of it like that.

			Jean-Luc sighed. “Kid, we love you. Yeah, we want to protect you. The team would be lost without you.”

			“That’s not—”

			Jean-Luc steamrolled over my objection. “You always manage to make our shitty equipment work. Doesn’t matter how old or battered, you don’t stop until we have functioning radios or satellite coverage or whatever. We never would’ve found Gabe in Colombia without you. You were able to track Mara when she was abducted and save Quinn’s sanity.” He ticked each off on his fingers as he spoke. “Without you and Sami, Claire and I would’ve died in Nigeria.”

			And he kept going, listing mission after mission in which my knowledge and skills had played an integral role in the success of the team. Some of which I’d completely forgotten about.

			I sat down heavily on a boulder and dragged my hands through my damp hair. “Shit. I am a coullion.”

			Jean-Luc waved a hand dismissively. “Nah. You just had your head up your ass for a while, but you’re starting to see the light now, yeah?”

			I exhaled a laugh. “Yeah. Man, I’m sorry.”

			“S’all good, mon ami. S’all good.” He stuck out a hand. I clapped my palm to his, and he pulled me to my feet. 

			“Neo, huh?” I said as we started a light jog downhill. “I should get a trench coat.”

			Jean-Luc gave my shoulder a shove. “Mais, at least you got some muscles to fill it out now. You won’t get lost in it.”

			“Asshole.”

			“Punk. See you at the bottom.”

			“Yeah?” I grinned and took off at a full run. “Try to beat me, old man.”

			Weird, but I felt lighter than I had when I slogged up the mountainside. I hadn’t realized how much my anger had been weighing me down, chaining me down.

			I beat him home.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Nine

			Sami

			I woke up warm, snuggled against Eric’s side, his arms around me. Cozy. Safe. Loved. In the blurry moments between sleep and coming fully awake, I thought, I could get used to this.

			He smelled like soap, like he’d gotten up and taken a shower at some point after I fell asleep, and he snored softly. 

			Or, no, wait. 

			That was purring.

			I cautiously cracked one eye open and saw the ugliest gray cat ever sitting on the edge of the mattress, watching us like it expected something. The cat reached out a paw and batted at Eric’s face. He swatted it away and grumbled, but the cat was not deterred. It pounced and startled Eric out of a sound sleep. 

			“Wha—what?”

			I smiled into his shoulder. “Your cat wants something.”

			He lifted his head to squint at the beast, then dropped it back to the pillow. “Ugh. That’s just Lunchmeat.”

			I snorted a laugh. “Lunchmeat?” 

			“Jesse and Lanie’s cat. He lives with them but occasionally finds his way over here for a visit.”

			“How’d he get in?”

			Yawning, he reached out and stroked a hand along the cat’s back. “Previous owner installed a cat door. I keep meaning to close it up.”

			“Liar. You’d have done it by now if you really didn’t want Lunchmeat visiting.”

			He laughed softly as the cat bumped his face with its head. “Yeah, you’re right. I was afraid you’d think I was less manly for wanting him here. I actually bribe him with tuna. I never had a pet growing up.”

			Given his mother, I wasn’t surprised. I propped myself up on one arm, and his T-shirt slid off my shoulder. “I don’t care how manly you are.” I leaned in and pressed my lips to his. “I like you for you, Eric.” I wasn’t ready to go to love yet, but I also wasn’t as freaked out by the idea as I had been last night. He’d taken care of me when I was at my most vulnerable. Nobody had done that for me in a very long time. If ever. “Thank you for last night. I know I was a mess.”

			He trailed his fingers up my arm, over the curve of my shoulder to my collarbone. “No need to thank me. I’m here for you, Sami. Always.”

			I smiled as his hand snaked around to the back of my neck and he pulled me down for a kiss. I loved when he kissed me like this, soft and reverent, like he valued me more than I valued myself. 

			Oh, who was I kidding? 

			I loved it when he kissed me—period, full stop. 

			I wanted more and slid my hands up under the hem of his T-shirt. His abs contracted at my touch, and he laughed against my mouth as if it tickled. I took my time, exploring by touch. The ripple of muscle, the flat disk of his nipple. I wondered what he’d do if I nibbled on it and gave it a testing little pinch. He made a sound deep in the back of his throat and threaded his hands into my hair, plunging his tongue into my mouth. Taking. Devouring.

			Yes. Yes, this was what I wanted. The space between my legs grew damp with desire, an ache blooming low in my belly that only he could ease. I wanted him inside me again, wanted to explore more of the new sensations he awoke in me.

			I sat up beside him and tugged his shirt up to drag my lips across his oh-so-sexy abs. He was into it—I could tell by the growing bulge right there by my cheek—but when I tried to tug down his sweatpants, a chime sounded from the living room. He cursed and lightly caught my wrist, stopping me from unveiling that beautiful length of his.

			He sat up. “Fuck, I’m going to regret this, but I have to get back to work. I already took too much time for that nap.” He dragged me to him for another kiss, then pressed his forehead to mine. “Later, Sami. I promise we’ll continue this later.”

			I blinked as he got out of bed, stung by the abrupt exit. But then my fuzzy, lust-addled brain finally focused on his words. I sat up. “Back to work?”

			He gave a tight smile from the doorway. “I couldn’t sleep earlier, so I went for a run, then started looking for Nomad.”

			The sting of rejection didn’t instantly disappear but eased slowly away. I got it. He was on a mission to stop more death and destruction, and that cheery bing had signaled a possible lead. He hadn’t stopped me because he didn’t want to have sex with me. He’d stopped me because we had something more important to do right now. 

			I sprang from bed. The floor was cold on my feet as I followed him out to his desk. “Anything interesting?”

			“Possibly. I need to dig more first.”

			Would he find me if he dug deep enough? 

			I should just come clean now. Beg forgiveness. Maybe, if I did, there was still a shot our relationship wouldn’t end in a fiery ball of destruction. “Eric, there’s something—”

			Another bing from his computer cut me off. He looked at the screen and held up a finger. “Hold that thought.”

			Tell him about me, and I’ll hurt him next.

			I snapped my mouth shut and rubbed at the ache in my shoulder from the seat belt last night. Nomad could do it. Would do it. 

			Eric typed furiously for several seconds, then pumped his fist in the air. “Got a lead on the Cricket. Nomad just posted about it coming up for auction later this week. Sorry,” he added, still tapping away at his keyboard. “Didn’t mean to interrupt you. What were you saying?” 

			Nomad had the Noisy Cricket. He could do so much damage with that weapon. He could take out Harvard, my Alpha teammates, and all of HORNET from miles away with the push of a button.

			“Uh, nothing important,” I answered. “How can I help?”

			Eric looked up from his computer and opened his mouth like he was going to say something stupid along the lines of, “I got it. Go back to bed, little missy, and let the man handle it.” I was ready to tear him down for that, but he surprised me. He shut his mouth and rubbed a hand over his face, then picked up his glasses from the desk. He slid them on, and I was not ashamed to say my body took full notice of how sexy that movement was. It made me go tingly in all the best places.

			My Clark Kent—except he didn’t turn into a superhero when he took the glasses off. He put them on and became Nerd Boy, hacker extraordinaire, my own personal kryptonite.

			He sighed. “Why don’t you start with figuring out how the malware got on Blaze’s computer?”

			I shook off the fantasy of him sweeping me off my feet like Lois Lane. “Sure, but I’ll need my computer.”

			He looked down at his messy desk, then nodded. “Yeah, we’ll get more done in the lab.”

		


		
			Chapter Thirty

			Harvard

			Waking up with Sami curled beside me and Lunchmeat purring in my face was definitely in my top three favorite ways to wake up, but as the afternoon wore on, my mood began to sour. Despite my earlier success with tracking down the Noisy Cricket, I wasn’t getting much else done. My mother was proving surprisingly elusive. The last trace of her I could find had been in Boston, living with a lawyer who looked like a real winner, all sparkling white teeth and bad comb-over. He went to jail for securities fraud six months ago, and she apparently dropped off the face of the digital earth. Even searching for credit cards under the lawyer’s name yielded me nothing. His bank accounts had been frozen, and she’d never been good at saving, so she was penniless.

			Explained why she had tracked me down. She hadn’t needed me as long as she had another man to mooch off.

			It didn’t make any sense that I couldn’t find her after her man du jour was arrested. She had to be staying at a hotel in Jackson or one of the nearby ski resorts, but she wasn’t on any of the guest lists I’d hacked. She was using an alias, which begged the question—where had she gotten an alias good enough not to raise any red flags in my searches?

			Who was she working with? Nomad?

			That thought sent a shiver of dread rattling through me.

			“Yes!” At her desk across the room, Sami straightened away from her keyboard and pumped both fists in the air.

			Grateful for the break, I pushed away from my computer and walked over to see her screen. “Got something?”

			“I found the email that gave our hacker access to Blaze’s laptop. It looks like one of your regular update emails, but as far as I can tell, it only went to Blaze.” She tilted her head back to grin up at me. “He probably clicked on the link without thinking twice about it.”

			“And gave them free access to his computer. When did the email arrive?”

			She consulted her screen again and winced. “The night of the original hack.”

			“Jesus. See if you can trace the email.”

			“I’m already on it,” she said, fingers flying across the keys. “But I don’t get how he made the battery overheat. Batteries are a dumb component. They have no code. They don’t talk to anything.”

			“No, that’s not entirely true.” I walked back over to my desk. I wanted to hover because she was making more progress than I was, but I knew how annoying it could be to have someone staring over your shoulder while you worked. My teammates did it to me all the time. “Batteries have to talk to your laptop. That little battery gauge? There’s a chip in there that tells the computer how well it’s working.” 

			“Oh, dammit.” She blew out a long breath. “And a chip means it’s hackable.”

			“Uh-huh. And all you need to access the battery’s firmware is a couple of passwords. Most manufacturers don’t scramble the passwords before the batteries leave the factory, so once you have them, you have access to any battery that manufacturer released. Once you have access, it’s just a matter of installing malware.” 

			“It makes no sense,” she mused, more to herself than me. “He can’t be getting anything useful out of this. Batteries contain no personal info. And then once he bricks a battery—or in this case, blows it up—he can’t ask a ransom to undo it. It’s already dead, gone.” She shook her head and frowned. “So what’s he accomplishing other than causing chaos?”

			My fingers froze on my keyboard. Did she know about my past? I glanced in her direction, but she was still working her keyboard. The word choice didn’t seem deliberate. I told myself to relax. “Destruction. Harm.”

			My voice must have given too much away, because she looked up sharply. “You’ve done this before, haven’t you?”

			I rose from my desk on the pretext of needing more coffee. We’d already finished one pot, and I went through the motions of measuring out more grounds on autopilot. I didn’t actually need any more caffeine. I was already a wired, jittery mess. It was just easier to talk with my back to her. “During my misspent youth, I got a kick out of bricking the batteries of people I didn’t like. And there were a lot of people I didn’t like. You know how mean teenagers can be to a normal kid?” I switched on the coffeemaker and watched it burble for a long moment. “I wasn’t normal. I was a twelve-year-old high school senior already accepted into an Ivy League college.”

			Sami walked over to me, wrapped her arms around me from behind, and pressed her face to my spine. Slowly, my bunched muscles relaxed, and I released the breath I’d been holding. Every time I peeled away another layer, exposed more of myself to her, I expected rejection. And every time, she surprised me with tender acts of acceptance. Was it any wonder I loved her?

			“You were exceptional, and they resented that.” I felt her breath, warm through my T-shirt, as she pressed a kiss between my shoulder blades. “Why didn’t you go to Harvard? You would have been celebrated there.”

			I gave a mirthless laugh. “And I would’ve given my mom a free meal ticket for raising a child prodigy. Once she realized what I could do, she used me to keep herself in the spotlight. She fawned over me in front of the cameras and ignored me when nobody was watching. She fully expected me to go to Harvard and make her rich, all while she made my life hell. So I ran away.”

			“You ran away at twelve?”

			“Thirteen. I waited until after high school graduation.”

			“But…why?”

			“It’s a long story.”

			A beat of silence stretched between us. 

			Sami waited patiently, never prodding for more and never letting go of me. I took comfort in her embrace. It anchored me in a way I’d never felt before. I knew I should turn around, meet her gaze, and just spill everything now. But…I couldn’t. Not everything. Not if I didn’t have to. She’d hate me.

			I would tell her about Mom, though. If Kimberly was a part of this, Sami needed to know. Still, I didn’t turn. This story was easier told with my back to her. 

			“Mom was sixteen when she got pregnant. She claimed it was rape. And maybe it was, but she changed her story so many times investigators couldn’t make anything stick. The charges against the guy who is most likely my father were dropped, and he and his family moved away. Didn’t stop her from reminding me of my origin story, though. Every chance she got, she told me I was lucky to be alive, I was lucky she hadn’t aborted me, and I owed her for keeping me. She really believes that.”

			Sami’s arms tightened around me. “And I thought my parents were bad.”

			“She’s mean and manipulative and greedy.” I turned to face her and set my hands on her shoulders. “Which is why I think she’s behind these hacks.”

			Sami drew back, her eyes wide with surprise. “She knows computers?”

			“No, but she’d know how to find someone who does. It’s no coincidence she showed up right when all of this started.”

			“Then we need to find her.”

			I nodded. “I’m already looking. You focus on the digital breadcrumbs from that email Blaze got.”

			Her computer let out a dragon screech, and we both looked at it. She grinned up at me. “We might have just found Nomad.”

			She hurried over and scrolled through her results. I watched the excitement drain from her expression and knew before she spoke that it wasn’t going to be so easy.

			She dropped into her Iron Throne and scowled. “Indo-fucking-nesia. No. No way he’s there. He’s cloaked himself.” 

			“Not surprised,” I said as I poured us both a mug of coffee. I carried hers over and set it on her desk next to the Darth Vader stress ball she regularly abused whenever she was frustrated. “This guy has skills.”

			She ignored the coffee and reached for poor Vader. “Yeah, well, so do I.”

			I leaned over and kissed the top of her head because—and I wouldn’t say this out loud because I like my balls where they are, thanks—she was adorable when she was annoyed. Kinda like an angry hedgehog. “He doesn’t stand a chance against you, Geek Girl.”

			“Us, Nerd Boy,” she shot back and gave Vader an emphatic squeeze that made him look terrified. “He doesn’t stand a chance against us. Any luck on your end?”

			“No, not yet.” I dropped another kiss to the top of her head. “Keep at it.”

			“Oh, I still have a couple tricks up my sleeves.” She rolled up sleeves she wasn’t wearing and mock-snarled at the computer before attacking the work again, her tongue poking out of the side of her mouth in determination. She used to play with her lip ring like that, and I wondered if she missed it. 

			God knew I missed it.

			I watched her for a moment, just soaking her in. Her hair was a messy knot of black and blond on top of her head. She muttered to her computer as she worked, sometimes cursing in the most creative ways under her breath. She wore my Nigerian prince T-shirt—the same one I’d worn the first night we met. When looking through my closet this morning, she’d said it was her favorite. 

			It was how she’d known I was her kind of guy. 

			I have to admit, the shirt was fast becoming my favorite, too. It was too big, so she’d tied it in a knot at her hip, which pulled it tight across her breasts. She wasn’t wearing a bra—she’d left it in the washing machine back at my place—and her nipples poked against the fabric. She’d also borrowed an old pair of sweatpants that had shrunk and no longer fit me. They were still too big on her, and yet I had never seen anything sexier on any woman. 

			She glanced up at me with an arched brow. “Are you going to work or stare at me all day?”

			I grinned, and it felt good. “I can multitask.”

			She snorted. “Multitask over at your station, Nerd Boy. You’re bugging me.”

			I bowed. It seemed appropriate, since she was sitting on the Iron Throne. “Yes, my queen.”

			“Oh, you keep up that kind of talk and you might just get lucky later.”

			There was no might about it. It had taken every ounce of willpower I possessed to pull away from her this morning. I would not have the same self-control tonight.

			Something to look forward to.

			Keeping that thought firmly in mind, I plopped down behind my computer and dug into the dark web. A world I was very familiar with, but one I didn’t venture into much anymore. At one time, pimping out my hacking services here had been my only means of survival. Sami had never said as much, but I knew she had done the same until joining Class Alpha. I used my old hacker name to check the message boards because I had a feeling that whoever was behind this knew me best by that handle. My hope was it would cause a stir, draw attention. 

			And, yup, it certainly did all of that.

			I left messages promising a large bitcoin reward for info on whoever was attacking me. If this hacker wanted war, they were messing with the wrong guy. I had the power to raise an entire digital army. I’d done it before, and I’d do it again if it meant keeping Sami safe.

			Then, after several seconds of indecision, I visited one of the boards I’d frequented the most way back when. It had been my kingdom and was still immortalized in the annals of hackerdom. If my nemesis was anywhere, they’d be here.

			You hurt my friends again, I’ll ruin you. 

			I stole a glance at Sami. She wore headphones and was deep in her zone, unaware of anything but what was happening on her screen. I drew a breath and then signed it—A.K.A. Khaos.

			Yes, it was a risk. She could visit these same message boards and put the pieces together. I knew I had to tell her sooner or later that I had been the one to ruin her life. Because I’d made the deal with the CIA and the FBI hadn’t been able to touch me, they’d gone after everyone below me in my organization. I was the reason she’d gone to juvie, and she deserved to know before things got any hotter between us.

			I just didn’t know how to tell her. Every time I opened my mouth, I’d picture her smiling at me, or teasing me, or gasping in pleasure under me, and I’d lose my nerve. She was the most important thing to me. More important than my job, which had been my whole world before I met her. 

			If she knew the truth, I’d lose her. I was sure of it. 

			I didn’t want to lose her.

			Maybe it was my impending sense of doom, but I suddenly, desperately needed to touch her. Just hold her in my arms and feel her heart beating against my chest. I was across the room before I’d consciously made the decision to go to her. 

			I pulled off her headphones and set them aside. The Game of Thrones theme song blasted from the speakers. I smiled—that was so like her—as I took her mouth in a kiss that I hoped told her how much she meant to me. I poured all of my desperation, my sorrow, my fear, my love into the kiss. Someday, I hoped she’d realize this was an apology.

			I hadn’t known her back when I was Khaos. If I had, maybe I’d have made different choices, taken more responsibility for my actions. Until she told me her story, I hadn’t realized the ball I’d set in motion had rolled downhill and squashed everyone below me.

			When I broke the kiss, she smiled at me and cupped my stubbled cheek in her hand. So full of trust. It broke my heart.

			“What was that for?” she asked, a little breathless.

			“Just needed to kiss you.”

			She stroked my cheek. “You know, we could take a break. You promised me later, and it’s later.”

			My heart seized. I should tell her the truth now. I shouldn’t touch her again until I did. It wasn’t fair to her, but I can be a selfish bastard sometimes, and I wanted her again so badly it hurt. I scooped her out of her throne and sat down with her on my lap, her legs spread open across my hips. I tugged on her pants, and she lifted up enough to wiggle them off. She wasn’t wearing underwear. I slid a finger down her slit and found her hot, soaked with need. She shivered and leaned forward, capturing my earlobe between her lips. 

			“I’ve fantasized about this,” she gasped and started rocking against the two fingers I slid inside her. “Doing this with you in the lab.”

			“So have I. Come here.” I withdrew from her and gripped her hips, dragging her up so I could taste her. She had to straddle the arms and grip the back of the throne to bring herself level with my mouth, but she didn’t complain about the awkward position. I parted her folds and found her clit swollen, all but begging for my tongue, so I gave it to her. She arched back and let out a low, sexy moan that sent my blood thundering to my cock. I was so hard, I was going to burst out of my jeans if I didn’t unzip soon. 

			As Sami rode my tongue, I reached down with my free hand and released myself. My flesh felt hot to my own hand, and I knew I wasn’t going to last long once I was inside her. She had to come first. I let go of my cock and grabbed her hips, focusing all of my attention on her. I flicked my gaze up her body, watching as she gasped and writhed with the pleasure. Her orgasm was close, if the tight handfuls she grabbed of my hair were any indication. Her body tightened, coiled, and she cried out as a shudder shook through her. I tasted her orgasm, drank it down, loving every second of it.

			She released her grip on my hair and melted against me. “Oh my God.”

			Yeah, I grinned. I was feeling more than a bit smug. “Did I make you feel good?”

			“So good.” 

			My cock kicked against her inner thigh at the praise, and her smile turned impish. She reached between us to stroke me. “Let me do the same for you now.”

			I groaned and settled back in the chair to give her better access. “I want inside you.”

			“I want that, too.”

			She lifted herself up, but I caught her hips, stopping her.

			“Wait. Are you on birth control?” I already knew we were both clean. I was the only man she’d ever been with, and I was tested regularly as part of my twice-yearly physicals for HORNET. But if she wasn’t on a contraceptive, this had to stop now because all of my condoms were at home. “We can stop if you want me to wear a condom.” 

			She stared down at me with glazed eyes. “I got the shot when I joined the program. We are not stopping.” She stood my cock upright at her entrance and sank down my length.

			Thank God. Stopping would have killed me. I’d have died of the worst case of blue balls in history. 

			I’m lucky I didn’t lose it at that first slick slide of flesh against flesh. I’d never been with anyone without the barrier of a condom, and she felt better than I could have even imagined. She took all of me, then stopped. She just sat there, her eyes wide, her inner muscles clenching around me. 

			Shaking, sweat gathering along my hairline, I waited for her to realize she held all the power here. Waited for her to move. It was torture. The best kind.

			She sucked in a sharp breath and finally, finally rocked her hips. She gasped, squeezed her eyes shut, and then moved again, this time lifting herself up until I nearly fell out of her, then sliding back down. I let go of her hips before I left fingerprint-sized bruises and gripped the arms of the chair so hard the leather squeaked. I was both fascinated and frustrated by her slow experimentation. 

			She moved again, finding a sensuous rhythm that made my eyes roll back. I was so close, right on the edge of control. I wasn’t going to last. I’d already made her come once, but I wanted her to come again while I was inside her. I reached between our bodies, searching for that tight little bud that always sent her flying. The angle was all wrong, and with her moving as she was, I couldn’t get at it. With a growl of frustration, I scooped her up. She squeaked in surprise, then gasped when I turned her toward the desk, instructed her to bend over, and slid into her again from behind. This position gave me prime access to her clit. She writhed against my hand and clawed at the desktop. She was fighting the second orgasm.

			I groaned and leaned over to nip at her shoulder. “You’re killing me, sweetheart. I want you to come while I’m inside you.”

			“I can’t,” she gasped. “It’s too much. Too much. Oh…” She shook as I drove into her, harder, more desperate.

			“Let me feel you, Samira. Let go. Trust me.”

			And, finally, she did. She shuddered again, and her inner walls clamped around me, holding me fast as I tried to withdraw. I gripped her hips and pounded into her as she screamed through her orgasm. And then I joined her, coming so hard I was half-afraid my balls had imploded.

			“Jesus.” I collapsed against her back, for a moment too weak to do anything but taste our mingled sweat and listen to her breath saw in and out of her lungs. “Sami…” I wanted to say more, but I couldn’t put my thoughts and feelings into adequate words. She was brilliant and beautiful and the best sex I’d ever had. She rocked my world in all the best ways, and I had absolutely zero idea how to tell her without sounding corny or scaring her away.

		


		
			Chapter Thirty-One

			Sami

			“Oh. My. God.” Every muscle in my body had gelatinized. No bones or muscles anymore. Nope. Instead, I had Jell-O shaped like bones. But not the good Jell-O cutouts that held their shape like in the commercials when I was a kid. No, these were the ones that you made at home, the ones that never worked out right and slid apart in your hands.

			And apparently my brain had joined my bones and muscles because, hello, I’d just had the best sex ever, and I was thinking about Jell-O?

			I mentally groaned at myself, except I must have let the sound slip out, because Eric immediately straightened and pulled away from me. The slide of his body leaving mine made me shiver, which didn’t help the whole wobbly-legs thing. 

			“Did I hurt you?”

			“No. God, no. Not at all. My brain’s just off-line. I’m thinking about stupid things, like Jell-O Jigglers.”

			“The shapes?” he asked, sounding totally confused, as he should.

			“Yeah. Have you ever made them? They never hold together like they were advertised.”

			He said nothing for a solid ten seconds. “Oh, shit. Did I break you?”

			I giggled. Honest-to-God giggled like an airhead. “You might’ve.”

			“Hang on. Let me get something to clean you up.” 

			No problem. I wasn’t ready to move yet and stayed right where I was, face pressed against the desk, each exhale of my breath clouding the surface. I’m sure I’d left handprints all over it. Possibly boob prints, too. 

			The thought made me snort with laughter. I could just imagine one of the guys coming in to use a computer and finding Sami boob prints on the desk. I pushed myself up on my arms and…yep. There were two sweaty, globular marks on the shiny top. You’d have to be a monk to not know exactly what they were. 

			Eric came back with two towels. He handed one to me, then used the other to clean away the evidence on the desktop.

			“Aw,” I said as I cleaned myself up and pulled my clothes back on. “I was going to frame those boob prints. Put them up on the wall to remember this.”

			He smirked at me over his shoulder. “There will be more boob prints on this desk in the future. Ass prints, too, if I have anything to say about it.”

			I didn’t think my sated body could turn on again so soon after the amazing sex we just had, but the erotic promise in his words had me lighting up like a freaking firework. 

			God. I was defenseless against this man. And if I let myself think too much about that, I was going to freak.

			So I took the chicken’s way out—bok, bok—and turned to my computer to check on my searches. No hits yet, but a pop-up indicated the general email just received something. 

			I opened the email and at first didn’t understand what I was seeing. The picture showed two buttons, one red and one green. The green one said, “the red button is true” while the red one said, “the green button is false.”

			I stared at it for a long time, and then everything snapped into sharp, painful focus. 

			It was a paradox.

			You’ll ruin me if I hurt your friends? You already did that, fucker. Now it’s my turn. Better run, Khaos. Cops are coming. 

			Khaos and Paradox. The former leaders of A.K.A.

			I stared at Eric’s back. Glanced at the screen. Then back at him as the pieces fell together and my whole world dropped out from under my feet. My benefactor wasn’t Nomad. He was Paradox. 

			And Eric was Khaos.

			There had been rumors that Khaos was the reason A.K.A. collapsed. He’d flipped on his partner and brought the whole organization down. Including me.

			The room spun around me, and every muscle in my body trembled. Eric tucked the towels into a trash bag and was still grinning when he glanced over at me. I watched that grin fade into puzzlement, then concern. I didn’t have a mirror, but I’m sure my complexion had drained of color. 

			He was across the room in three long strides. “What’s wrong?”

			I couldn’t hide what I’d done anymore. This wasn’t about me. It never had been. From day one, Paradox had been grooming me for revenge. Using me as a pawn to hurt Eric. Whether or not I stayed quiet, Paradox was going to do something terrible to him. He needed to know.

			I pushed back from the computer. He looked at me, brows drawn tight together, then shifted his attention to the screen. My throat thickened and my lungs locked as he read the email.

			“Paradox,” he said on a disbelieving exhale. “Fuck. Paradox is Nomad.”

			I was looking at my hands, my hair falling forward to shield my face, but I still knew the exact moment his gaze zeroed in on me. It was like a blast of ice.

			“You knew.” It was a statement, not a question. His anger cut into me like a whip. “All along, you knew who was behind these attacks.”

			“I didn’t—” I stopped short. No, claiming I didn’t know was a lie, and I was done lying to him. “I didn’t know he was Paradox. Or even Nomad until yesterday. He was an anonymous benefactor. He gave me money when I was released from juvie. I had nothing. No home. No job. I-I took the money knowing it meant I owed him a favor somewhere down the road.” 

			He released a laugh full of equal parts scorn and incredulity. “And let me guess, he asked you to join HORNET.”

			“No!” I reached for his hand but stopped cold at the look in his eyes. “No. I’m here because I wanted this. I’m here because I’m good at what I do and both you and Tucker Quentin noticed. Paradox didn’t demand the favor until I was already here.”

			“What did he want?” Bitterness coated the question. “What did you do?”

			I gazed up at Eric, hoping to see some hint of forgiveness, but he stared at me with stark betrayal. “He wanted me to open a backdoor into your network.”

			Eric swore in a long, creative string. He paced away, then swung back. “Your favor nearly killed Will Campbell.”

			“I know.” I hugged myself. I was cold down to the bone, and at that moment, I swore I’d never be warm again. “God, I know. I patched the network right away, but it was too late. He was already in.”

			“You should’ve told me sooner.” He jabbed a finger in my direction. “You should’ve told me. What the fuck, Sami?” 

			Heat burned up my neck and filled my cheeks. I shoved out of the chair, propelled by guilt and my own bubbling anger. He had no right to point fingers. We wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for him. I wouldn’t have gone to juvie, wouldn’t have lost my family, and wouldn’t have needed a benefactor when I got out. I never would’ve taken the money that led to this nightmare. He started this eight years ago. I lost everything because of him.

			“You weren’t exactly forthcoming yourself, Khaos.”

			He drew a sharp breath like I had landed a solid blow. “Because nobody fucking knows about him. Not my teammates, not Tuc—nobody. To them, I’m Harvard. I buried Khaos years ago. He’s dead.”

			I glared at him. “Yeah, well, he wasn’t dead when I got thrown into juvie and everyone else went to prison. No, he became Harvard and kept right on living the good life in the arms of the CIA. Paradox is right to be pissed off. You turned on him. You turned on all of us. You don’t care about anyone but yourself.”

			He glared right back. “I don’t care? I’m not the one who has been lying for the last three months. I’m not the one who has been pretending to be part of a team while plotting death and destruction behind their back.”

			“No. That’s not how it happened. I am part of the team and never plotted against them. Yes, I opened the backdoor, but I thought he only wanted access. Nobody was supposed to get hurt!”

			“Wanna go to Salt Lake City and tell that to Will? I’m sure he’ll take great comfort in ‘nobody was supposed to get hurt’ as a machine breathes for him.” He stared at me like he’d never seen me before. “You’re quitting Class Alpha and leaving here today, or I will tell Tuc, Gabe, and Quinn everything.”

			My heart stopped, and I swear it was a full minute before it started beating again. “I can’t leave. Eric, please, I have nowhere to go.” 

			“Should’ve thought of that before you tried to fuck with my family.” He gave me his back. “You have ten minutes to pack a bag.”

			And he actually did only give me ten minutes. My clothes and bag had been salvaged from my dorm room and smelled like smoke. It clogged the air between us in the old farm truck as he drove me to the airport.

			I knew I should say something to break the tense silence. I should reach out. Should apologize. But my own anger kept my jaw locked shut.

			He had lied, too.

			He’d slept with me, let me fall for him, all the while knowing he’d had a hand in ruining my life. How was that any better than what I had done?

			He left me in front of Departures without a word. Just dropped me there and drove away. At a loss, I glanced around at the other travelers. I had money for a plane ticket, but where would I go?

			Home? My parents didn’t want me.

			My apartment? I’d let the lease lapse a month after arriving in Wyoming, when I was sure I wanted to stay with Class Alpha. 

			I could go back to San Jose. Find another apartment. Another barista job. 

			Start over.

			A horn beeped twice from the curb, and I gazed up at the familiar van parked in front of me. The side was painted in a swirling galaxy with little depictions of all the greatest sci-fi spaceships scattered throughout. The Millennium Falcon. Starship Enterprise. The TARDIS. Serenity.

			That’s what he called his van. Serenity. After the ship from Firefly.

			I walked over to the passenger-side window as it slid down. “Adrian?” 

			“Thought you might need my help,” he said and spread his hands. “So surprise! Serenity and I decided on a road trip.”

			“You didn’t need to—”

			He waved away my protest. “That’s what friends do.”

			I breathed out, the weight of the uncertainty leaving me. I wasn’t alone. At least I still had him. He’d never judged me. He’d always been there for me. He definitely would never drop me off at an airport with no place to go. 

			“You okay?” he asked softly.

			I shook my head. I wouldn’t cry. I wouldn’t, but the tears balled hotly in my throat and made my next words sound choked. “I was so stupid. So, so stupid.”

			“We’ve all been there.” He patted the seat next to him. “C’mon, let’s get outta here.”

			I dragged my suitcase over and jumped in. 

			“I’m so glad to see you.” I gave him a hug. “But what are you really doing here?”

			He hugged me back. “All right. You caught me. You haven’t answered any of my texts, and I was worried.”

			“But—” A thought struck, and I drew back. “Wait. I never told you I was in Wyoming.”

			“You didn’t have to.” A slow smile crawled across his face. “Because I put you here.”

			No.

			Terror clamped icy hands around my throat. I scrambled for the door handle but wasn’t fast enough.

			Something hard collided with my temple, and the world spun around me in sickening waves. Pain burst behind my eyes, and my vision flared bright white, then faded to black. 

			God, I thought as I slipped into unconsciousness. I was naive. 

		


		
			Chapter Thirty-Two

			Harvard

			How could I have been so blind to her betrayal? Until I saw that email and that guilty look on her face, I never suspected Sami was involved with these hacks. She hid it so well.

			Because you were thinking with your dick and not your supposedly genius brain. Dumbass.

			I left her at the airport, and as I drove away, I told myself not to look in the rearview mirror. I told myself I didn’t care what happened to her from here on out. 

			I looked back. 

			She stood there at the curb with her R2-D2 bag, staring after the ranch truck with a defeated expression on her face. She wasn’t crying. Good thing, because I wouldn’t have been strong enough to withstand her tears. 

			This is as much your fault as hers, that little devil of a voice in the back of my head pointed out. 

			I kept one eye on the mirror until she disappeared from view. My chest was on fire, like every beat of my heart pumped lava through my veins. I gripped the steering wheel so hard the old leather creaked.

			Yes, all right, I’d lied to her, but my lies hadn’t endangered her family.

			No. Yours just ruined hers. You ruined everything for her. Her family. Her life.

			That didn’t give her the right to do what she’d done.

			How could she betray her classmates like this? Betray me? I thought we had something special, something strong and lasting, like all my teammates had found with their women. And the whole time she was just stringing me along at Adrian’s command.

			Adrian Weber. Paradox.

			My past had finally caught up to me, and people were getting hurt. Guess Sami wasn’t the only one who had to come clean now.

			I pointed the truck toward the hotel where Gabe and Quinn had set up the trainees for the night. Figured at least one of them would be there to supervise the group.

			But when I pulled up to the hotel, the parking lot was clogged with police vehicles, the entrance blocked by sawhorses strung with yellow caution tape. 

			Oh, shit. 

			What had Adrian done now?

			I parked across the street and pulled out my phone as I made my way through the onlookers. I started to dial Quinn, but the phone rang in my hand. 

			A video message popped up. It showed Sami unconscious in the back of a van, bleeding from a cut over one eyebrow. My heart swan-dived into my stomach. 

			“Don’t hurt her, you bastard!” I shouted at the phone. “She did every-fucking-thing you asked.”

			He couldn’t hear me. It was a prerecorded video, not a two-way feed. The picture shifted to a balaclava-covered face. 

			“You took everything from me.” Adrian pulled the mask off. He didn’t look anything like the overweight kid who had once been my best friend. Now muscles roped his arms, and tattoos snaked around his neck. His blue eyes were flint. “Now it’s my turn. Game over, Khaos. I win.” 

			Several local deputies spotted me from across the parking lot and approached with their hands hovering near their weapons. 

			One held out his hand in a halt gesture. “Eric Smith? Stop right there and put your hands where we can see them.”

			Hell. They knew my birth name. I hadn’t heard anyone call me that since I joined the CIA and borrowed the name Physick from my sixth-grade math teacher because I thought it sounded smarter than Smith. And, also, a CIA analyst named Smith? It was a little too The Matrix for my liking. I wanted to be Neo, not Agent Smith.

			One of the guys behind me whispered, “What the fuck?”

			I raised my hands, but the cops all pulled their guns and started shouting commands. 

			My cell phone. They thought it was a gun. 

			I opened my hand and let it drop. It landed face-up in the grass at my feet, and I watched the video—the only evidence I had in my favor to prove Adrian was framing me for something—disappear into a cloud of white noise.

			Fuck me.

			The deputies rushed at me, slammed me down into the wet grass, and yanked my hands behind my back. One rattled off my rights. I ignored him and scanned the crowd, searching for a familiar face. I found two: Wolfe and Remy.

			They stood on the sidewalk, hands loaded down with takeout bags from a local burger joint.

			“Call Gabe and Quinn,” I called over my shoulder to them as the cops dragged me back to my feet. “Call them right now and tell them Sami’s in danger! Tell them Adrian—”

			The cops shoved me into the back seat of a cruiser before I could finish.

			Wish I could say it was the first time I’d been in the back seat of a police car. It had been years, but the smell was the same. Stale sweat and desperation. It brought back all kinds of unwanted memories.

			The officers didn’t take me far—less than a mile to the building that served as a town hall, volunteer fire department, and tourist information center. They sat me down in a room on the second floor with only a tiny sliver of a window, and then left me alone with my memories. 

			Memories I didn’t want. 

			I tried to push them away, but I kept picturing Adrian the last time I’d seen him. He’d come to my apartment to help me destroy our hard drives. At that point, we’d known the FBI was on to us. A.K.A.’s last hack—a denial-of-service attack that nearly ten years later was still known as the biggest in history—had caused millions in damages and angered a lot of powerful people. Admittedly, we’d taken things too far. We’d gone from hacktivists to terrorists with nothing but a keystroke. We’d thought we were smarter than everyone else, thought we were invincible as teenagers often do.

			Adrian had been terrified. He’d paced the length of my living room, gnawing on his fingernails as he always did when he was nervous. “They’re going to send us to Guantanamo or some shit. I can’t go, Eric. I won’t survive.”

			“They have nothing on us,” I’d said as I poured lighter fluid into a trash can full of smashed computer components and lit a match. “If we’re caught, we just gotta keep our mouths shut.” 

			The FBI busted down the door three minutes later.

			And I had talked. 

			The CIA had stepped in and offered me a deal that meant no prison time, so I’d spilled my guts—told them everything about A.K.A., how we’d pulled off many of our biggest attacks, and what other attacks we’d had planned.

			At the time, I thought Adrian had gotten the same deal and we’d work off our sentences tracking down digital terrorists with the CIA. It was months before I found out they hadn’t wanted him due to his unstable mental history. He’d spent much of his childhood in and out of psych institutions, which meant he was too much of a liability. So instead they’d made him a sacrificial lamb to keep the FBI happy and protect my deal, and then they dismantled A.K.A., arresting as many of the members as they could find. Including Sami.

			Sami.

			I deserved whatever revenge Adrian had dreamed up, but Sami didn’t. He’d been using her from the start, and now that she was no longer useful… I didn’t want to think of what he’d do to her. 

			Once again, she was an innocent caught up in my bullshit. 

			The door finally opened, and a grizzled man in plain clothes walked in, his face lined with exhaustion. He wore a Stetson like Jesse’s, except brown with a fraying leather trim. 

			Great. He was one of the good ol’ local boys. In his eyes, I was an outsider. This—whatever this was—wasn’t going to go well for me. 

			“I’m Detective Roth,” he said.

			“Am I under arrest?” I asked, as he tossed a folder down on the table between us.

			“Welp, you pulled a gun on my deputies. What do you think?”

			I ground my teeth. “It was a cell phone. There were at least thirty witnesses who saw it.”

			Roth merely shrugged and took off his hat, placing it beside the folder on the table before he pulled out a chair and sat across from me. “I have some questions for you.”

			I shook my head and sat back in my seat. “I want a lawyer.”

			“One’s on the way. Some big shot from L.A. You’re very well connected, Mr. Smith.”

			“It’s Physick,” I said. “I haven’t been Eric Smith for years.”

			“Yeah? You wanna tell me about that?”

			“Not without a lawyer.”

			“Mmm.” He leaned back, slinging one arm over the chair beside him. He casually flipped open the folder. 

			I knew he wanted me to look. He’d been trying to draw my attention to the damn thing since he walked in. I wasn’t falling for it. I kept my eyes on him.

			“Okay,” he said after a moment. “I’ll talk, then.” He drew a photo out of the folder and placed it in front of me. “Kimberly Dyer, formally Smith. Your mother. We have witnesses who say you had an altercation with her some nights ago near The Snaz. That’s got me wondering if you went to her hotel room early this morning to finish the fight.”

			He slid another photo toward me with one finger, and my gut twisted. I didn’t want to look. I knew I shouldn’t look. Nothing good would come of me looking at that photo.

			I gazed down, and my breath snagged in my throat. She had been brutalized. Beaten until she barely looked human. My eyes burned; my vision clouded. She had been a mean, conniving woman, but she was still my mother. I wasn’t so much mourning her as the idea of what she should’ve been and would now never be.

			Detective Roth watched my every expression with sharp brown eyes. “Now you feel like talking?”

			I lifted my gaze to his and let him see my tears. “I didn’t do that to her.”

			“I don’t believe you,” he said flatly. “Where were you last night?”

			I knew I should wait for the lawyer Tucker Quentin sent, but this was ridiculous. I didn’t kill her. I had nothing to hide. “I was at the hospital.”

			“All night?”

			“Until about four thirty or five. Then I went home.”

			“Can anyone verify that?”

			“Yes. I had car trouble. Gabe Bristow drove me home.”

			Roth harrumphed. “How about someone not part of your…whatever it is you’re doing out there in that compound.”

			This distrust the locals had of us was going to be a problem if we didn’t do something about it. Unfortunately, now was not the time to build that bridge. I pushed out a long breath and racked my brain, trying to remember who else I saw last night. “Several nurses saw me leave the hospital and can corroborate the time.”

			“What about after? This morning?”

			“I went running.”

			“By yourself?”

			“Yes.” I couldn’t help the hint of exasperation in my tone and rubbed my hands over my face. “By myself.” No way was I dragging Jean-Luc and Sami into this mess. It wouldn’t do any good, since Roth wouldn’t believe either of them, anyway.

			Sami.

			Jesus, I hoped Wolfe and Remy had relayed my message. 

			I dropped my arms back to the table. “Don’t I get a phone call?”

			“Only if you’re under arrest.”

			I stood. “If I’m not, I’m leaving.”

			Roth shrugged and gathered the photos back into the folder. “We still have to see about that gun—”

			“Cell phone.”

			“Uh-huh,” he said and left the room.

			The questioning went on like that for hours after my lawyer arrived, around and around and around. Roth had nothing on me but suspicion, and we all knew it. No doubt Adrian had anonymously pointed him in my direction.

			Yes, I hated Kimberly. She was the embodiment of everything bad that had ever happened in my life. But for all the negative feelings I had for the woman, I wouldn’t kill her. Killing her would give her too much power over my life.

			Finally, my lawyer stood up and told Roth that if he was going to file charges, then he should do it now or else we were leaving. 

			Roth didn’t move. 

			We walked out. The lawyer drove me home, where there waited a whole new gauntlet for me to run. 

			My teammates.

		


		
			Chapter Thirty-Three

			Sami

			I was stupid. 

			Stupid and naive.

			I trusted Adrian, and he lied to me as much as anyone. Maybe more. He used me. He bought my loyalty, all so he could use my skills to get his revenge. Then he stepped in and fashioned himself as a concerned friend to keep an eye on his investment. I should’ve seen it, but I hadn’t. I thought he was really my friend. He’d been so convincing. 

			When I came back to consciousness, my first thought was a giddy, I’m not dead! Though, when I cracked open an eye, my head thundered in beat with my heart and kinda made me wish I was. I didn’t know how long I’d been out, but it was long enough for them to move me to some kind of bunker. Columns of electrical panels filled the concrete room. Electricity hummed all around us, a low-level vibration you could feel as much as hear. A generator grumbled somewhere nearby and powered two industrial work lights, which flooded the space bright white. 

			Two people moved around somewhere behind me. I heard Adrian’s voice and a woman’s, but I couldn’t make out their words.

			I was completely on my own here. Eric and HORNET wouldn’t be coming after me. They probably didn’t even know I’d been abducted, and if they did, would they care? Maybe not. Eric had made it quite clear he didn’t want to see me ever again.

			I needed to start working on an escape plan. 

			I twisted in my chair, craning my neck to look for the exits and ignoring the dizziness that swamped me with every movement. Sickness surged up from my stomach, and I gulped it back. Closed my eyes and breathed through my nose until the urge passed. I refused to puke all over myself and give my captors the pleasure of my humiliation.

			“Traitor bitch is awake,” the female voice snarled behind me. I carefully turned my head to see her standing in front of a table filled with computers. She wore a black jumpsuit under a leather jacket, and her lavender hair fell in a long, straight stream from a high ponytail. She had piercings all over her face—nose, lip, a couple in each eyebrow, and a line of hoops running up each earlobe.

			As she moved around to stand in front of me, I stared. It was like looking in a mirror. She was…me. Not the me I was now—the me I’d been before joining Class Alpha. The person I’d have become if not for HORNET’s training program. Disillusioned, bitter, angry.

			“Leave her alone, Morgana,” Adrian said from across the room. He was too far away for me to see him even when craning my neck.

			I jolted in shocked realization. I knew that name. Never met the person behind it in real life, but I had spent hours with her online. I had once considered her a friend. “You’re A.K.A.”

			She scoffed. “We were. This is what’s left of us.”

			And suddenly I knew what I had to do. They had to see me as a person. They had to see me as one of them if I had any chance of surviving. “I was, too.” I had a feeling Adrian conveniently forgot to mention that to her, which was confirmed when her eyes narrowed.

			“You’re lying. I know exactly who you are. You’re Fragment. You weren’t A.K.A.”

			“I swear I was. I went by Charade back then. C’mon, you know me. We were friends. You adopted the name Morgana le Fay from the sorceress in Arthurian legend. We talked online all the time, and you told me about…” 

			Had to think. Had to think. She still looked doubtful. What was something she told me that would prove I was who I claimed? It was so long ago…

			I noticed a bit of color peeking out from under her jacket sleeve. A tattoo. And it sparked a memory: “You got a dragon tattoo on your back when you were sixteen and were afraid your parents would find out. When they did, your dad hit you so hard you ended up in the hospital for three days. You told everyone except me that you fell down the stairs.”

			She blinked at me. “Charade? Oh my God. Didn’t you go to jail?” 

			“Yeah, I did. They released me when I turned eighteen.” I stared at her in dismay. She’d been my closest friend back in my A.K.A. days. We’d spent hours talking to each other online. “What are you doing here?”

			“Helping Adrian,” she said like I was crazy for asking. “He never stopped loving me all that time we were separated. He wrote to me every month and assured me we’d be okay. When I finally got out of jail, he gave me a home, money. Helped me find a job. He saved me. I owe him.”

			I closed my eyes. Couldn’t she see how similar our stories were? Yes, she’d known Adrian’s identity from the start, but the manipulation was still the same. He wouldn’t recruit anyone who had a safe place to land. He’d gone after the most vulnerable. “He didn’t save you. He’s manipulating you.”

			“He loves me.”

			No. That wasn’t love. At one time, I might have mistaken it for love, too, but I knew real love now. I knew what it felt like to be cherished for who you were and not what you could do for someone. I knew real love could make you feel whole, but because you had to open yourself up to it, it could also break you into a thousand tiny pieces.

			Adrian wasn’t capable of love, but telling Morgana that wouldn’t accomplish anything except make her angry.

			She looked at someone behind me. “You didn’t tell me she’s one of us.”

			“It doesn’t matter,” Adrian said, moving into my line of sight. He wore a tight T-shirt that showed all the black tattoos covering muscles I always thought were too big to be natural. In one hand he carried a laptop while he typed with the other. 

			“Yes, it does,” she insisted, hands on her hips. “We created Nomad to get justice for everyone. That includes her. She was fucked over, too.”

			“She’s not innocent. She’s with him,” Adrian sneered. He jabbed a button hard on his keyboard, then turned the screen around so we both could see it.

			My face went hot at the images on the screen of Eric and me making love in the computer lab this morning. The bastard had hacked my computer and used the camera to record us. 

			Why—

			No, the whys didn’t matter right now. All that mattered was survival, and the best way to make it out of this clusterfuck alive was to keep him talking, keep him distracted. Hopefully buy me time.

			I curled my lip in disgust. “Bet you get off on recording people. Can’t get any yourself? Need to live vicariously?”

			Adrian backhanded me. Hard. I heard Morgana draw in a sharp breath. I saw sparks of white and tasted blood on my lips. Maybe it was hysteria brought on by fear and rage, but I laughed.

			He grabbed me by the throat and lifted me out of the chair until the zip ties around my wrists cut into my skin. I couldn’t breathe and couldn’t raise my hands to defend myself. I gagged, but refused to show him fear. Even as my lungs burned and my vision swam, I met his gaze. Just when I thought I’d pass out from lack of oxygen, he abruptly released me. I dropped back into the chair. My hands were pale from the pressure of the ties, and my fingers tingled painfully as blood rushed back into them.

			But the zip ties had loosened.

			Adrian stared down at me in disgust. “We could’ve kept you out of this, but you had to sleep with him. You had to make him fall in love with you. Now to hurt him, I have to hurt you.”

			I tried to speak. Couldn’t. I coughed and gulped in heaving lungfuls of air. “I admired you. I worshiped you. I went to jail for you.”

			“No.” He picked up his laptop and jabbed a finger at the frozen image of Eric’s face on-screen. “You went to jail for him. We all did.”

			Adrian thought he was telling me something I didn’t already know. Play the part he expected. Play Adrian’s game.

			Because this was all a game to him. The messages he left after each hack proved it. According to him, he was in a chess match with Eric, but if he thought I was a captured queen, he was going to be sorely disappointed. 

			Play the part.

			And keep his attention off the loosened zip ties. I could almost squeeze my hands through. Just needed to buy myself more time.

			I shook my head. “No. Those were rumors. He didn’t—”

			“Take a deal and let the rest of us suffer the consequences? Yeah, he did.” He set his computer on my lap and hit play again. The sounds of sex filled the room. “Let me hear you say it. Who have you been fucking?”

			On the video, Eric and I had finished, and he lay with his cheek pressed against my spine, his eyes closed, his features relaxed with sated bliss.

			Pain squeezed my heart until I wasn’t sure it still beat. 

			“Say it,” Adrian demanded. “Who is he?”

			“Khaos,” I whispered.

			A memory of his shy, dimpled smile the night we met flashed through my mind, and I viciously shoved it away. I didn’t want the fond memories. I needed every last shred of anger I could muster right now if I was going to convincingly play the part Adrian expected. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I didn’t know Eric—”

			“Khaos,” he said through his teeth.

			“I didn’t know Khaos turned on us. Let me help you now.” I shifted my gaze from Adrian to Morgana. “Please. I need to help. I need to make things right with you.”

			“So you can warn your boyfriend?” she scoffed. “You’re not touching a computer.” 

			Adrian laughed then, harsh and bitter, and slapped the lid closed on the laptop. “Besides, I’ve already invited him to the party. He should be here within the hour. Then we’ll see who the real master hacker is.”

		


		
			Chapter Thirty-Four

			Harvard

			The lawyer drove past my cabin and took me directly to the training facility, where Quinn waited by the front door. I recognized this for what it was. A handoff so I couldn’t escape.

			Quinn’s face was as inscrutable as always. He held open the door. “Inside.”

			We passed the computer lab, and memories assailed me. The way Sami felt, smelled. Her laughter. 

			Her betrayal.

			But none of that mattered. She was a hostage now. A mission.

			HORNET’s mission central, recently dubbed The Hive, sat behind several locked doors at the end of the hall on the first floor. It rivaled any war room I’d seen while with the CIA. Screens covered one wall, and a large gray table that could seat twenty stretched from one end of the room to the other. From The Hive, Gabe and Quinn had the ability to monitor any HORNET mission in the world.

			Only a few of the seats were taken at the table—Lanie, Jesse, Jean-Luc, and Ian, all recently back from the mission in South America. Marcus was missing, but that wasn’t a surprise. His head hadn’t been screwed on right since his best friend, Danny, had died in Martinique over the summer, and he went AWOL after the mission in Nigeria.

			Gabe sat at the head of the table, and Quinn took the empty seat beside him, leaving me standing awkwardly at the other end.

			The silence stretched into eternity. Each second ticked by like a drum. 

			I finally couldn’t take it anymore. “We need to find Sami.”

			“Yeah,” Gabe said after another tense beat of silence. “We’ll get to that, but first I need you to tell me what the fuck is going on. I never expected I’d be springing you from jail. Start talking.”

			I had known this was coming, and still my skin crawled at the prospect of telling them everything. It was time to bring down all of my firewalls and finally let my team in. They were about to lose what little confidence they still had in me, and that knowledge churned like lava in my gut.

			Where did you start when you were about to flay open your veins and publicly bleed out all the things you despised about yourself?

			I started with the easiest: “My mother has been in town trying to pump me for more money. She was murdered yesterday, and because we were seen arguing, the cops want to pin it on me.”

			Gabe gave a short nod. “I got that much. Who killed her? You know, don’t you?”

			I sucked in a fortifying breath. “I’m not who you think I am. I never went to Harvard, and I haven’t always been Eric Physick. Before the CIA, I was Eric Smith, and I created a group online called Also Known As or A.K.A. In that world, I was known as Khaos.”

			A murmur went through the room. Yeah, they had all heard of me. Everyone knew A.K.A. We were the stuff of legends.

			I kept my gaze fastened on Gabe, unwilling to look at the rest of them. Especially unwilling to look at Jean-Luc. He was my closest friend, and I’d never told him any of this.

			“It started as a joke between me and a friend—a way to vent our frustrations at the world through our computers—but it went viral and became more. By the time I was arrested, we’d caused millions of dollars in damage. I was set to go to prison for a long time, but the CIA decided they wanted me working for them. I got a Get Out of Jail Free card. Others didn’t.”

			“And those others?” Quinn said with no inflection in his voice to hint at what he was thinking. “They didn’t take that well.”

			“No.” I rubbed a hand over my face. “Right before Detective Roth arrested me, I received a video on my phone. It was of Sami, unconscious in the back of a van, with a threat that they planned to ruin me. The man who recorded the video is Adrian Weber, a former friend and my partner in forming A.K.A. I’m fairly certain he lured my mother here, because only he would know how miserable that woman can make my life. When I refused to let her manipulate me, he killed her to frame me instead. He wants to hurt me.” 

			“He’s Nomad,” Gabe stated more than asked. 

			“Yeah, I think so.”

			“How long have you known?”

			“I only figured it out this morning, but he’s been fucking with us ever since—” I stopped. Here came the hard part, the part I feared would mean a definite end to my career with HORNET. “Ever since Sami sabotaged our network.”

			Nobody said anything for a half second.

			“She. Did. What?” Quinn said through his teeth and slowly rose to his feet.

			“She was part of A.K.A. and got swept up in the FBI’s raid. Adrian manipulated her into helping him.” I didn’t know why I was defending her. What she’d done was indefensible, but at the same time, she never would’ve done it if not for the bad choices I made all those years ago.

			This whole shit show was my fault. My mess to fix. Sami was a victim. Not an innocent victim, but one all the same.

			Quinn looked like he was about to stroke out. “She exposed us, exposed our families, when she knew we had Defion on our ass after Nigeria. My kids are here. My fiancée. Gabe’s pregnant wife. Jesse’s son.”

			“And my parents.” Jesse threw out an arm, motioning in the general direction of his family’s ranch. “They’re right there, less than two miles through that field. Both of them in their seventies, and my father completely immobile. If Defion came here, what chance in hell do you think they’d have of survivin’?”

			A rock of sorrow rose in my throat. “She made a mistake, but she realized it almost immediately and fixed it. As far as I can tell, Defion didn’t get in.”

			“But your old pal Adrian did. Do you know for sure that Defion didn’t?” 

			For a moment, I said nothing in response. He was right. I had no definitive way of knowing, so I went with my gut. “If Defion got into our system, we wouldn’t be having this conversation now. We’d all be dead. They wouldn’t have played a game of cat and mouse like Adrian has been. They would have attacked us with brute force and obliterated us before we even knew what hit us.”

			Quinn made a sound, a sharp exhale, like the idea had physically hurt him. Maybe it had. With a toddler and a baby, he was the one here with the most to lose.

			“He has a point,” Jean-Luc said, speaking up for the first time since I walked into the room. “In Nigeria, Defion set a local militia loose on innocent people at a hospital. They killed everyone to get what they wanted. Brute force is their way.”

			Jesse smacked the table and stood. Lanie reached for his arm, but he turned away. His disgust was obvious. I didn’t blame him.

			“We should end the trainin’ program,” Jesse said. “This is our second infiltration. The first got Danny killed. This one nearly killed one of the kids we’re supposed to be lookin’ after and put all of our families in danger. Obviously our screenin’ process wasn’t rigorous enough.”

			“That’s on me,” I said. It hurt my perfectionist soul, but it was well past time I owned up to my mistakes. After all, my mistakes were what had brought us to this discussion in the first place.

			“No,” Gabe said with a weary sigh. “That’s on all of us. We had you take on the work of five men and expected no complaints, no errors, no problems. You’re good, Eric, but eventually everyone crumbles under that kind of weight. We should’ve seen it coming. We should’ve offered you support to keep it from happening.”

			I understood what he was saying, knew he wasn’t trying to tear me down, was trying to take some of the blame, but all I heard was: you weren’t good enough.

			All I ever wanted out of life was to prove I was the best. That I was better than good enough. 

			Man, had I failed.

			“Yes, Sami made a mistake,” I said. “But I’m just as much at fault here. I know it hurt everyone and nearly cost Will Campbell his life, but she doesn’t deserve to die for it. And Adrian will kill her if he thinks it will hurt me.” My voice cracked a little on the last few words, and the room fell to silence.

			Everyone looked at Gabe. I held my breath. Now I knew how gladiators felt waiting for the thumbs-up or thumbs-down from Caesar. 

			Gabe slowly rose out of his seat. “All right. One problem at a time. How do we find them?”

			Well, it wasn’t a death sentence. For now.

			I moved around the table to the bank of computers that controlled the wall screens and brought up everything I had on Adrian. Including his mug shot. The sullen, pudgy teenager staring out from the screen was how I remembered Adrian. The troubled kid just looking for a place to belong in a world that didn’t want him. Sorrow snaked through my chest. I’d failed him. I’d failed Sami. 

			I didn’t know how to fix any of it, but I had to try. 

			“First, we need to find out everything we can about Adrian’s life after he went to prison. And we need to know who he’s connected with since getting out.”

			“Like your ma?” Jesse asked. Temper spent, he sank back into his chair. “Do we know how they hooked up?”

			I nodded. I didn’t know for sure how it happened, but I had a pretty good idea. “Mom’s last boyfriend went to prison for securities fraud. If I had to guess, it was the same one where Adrian was incarcerated. He recognized her and knew which buttons to push to get her help.” I released a slow breath. “Mom was not a complicated woman, and Adrian took advantage of that.”

			“Having background intel is all well and good,” Quinn said tightly, “but we need to know his location now. Not where he was years ago.” Where Jesse’s temper was always a quick flash, Quinn’s was a slow burn. He was still pissed as hell, but he was too much of a professional to let it get in the way of the job. “How do we find him now?”

			I turned back to the monitors. “The problem is he’s as good with computers as I am. I can’t get anywhere near him digitally. As soon as I do, he’ll know, and he’ll bolt. He wants to ruin me…” I trailed off as a memory twitched to life at the back of my mind.

			Adrian and I had met in foster care after I had run away from home. I was only there long enough for my mother to be located. He was a permanent fixture, shuffled around the system since he was two years old. Everyone said there was something “off” about him, but I hadn’t cared. We bonded over computers, and he had protected me from the foster father who preferred fucking little boys rather than his wife. We’d hide in a hollowed-out space behind the wall of our room and dream about pulling off the hack of the century—the one that would make everyone stand up and take notice, the one that would make us rich enough to escape the hell that was both of our lives.

			We had dubbed it our “Master Plan.”

			Shortly after, my mother picked me up. I begged her to take Adrian with us. She’d said I was too much of a hassle, so why would she want another? We kept in touch, and neither of us spoke of the Master Plan or the bruises that often appeared on his body. By the time I was fifteen, I was making enough money with ransomware attacks to move out and keep my mom from going to the authorities by paying her. Adrian ran away from his newest foster family and moved into my apartment, and A.K.A. was born. And, there, when the FBI started closing in on us, he started talking about our Master Plan again. 

			“It’ll be a cakewalk,” he’d said. “Easier even than sending ransomware to some company or another. They’re completely unprepared, and we’ll be long gone before they even know it was an attack. And once they know, they’re not gonna look for two teenagers. They’re gonna look at North Korea or Iran. We can’t lose.”

			Holy fuck. He was going to do it, and he was going to frame me.

			“Harvard?” The name brought me back from my memories. Going by Gabe’s sharp tone, he’d said it a bunch of times already.

			“Stop fucking calling me that,” I snapped, my nerves frayed. “I’m more Khaos than I ever was Harvard.”

			“What?”

			“Never mind.” I shook my head to clear it and turned to face the team. “I know Adrian’s plan. He’s gonna ransom the U.S. power grid.”

			The room exploded with noise. Even Ian, who had so far remained silent, sat up straight and said, “What the fuck?” Ian’s dog, Tank, got in on the action, too, barking sharply.

			Gabe held up a hand, and it took a moment, but everyone quieted down. He stared at me with eyes as intense as laser beams. “Is that possible? Can he do it?”

			“More than possible.” I wanted to fidget under the scrutiny, but I held my ground. “He can do it because I taught him how.”

			“Jesus,” someone at the table said.

			Gabe shook his head slowly. “We’re gonna talk about this later, kid. But right now…” He turned to Quinn. “Contact all the proper authorities—”

			“No!” I protested. “By the time they get here—”

			Gabe stopped me with a raised hand. “We’re not handing this off to anyone. Sami is one of us. Getting her out is our responsibility. Your responsibility.”

			I swallowed hard and nodded. This whole clusterfuck was my responsibility. I started it, so now I had to end it. “I’ll fix this.”

			“I know you will. What do you need?”

			I looked up at the monitors around me, then back at Gabe and the team. I met Jean-Luc’s gaze, and, for the first time since the shit hit the fan, a smile tugged at my lips. “Call of Duty.”

			Jean-Luc grinned, and, like that, whatever had been broken between us started putting itself back together. “Yeah, mon ami. Call of Duty.”

			It was a long-running joke dating back to our very first mission with HORNET. He’d asked me how I knew military tactics, since I’d only been an analyst in the CIA. I’d responded that everything I knew I’d learned from the video game. 

			But nobody else got the reference, so I explained, “We can’t out-hack Adrian. He’s as good as I am, and he’s already steps ahead of us. But we do have an advantage he doesn’t have. Combat training. Everything Adrian knows is from Call of Duty.”

			Gabe and Quinn were both already nodding before I’d finished speaking. 

			“We give him a real-life taste of the video game,” Quinn said, and one corner of his lips ticked up in a smile. “I really want to be there for this one.”

			Jesse made a sound of protest. “You’re not—”

			“I know, I know.” He waved a hand dismissively. “I’m not physically fit for active duty. And Mara would kill me. But, man, it’d almost be worth it to see this asshole’s face when you kick in his door.”

			“First we have to figure out where his door is,” Lanie pointed out.

			“Nearby,” I said. “You can count on that. He’d want to be close to see me go down.” When I got a bunch of confused looks, I added, “He’s planning on framing me for this. I’m sure he’s already laid the digital breadcrumbs thick enough that even the most inept computer guy at the NSA can find them. I have some ideas—”

			My phone signaled, and I dove my hand into my pocket for it. Everyone who would message me was in this room—except Sami. A satellite map popped up with a little blue dot in the middle. “Oh, you brilliant woman.” I held up the phone so everyone could see the map. “She sent us her location.”

			“How do you know it’s Sami?” Jesse asked. “And even if it is her, it could still be a trap. We can’t trust her.”

			I looked at the phone’s screen, and my heart squeezed. Jesse was right. “I don’t know for sure, but even if it’s a trap, Adrian’s not going to give me a fake location. He wants me there to witness his brilliance, and he thinks I’ll show up alone. He’s never understood the concept of a team.” 

			Nobody said anything for a moment. I had to wonder if they were thinking the same about me. I hadn’t understood what it meant to be part of a team, either. Not really. I’d always been alone with my electronics and, even after joining HORNET, had kept myself separate. Had used my computer like a shield. 

			Jesus.

			And I wondered why they always left me behind? You can’t trust someone you don’t know, and I never let them get to know me. 

			Gabe rubbed a big hand around the back of his neck. “Where are they?”

			I released a silent breath and brought up a satellite image of the map Sami had sent. “It’s a power substation.”

			One of the guys let loose with a long, impressive stream of profanities.

			“No, wait.” I held up a hand and zoomed in to get a better view of our target. “This works in our favor.”

			“What, you have a plan?” Jesse asked.

			“I have twelve percent of a plan.”

			Everyone stared at me. Nobody got the Guardians of the Galaxy reference. Sami would have. I shook my head and pointed at the bunker. “Our plan is shock and awe, and this dumbass holed up in a concrete building with no windows and only one exit.”

		


		
			Chapter Thirty-Five

			Harvard

			We’d been here before. Bouncing around in the back of a truck or van, gearing up for a takedown. Except, for me, the stakes had never been so high. Sami was at the mercy of a psychopath willing to destroy the country to get his revenge on me. I couldn’t let it happen. I’d let Adrian ruin me before he hurt her.

			“Mon ami,” Jean-Luc said and nudged my knee with the butt of his weapon. He’d obviously been trying to get my attention for a few minutes. His teeth flashed against the dark greasepaint covering his face. “You’re finally getting your shot in the field, true?”

			I scoffed at that. I rarely saw combat and was only on the entry team this time for two reasons. One: I knew the enemy better than anyone else. And two: we were short on manpower. Marcus was…well, nobody really knew where he kept disappearing to, and whenever he did finally decide to show up, he was always walking-sideways drunk. So we had Quinn, who was no longer active duty, driving and me going in with the team for the first time ever.

			Jean-Luc nudged my knee to again get my attention. “Hey. For the record, I didn’t start calling you Harvard because of some piece of paper. I call you that because, degree or not, you’re the smartest man I know.”

			A lump rose in my throat as I stared at him across the dim interior of the van. “I’ve been a shit lately, haven’t I?”

			“Yes,” everyone said. 

			Jean-Luc was the only one who tried to sugarcoat it by making a so-so hand signal.

			I sighed. “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry.”

			“Hey, we’ve all been there,” Jean-Luc said. “I mean, consider Ian. He’s a massive pile of shit on a daily basis, and we still love him. Mais, tolerate him. Actually, does anyone but his dog like him?”

			Ian’s middle finger shot into the air, and a ripple of laughter went through the group, breaking the tension.

			Man, I loved this team.

			We unloaded on a road well away from the substation and trudged through the woods to the fence. The plan was to cut the lock on the gate, but first we had to deal with the infrared sensor so we didn’t tip Adrian off to our presence. Someone had to go over an eight-foot electrified fence topped with barbed wire and block the IR before the rest of us could go inside. I voted Jean-Luc, since the guy could climb like a monkey, but he vehemently shook his head and shoved the wool blanket back at me.

			“You want fried Cajun, I’ll take you to my favorite restaurant in New Orleans.”

			“I already took care of the electric current.” I pushed the blanket back at him. “You’re the best climber.”

			“Trees, mon ami. I climb trees. Not electric fences.”

			“It’s not electric right now,” I insisted. “I rerouted the current.”

			“Nuh-uh.” He shook his head again. “My balls aren’t going anywhere near that fence. I wanna make beautiful babies with Claire someday.”

			“Okay, fine.” I held out a fist. He scowled at me for a second, then sighed with acceptance, and we rock, paper, scissorsed it. His rock beat my scissors, and he dropped the blanket back into my hands with a grin.

			“You wanted to be in the field…” He motioned to the fence with a dramatic flourish. “Embrace the suck, kid.”

			With a groan, I approached the fence and tossed the blanket over the barbed wire at the top. “Give me a boost.”

			I stepped into his cupped hands and hoisted myself up to straddle the fence. “Hand me the shield.”

			He passed me a piece of cardboard wrapped in tinfoil, and I jumped down to the ground on the other side of the fence. The infrared camera had a two-hundred-and-eighty-degree view. I landed behind it, directly in its blind spot, and slid the shield in front of it. The aluminum would reflect back on the sensors, showing no change in heat. Adrian wouldn’t see us coming.

			By the time I finished and walked around to the gate, Ian had cut the padlock and was pulling the chain free. 

			“Let’s go,” I said. We fanned out to take care of the rest of the cameras. All of them were regular, run-of-the-mill security cameras. Nothing a little spray paint on the lens couldn’t fix. The security feed wouldn’t normally route to the substation’s control room, but to the local power company. I knew without a doubt we didn’t have to worry about them sending anyone out to investigate. Adrian had likely already looped the feed so it showed nothing happening, then rerouted the cameras to his own monitors. I just had to hope that Sami was working for us on the inside, drawing Adrian’s attention away from the suddenly blacked-out cameras.

			Jean-Luc and I jogged over to the control room. The door needed a keycard. Too easy. I grabbed my laptop out of my bag and plugged it into a small, square device. 

			“Boomer to Vespa,” Ian’s voice said over the mic. 

			Vespa was the call sign we used to address the entire team, so I stopped what I was doing and tuned in. 

			“Tank found explosives here near the transformers. They look to be set for remote detonation.”

			“Shit,” I said under my breath. Adrian wasn’t just aiming for a cyberattack here. “The nine-substation problem.”

			“The nine what?” Jean-Luc asked.

			“Studies have shown it’d only take a physical attack on nine key substations and a transformer manufacturer to cripple the power grid for at least a year. That’s why he wanted the Cricket. Jesus.” 

			Although I doubted Adrian actually planned to destroy the whole system. He was just as reliant on electricity as the next computer geek. My guess: he planned to blow up one or two substations to prove he could and therefore get a faster ransom payment. Once he had the payment, he’d send the authorities chasing after me and disappear with the money. 

			I spoke into my mic. “Boomer, you need to disarm them. He might blow them as we’re breaching the control room.”

			“Already on it,” Ian said.

			“Don’t get electrocuted,” I said and went back to setting up my device. Adrian had probably cloned an employee’s card to get in. I didn’t have the time to social engineer my way to a cloned card, so I was going to open it with a brute-force attack—basically, the device would run through code until it hit on the right one to unlock the door. It took less than fifteen seconds, and the lock clicked.

			Behind me, Jean-Luc shook his head. “You scare me sometimes, kid.”

			I slid the device into my leg pocket, handed my laptop to him, and picked up my rifle. I covered him while he returned the laptop to my pack. Once he had his weapon in hand again, we silently breached the door—

			And a blast of energy hit us with such force that it knocked us on our asses. My head fuzzed, my stomach rolled, and my comms buzzed with white noise in my ear.

			Jean-Luc groaned and rolled to his hands and knees. “What—the fuck—was that?” he gasped out between dry heaves.

			I opened my mouth to respond, but another blast landed us on our asses again. Every nerve fired, and every synapse in my brain short-circuited.

			Jean-Luc scuttled backward on his butt like a crab, his expression filled with terror. I’d never seen the guy scared. Even during our last mission together, when we thought he’d been infected with a deadly virus, he’d held on to his sense of humor. 

			I dragged myself up to a kneeling position and stared through the open door ahead of us. I couldn’t see anything on the other side. Just bright white light that spilled out in a square across the dirt in front of me. The blast slammed into me again, and this time it not only scrambled my brain like an egg, but my insides felt like they wanted to swap places with my outsides. 

			I lurched after Jean-Luc, staggering like a drunk until I reached the fence. Jesse crouched in front of Jean-Luc but jumped up when I listed sideways. He caught me with an arm around my waist and guided me the final few steps into the safety of the trees beyond the fence.

			“What was that?” Lanie gasped from her seat on the ground next to Jean-Luc. Her light brown skin had taken on a greenish tint. “It was like everything inside me… I lost control. I couldn’t think. Couldn’t make myself move.”

			“Did I piss myself?” Jean-Luc asked. “Merde. I think I pissed myself.”

			I opened my mouth but didn’t trust that only words would come out and closed it again. 

			Jesse sat me down and shoved his canteen at me. “Drink.”

			My stomach rolled, but I obeyed. And, after a moment, as the effects of the blast faded, I did feel better. 

			I cleared my throat and tried again, “I think that was a psychotronic weapon.”

			“A zombie gun?” Ian said. He also sat on the ground a few feet away, his hand buried in the raised scruff on Tank’s neck. “That’s sci-fi shit. Not real.”

			“No, it’s real enough. Ask Tuc. One of his companies has the government contract to build a prototype.” I glanced back toward the substation. “But that’s all it should be right now. A prototype.”

			“Felt like more than a prototype,” Jean-Luc muttered. “Nobody mention this to Claire. Ever.”

			“Prototype or not, your pal Adrian got his hands on one,” Jesse said. “So how do we get past it?”

			A blast of static crackled in my earbud. From the way the others reacted, they heard it, too. 

			I pressed my hand over my ear and faintly heard Gabe’s voice through the noise: “Stonewall…coming…your position…copy?”

			“Stonewall, say again,” Lanie said. “Negative copy. I repeat, negative copy.”

			More static. Then his shout broke through loud and clear: “Incoming!”

			My gaze shot to the sky, but if it was the Cricket, I wouldn’t see the drone. Jean-Luc grabbed my shoulder and shoved me deeper into the trees just as bullets sprayed our location. But the bullets didn’t just shower us. They targeted us. They fucking changed direction mid-flight and came right at us, and nobody escaped damage. One bullet creased Jean-Luc’s thigh. Another sliced across my upper arm, opening a hot gash just above my elbow. Lanie collapsed to her knees as a bullet bored through her calf. Jesse took one in the shoulder as he reached to help his wife up. Seth and Ian both dropped to the ground. I even heard Tank yelp and swung toward the sound. The dog belly-crawled over to where his owner lay unmoving in the grass.

			I shifted my gaze to the sky again. When the drone swung back around, we were dead. Gabe could launch a counterstrike drone from The Hive, but it wouldn’t reach us in time. And there was always the danger that Adrian could take control of any drone we launched.

			“Go, go, go!” I shouted. “Get out of here!”

			Jean-Luc helped Jesse haul Lanie to her feet. I ran over to Seth and Ian, relieved to see them both already stirring. The bullets had caught in their vests, knocking the wind out of them both, but there was no blood. Thank God, there was no blood.

			Ian bolted upright. “Tank!”

			“Got him.” I scooped up all eighty pounds of whimpering dog, ignoring the pain that sizzled down my arm to my hand. Oh, yeah, that wasn’t good. Definitely some nerve damage going on in there. “We gotta move. Now!”

			“Fucking self-guided bullets,” Ian muttered as he took Tank’s weight from me. At the dog’s whimper, his scowl dropped off his face. “You’re okay, buddy. You’re okay. We’re gonna get you home and patched up. Fucking self-guided bullets,” he said again under his breath. “I’m gonna guide one right through Adrian’s head for hurting my dog.”

			“They’re called smart bullets.” I lead the way, running toward the road where Quinn would be waiting with the van. 

			“Another prototype?” Seth asked as he kept pace beside me. Ian, with the added weight of Tank, was slower, but only by a handful of steps.

			I shook my head. “No. DARPA has been working on them since 2008.”

			“What other technology should we expect to face tonight?”

			“I don’t know.” And I hated that I didn’t. Adrian as Nomad, with the ShadowBazaar at his fingertips, could have anything. 

			We reached the van. The rest of the team had beaten us there, and Quinn had the motor running hot. As soon as the back door shut behind me, the tires spit gravel.

			“How’s our good boy?” Jean-Luc asked, reaching out to pet Tank’s head.

			Ian settled against the van’s wall with the dog on his lap. “His vest caught the bullet. Scared him, knocked the wind out of him, but I think he’s okay.”

			“That’s a relief,” Jesse said and winced as he shrugged off his rifle sling. He dragged his medical bag to him with his one good arm and started bandaging himself. He glowered at me. “Call of Duty, huh?”

			I rubbed at the ache building behind my eyes. “Okay, yeah, I’m sorry. I underestimated Adrian.”

			“No shit,” someone said. 

			“But I’m still not wrong. He has zero combat training. He’s hiding behind his technology. If we can get past—” An idea began to take shape. Not a good idea, but the only option I could see.

			Jean-Luc pointed a finger at me. “I know that look. You have a plan.”

			“Better be more than twelve percent of a plan this time,” Quinn snapped from the front seat.

			“It is,” I said, “but you’re still not gonna like it.”

			“He never likes it,” Lanie said through clenched teeth. Jesse had moved on from his shoulder and now worked on bandaging her calf. “Let’s hear it.”

			“I set off a bomb.”

			“Now we’re fucking talking,” Ian said. “That’s a plan I can get on board with.”

			“Yeah, don’t like it,” Quinn said.

			I ignored them both. “An EMP.”

			“Really don’t like it.”

			“No, hear me out,” I said, holding up my hands to hush more protests. Which reminded me that my left arm was fucked up. The sizzle of pain made me hiss through my teeth, which caught Jesse’s attention. 

			He scooched toward me, medical bag in tow. “Let’s see it, kid.”

			I gave him my arm but focused on the rest of the team while he did his exam. “We need to strip Adrian of his technology. Without it, he’ll be helpless. The fastest way to do that is with an electromagnetic pulse.”

			“Harvard, you set off an EMP in a substation, you’ll knock out power to all of Jackson Hole,” Quinn pointed out. “Including our facilities and our homes. It’ll leave us vulnerable to our other enemies.” 

			“Yeah, mon ami,” Jean-Luc said. “We’re trying to keep the power on, or did you forget?”

			I shrugged with the shoulder not attached to my damaged arm. “Better the valley than the entire west coast.”

			Quinn exhaled a long, slow breath and stopped the van. “Jesus. Christ.” He took his hands off the wheel, shook his head, and turned in the seat. “All right. What do you need?”

			I glanced around the van. Jean-Luc sat on an old toolbox. I shooed him away and opened it up. All kinds of tools and old electronic parts I’d thrown in over the years, and yes, even an old camera. That made my gadget nerd heart happy. “Ian, you have explosives?”

			Ian grunted. “You gotta ask?”

			“Then I have everything I need right here.” I grinned at my teammates. “Let’s blow this bastard back to the Stone Age.”

			“For real, mon ami, you scare me,” Jean-Luc said, and slapped me on the back. “I’m glad you’re on our team.”

		


		
			Chapter Thirty-Six

			Harvard

			The team fanned out to keep watch on the substation while I cobbled together the EMP. It wasn’t as powerful as I would’ve liked, but it would be enough if we could get it inside. By the time I got back into position alongside Jean-Luc, the moon was high in the sky. A bright white spotlight that further hampered our ability to stay camouflaged.

			I couched down next to Jean-Luc. “Any movement?”

			“Nah. Nothing. They haven’t even closed the door since we opened it.”

			“Good.” I handed him my rucksack and pulled out the small case containing my hornet-shaped drone. The one Sami had named Tinkerbell. I’d toyed with a new camera for it when I was too anxious to sleep, and I thought I had the kinks worked out. At least I hoped so. Tink was small enough that she wouldn’t bing on the Cricket’s radar and she’d fit through the crack in the door. I needed her to be my eyes and ears inside.

			As I set up the drone, Jean-Luc gave my rucksack some serious side-eye. “Is this the bomb?”

			“It’s in there.”

			“And you want me to carry it?”

			“Only until we get close enough for me to go in with it.”

			Jean-Luc grumbled but slid the straps onto his shoulders. “You’re lucky I love ya, kid. I wouldn’t carry a bomb on my back for anyone else.”

			I grinned at him, and he shot me the finger.

			Man, I’d missed this bantering with Jean-Luc on a mission. I didn’t realize how much until that moment. I’d let my demons drive a wedge between us, but no more.

			I returned my attention to my drone and held my breath as I worked the controls. Please fly. Please fly. Please fly. 

			Tink rose smoothly into the air.

			“Cool,” Jean-Luc said.

			I exhaled and checked the screen of my phone. Camera operational. Yes! “Let’s see what they’re doing in there.” 

			I guided Tink over the fence to the open door. So far, so good. She slipped inside unnoticed.

			And the lights went out.

			“Fuck,” Jean-Luc whispered.

			“Lucky for us, we have night vision.” I switched the camera to night mode. The building was long and narrow and filled with columns of what looked like giant circuit panels. At the far end was the muted glow of a light source, like that from a computer screen or two. A generator’s rumble echoed around the building, but underneath I heard laughter. Cheers. They were throwing themselves a little celebration.

			“Fuck yeah!” Adrian’s voice.

			My hands tightened on the controller. I wanted to smash his face in with it.

			“We’re going to be so rich!” a woman said. 

			Not Sami, but it struck a faint chord of recognition.

			I shook my head as the voice clicked with a face. Ciara Lynn, aka Morgana le Fay. She’d been Adrian’s girlfriend when we were teenagers. Another foster kid, she was smart and talented and just as damaged by her early life as Adrian. 

			Dammit, Morgana. Why did you get involved in this?

			Stupid question. I knew why. Quite simply, she was an addict. I remembered that feeling, that thrill of thinking you got away with something impossible. I remembered the pull of it. Chasing that digital high destroyed lives as surely as any other drug.

			“Yeah,” Adrian said, “and while they’re tracking down Khaos, we’ll be—”

			“Wherever the hell we want!” Morgana singsonged. “With their money.”

			Jean-Luc and I exchanged a glance. They weren’t expecting us. They thought they had already beaten us, that we had retreated.

			They didn’t know a damn thing about HORNET. We don’t retreat.

			There was some shuffling at the other end. Chairs rolled across the concrete floor. They were probably packing up. They’d done what they’d come here to accomplish, and the longer they stayed, the more chance they had of getting caught.

			I guided the drone closer and saw two figures hovering around a third. Sami. They had her tied to a chair.

			“What do we do with her?” Morgana asked.

			“Oh, Fragment,” Adrian said on a heavy sigh. “I wish I could overlook the fact that you fucked Khaos.”

			“He fucked all of us,” Sami said. “I was just stupid enough to get fucked twice.”

			I couldn’t stop my wince. There was no inflection in her tone, nothing to give any indication of her true feelings. Which, objectively, was a good thing. If she still felt anything for me, she wouldn’t want Adrian to know. 

			Morgana considered Sami. “Maybe we should let her go. She may have screwed up, but she’s one of us.”

			“Is she, though?” Adrian asked. “I think we should leave her here. Let her blow up with the evidence.”

			Jean-Luc stole a quick glance at me, brows raised in question. “You ready?” 

			I nodded. Now that I knew what the interior looked like and where everyone was located, it was go time. I called Tink back to me and said into my mic, “Going comm blackout.”

			“See you on the other side, kid,” Lanie answered.

			“Don’t be stupid,” Jesse added. “I don’t wanna be pickin’ pieces of you off the ground.”

			On that cheery note, I pulled my earbud out and put it in my duffel bag, along with Tink. I held the bag open for Jean-Luc, and he tossed in his electronics. I had designed the bag to be a portable Faraday cage. In theory, it should protect everything from frying.

			Jean-Luc carefully removed my rucksack from his back and held it out to me. I opened the flap and pulled out the EMP. It looked like a regular old pipe bomb, but Ian had helped me calculate the explosive materials inside so that the blast itself wouldn’t do much damage. The magnetic burst it would release with the blast was another story. If I was right, I was about to knock out power to a large chunk of the state.

			Couldn’t be helped. If given the chance, Adrian would do so much worse.

			I handed Jean-Luc the Faraday bag. He exhaled softly. “Sure about this, mon ami?”

			“It has to be me. He won’t let anyone else close enough.”

			“Merde. I know.”

			“I’ll be okay.”

			“I know you will, but I still don’t like it.” He held up a hand before I could protest. “Before ya go jumping down my throat, I wouldn’t like it if it was Jesse or Seth or, hell, even Ian.” He jerked a thumb toward the building. “That asshole in there is a temperamental psychopath with access to experimental technology. This rates high up there on our most-dangerous-missions meter.”

			“He won’t hurt me. He wants me alive so he can gloat.” I hoped I sounded more confident than I felt. Temperamental psychopath was a perfect description for Adrian. He almost certainly planned to keep me alive, but if I made the wrong move or said the wrong thing, he could snap and act on impulse.

			I set the timer on the bomb and placed it back in the rucksack. I slid the straps onto my shoulders and tested it with a small jump that had Jean-Luc cringing and cursing under his breath in Cajun French.

			“Hey.” He caught my face between his hands before I turned away and gave me a light smack on the cheek. “You make damn sure you don’t have that thing on your back when the timer hits zero. It’s not a lot of explosive, but it’s enough to separate your legs from your spine if you’re still wearing it.”

			I grimaced at the mental image. Which was probably exactly what Jean-Luc had been going for. “I’m dropping it as soon as I get it inside. Promise.”

			Jean-Luc stared into my eyes for a moment, then nodded once as he patted my cheek again. “Good man. Now go save your girl.”

			My girl, I thought as I stepped out from the cover of the trees. Was that even true anymore? I didn’t see how we had any shot of a future together. Even if I had forgiven her sins, could the team? Could her classmates? Could she forgive me for my sins? And for abandoning her a second time?

			Right now, none of it mattered. All that mattered was getting her out of there alive and hopefully not ending up dead in the process.

			I spotted the drone. My drone, the Noisy Cricket, rising from the roof of the building like I’d awakened a slumbering dragon. I held up my hands to show I was unarmed and half expected it to open fire on me anyways. It didn’t. Just hovered and stared me down. Adrian had to be on the other side of the controls, watching me approach.

			“Adrian,” I called. The drone didn’t move. “Let’s talk.”

			Nothing happened for a long moment. So long that sweat started gathering along my spine despite the near-freezing temperature. I could all but hear the timer ticking down on the bomb.

			Cutting it close.

			Too damn close.

			If Adrian didn’t let me in, I’d have to throw the bomb and hope for the best. At the very least it should take out the Cricket, enabling my team to launch a full-scale assault. It’d give us an advantage but not the upper hand. The EMP needed to go off inside to make sure we took out all of his technology.

			Finally, the Cricket dropped back to the roof.

			I took that as an invitation and stepped inside. They had turned on industrial-powered lamps, which were bright enough that I was momentarily blinded. Rough hands disarmed me and yanked the rucksack off my back. That same person kicked at the backs of my knees, forcing me to the ground.

			Adrian came into view as my eyes adjusted to the light. He stood a few feet in front of me, Morgana faithfully by his side. 

			“What do we have in here?” He passed the rucksack to Morgana. She’d find the bomb, but it was too late. There was no time to get it back outside.

			I ignored her, returning my attention to my former best friend. “Adrian, man. What do you hope to accomplish?”

			He snorted in disgust. “You even have to ask? You’re so out of touch.”

			“No, I’m not.” My throat thickened, and I swallowed hard to ease the tightness. “I’m fully aware of what I’ve done. Are you? Adrian, you put an innocent kid in the hospital with burns that will affect him for the rest of his life if they don’t kill him. You took a woman’s life.”

			“Like you’re mad about that? I know how she was, how she treated you like a meal ticket. Way I see it, I did you a favor.”

			“By framing me for her murder?”

			He smirked. “A nice touch, wasn’t it?”

			Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Morgana lift the bomb out of my rucksack.

			“What the—?” But she never got the chance to finish the question. It exploded in her hand.

			I dove to the floor and flattened myself to the concrete. I wasn’t far enough away, and the quick punch of it knocked the air out of my lungs.

			Everything went black and silent. The generators stopped rumbling. The work lights and computers died like someone had hit their off switches simultaneously.

			My head rang, and the pitch-black room spun around me in dizzying waves. Yeah, definitely too close.

			I staggered to my feet. A hand reached out from the blackness and gripped my arm. I struck out, but without anything to orient me, it was as effective as taking a swing at a shadow.

			“Friendly!” Jean-Luc said. “Here.” He shoved night-vision goggles at me. I yanked them on and held out a hand for my weapon as my eyes adjusted.

			Someone screamed, a high thin wail that shredded the silence following the bang. We spun toward the sound, weapons in hand, as the rest of the team streamed in behind us. 

			Morgana collapsed to the floor and curled into a fetal position, still making a high-pitched noise that was like her original scream’s scrawny younger sibling. Adrian stumbled blindly, repeatedly hitting a button on a remote. Probably for his psychotronic weapon. 

			Sorry, buddy. That wasn’t going to work now.

			When nothing happened, Adrian threw aside the remote and grabbed a gun, swinging it toward every small sound. He squeezed the trigger, and a bullet buried itself in a circuit panel only a few feet from my head.

			My heart stuttered when he oriented himself enough to point the weapon toward Sami. I leaped for him, but Sami moved faster. She surged up from her seat and knocked the gun aside with her bound hands, grabbed fistfuls of his hair, and yanked him down to meet the upward thrust of her knee. 

			“Whoa,” someone whispered behind me. “Who taught her that?”

			I grinned. It was an impressive move, especially since Sami didn’t have night vision like the rest of us. She was going all on instinct and touch, and nobody in HORNET had taught her that.

			Adrian stumbled backward, landing on his ass, blinking through the blood and pain of his broken nose. And still he tried to point his gun at Sami.

			Mistake. 

			I stepped over him and kicked the gun from his hand. I crouched down and rested the muzzle of my weapon between his bugging eyes. “Game over, asshole.”

			And he peed himself. It spread under him in a puddle that smelled like pure terror. He thought I was going to pull the trigger. I’d be lying if I said my finger didn’t itch to. The little part of me that was still Khaos wanted to.

			But I wasn’t Khaos anymore.

			I was Harvard.

			So I punched him.

			“That was for my mother. This is for Will Campbell,” I said and struck him again with all the rage bottled up inside me. Blood splattered from his mouth. “And for manipulating Sami. Using her. Hurting her.” Another punch. 

			Adrian crumpled to the ground and didn’t get up. He lay there making soft, pathetic mewling sounds.

			My rage spent, I stood and shook out my hand. My knuckles were going to be bruised, but it was worth it. 

			Ian whistled softly. “Badass. Didn’t know you had it in you, Harvard.”

			I didn’t bother hiding my smirk as I turned away from them. Being called a badass by the king of badasses was the highlight of my extremely fucked-up night. 

			I stepped back and let my teammates drag Adrian to his feet and march him toward the door. Jesse crouched over Morgana, who lay sprawled on the floor in a pool of blood. 

			“Sami?” I spun to find her and nearly collided with her.

			“Eric.” She took a few stumbling steps, and I caught her as she collapsed. 

			“I have you. You’re safe now. Someone get me—” I didn’t have to finish. Jean-Luc was already handing me his multi-tool. I cut the zip ties around her wrists, and she hugged me so tightly my spine cracked.

			“I’m so sorry,” she said over and over. “I never meant for any of this—”

			“Shh. I know.” I pressed a kiss to the side of her head. I couldn’t not kiss her. I had been too close to losing her. “C’mon, let’s get you out of here.” 

			We had just stepped outside into the cold night air when noise and chaos erupted around us. I spun toward the noise, using my body as a shield for Sami, and stared in disbelief as Morgana shambled into the moonlight. She carried a gun in her one good hand, the muzzle pointed directly at Sami and me. Her other hand, the one the bomb had been in, was mangled beyond recognition, and she held the bloody pulp of it pressed against her chest. The skin on the right side of her face was shredded, and her lid sagged over a bloodshot eye. Her other eye had swollen completely shut.

			I risked a glance into the darkness behind her, expecting to see Jesse, but nobody else emerged. 

			Jesus, what had she done to the cowboy? Was that Jesse’s gun in her hand?

			“Khaos!” She hissed my name through broken teeth. “You ruined everything!”

			She was crazy. No sanity left in that one wild eye. I grabbed for my sidearm, but it wasn’t there. 

			Sami stepped out from behind me, my pistol leveled. “Don’t do this, Morgana. Please, don’t.” Although her voice shook, her hands were rock solid. Her finger moved off the guard to the trigger. “Adrian did this. He used both of us. Let me help you.”

			“I don’t need your help. Adrian is all I need. Adrian!” she called out, and when she received no reply, she swung her weapon toward me. “Where is he?”

			“Don’t do this. He’s not worth it,” Sami said softly.

			“I could say the same for your boyfriend.”

			I held up my hands in mock surrender. If Sami kept her distracted for a few more seconds, I could grab my rifle off my back and—

			Fuck. No time. I saw Morgana’s finger tightening. Saw the intent in her eye. She didn’t believe that Sami would shoot her, but she fully planned to kill me. 

			I heard the shot. One single, quick crack that echoed through the trees. For a second, I wondered if I had been shot. If my brain just hadn’t caught up to the pain of it yet. But then Morgana took a lurching step to the side and collapsed.

			Goddammit. I whipped around to find Sami. She was candle-wax white.

			Sami slowly lowered the muzzle of her weapon and pointed it toward the ground. Her chest heaved like she’d raced Deadman’s Run up and back in record time. I scrambled over to her, tried to pry the gun from her hand, but she wouldn’t release it. 

			Her knuckles shone white from her grip on it. “She— She made me.”

			“I know.”

			She turned her head in an almost robotic motion and stared at me with blank eyes. “I had to. She was going to kill you.”

			“I know. Let go of the gun, Sami.”

			As if a switch flipped, her hand popped open, and the gun dropped to the ground. 

			“Jesus, Sami.” I tried to gather her into my arms, but she shoved me away and backed up. Like a caged animal, she ping-ponged her gaze back and forth between me and Morgana’s body. She wasn’t running on logic right now, but raw horror and adrenaline. I reached for her again, but she knocked my hands away. 

			“I—I need to go. I can’t stay here. I can’t—be near you.” She spun away and ran from me. 

			And I let her go. I had destroyed so many lives. Hers. Adrian’s. Morgana’s. How did you even attempt to make something so horrible right?

		


		
			Chapter Thirty-Seven

			Sami

			I couldn’t stop shivering. Not because it was a cold night, although it was. No, I kept picturing Morgana, bloody and broken, lurching toward us with Jesse’s gun. The barrel swinging toward Harvard—Eric, Khaos, whatever—her finger tightening on the trigger. I still couldn’t believe I’d shot her. It hadn’t been a conscious decision, just pure instinct. Guess all the training had paid off. Three months ago, I wouldn’t have known what to do in that situation. Three months ago, I’d acted tough, but, faced with a gun, I would have died.

			Class Alpha had changed me. I was stronger, both physically and emotionally. I was capable. 

			I was a killer. 

			If I hadn’t taken the shot, she would’ve killed Eric. I saw it in her crazed eyes. 

			My hands shook so hard I couldn’t hold the mug of coffee Gabe handed me.

			We were back at the training facility, and they had tucked me into Quinn’s office while they debriefed the team. The moment the door shut behind them, I fell apart. I was still sobbing sloppily when the door opened sometime later.

			I thought it was Gabe and Quinn returning. I didn’t know how long they’d been gone, but I’d given myself a headache and my coffee had gone cold.

			Some badass warrior I was.

			“Sami?”

			Oh, God. I closed my eyes at Wolfe’s voice. It wasn’t Gabe and Quinn. It was my guys—Wolfe, Remy, Gavin, and even Blaze. 

			“Are you all right?” Wolfe asked.

			I nodded even as tears continued to stream down my face. “Y-yeah.”

			“Oh, Geek Girl.” Wolfe dragged me into a hug that smelled like fresh, cold air and his soap. They passed me around, each of them handling me like fragile china. Good thing, because I felt like I’d crack apart in their hands.

			“I-I shot someone,” I said, my voice muffled against Gavin’s shoulder. “I killed her.”

			“You had to.” Gavin squeezed me tightly, and surprise, I didn’t crack.

			I knew I had to. Morgana hadn’t given me a choice. I knew it, and yet in my heart, it still felt wrong. 

			As if reading my mind, Gavin set me back at arm’s length and stared at me until I opened my eyes and met his gaze. “I know what you’re feeling right now. You made the only choice you could, and it still ended in shit, and now you’re racking your brain, wondering if you could’ve done something—anything—differently. I lived it, and I can tell you you’ll drive yourself crazy looking at the what-ifs when you should be looking at the what-nows.” 

			I studied his face and, for the first time, realized his burn scars didn’t stop at his neck like I’d always thought. The ridge of scar tissue extended up his jaw to his cheekbone, but he hid it so expertly with flesh-colored makeup, you’d never notice unless you were as close as I was now. I lifted a hand, traced the rough skin along his jaw, and felt his jaw muscles tighten under my touch. But he didn’t pull away. Instead, he swallowed hard enough to make his Adam’s apple bob, covered my hand with his, and gave my fingers a little squeeze. 

			“If you ever need to talk, you know where to find me.”

			“Same,” I said. Because Gavin never talked about what happened to him, and I thought, deep down, he needed to.

			Blaze was last. He hugged me hard and pressed his face into the top of my head. “Don’t scare us like that again.”

			I drew back, gazed up into his eyes, and saw genuine fear and worry. He acted like a bastard most of the time, but he wasn’t really. Not underneath all the bluster. “I was terrified.”

			“Hey.” He gave my shoulder a gentle shove. “You kicked ass. Didn’t even bother taking names. You’re pretty cool. For a geek.”

			I gave him a wobbly smile. “I guess you guys know what I did now.” 

			They all exchanged glances, and then finally Wolfe nodded. “We heard.”

			God, how did I even start to explain? To apologize? “I-I didn’t—Adrian manipulated me—and I thought I owed him, but when he wanted me to hurt HORNET, I couldn’t. Then he threatened you guys and Eric, and—” I broke off. Even to my own ears, the excuses sounded lame. “I’m so sorry. I fucked up.”

			“We’re all fuckups,” Blaze said with a careless shrug. “That’s why we’re here and not in college or starting businesses or whatever successful members of society are supposed to be doing in their twenties.”

			A murmur of agreement came from the others. 

			Oh, I loved these guys. I wasn’t going to cry again. I was not going to cry. 

			More tears slipped out. Dammit. “Still friends?” 

			Blaze looped an arm around my shoulders and pulled me in for a hard side hug. “Hah. You’re not getting rid of me, Geek Girl.”

			“Or any of us,” Gavin said.

			“You’re stuck with us for life,” Remy agreed.

			“We’ll fight for you,” Wolfe promised, his dark eyes serious.

			“And if Harvard breaks your heart,” Blaze added, “we’ll beat some sense into his dumb ass.”

			I laughed. A semi-hysterical laugh, but one nonetheless. “Thank you.”

			“We should head out.” On his way to the door, Wolfe ruffled my hair. “Just had to make sure our girl was good.”

			“I’m good.” I watched them go, my heart aching. I wasn’t good. I was so far away from good we weren’t even in the same universe. I’d put on a brave face for them, but I honestly didn’t know if I would be allowed to continue in the program after tonight. Would I lose them, the only true friends I’d ever had?

			God. I’d been so blind. So stupid.

			I waited until the door shut, and then I fell apart again. The next time it opened a few minutes later, it was Gabe and Quinn.

			I sniffled and tried to pull myself together. “I-I’m sorry.”

			Quinn pulled up a chair beside me and rubbed a soothing hand in circles on my back. “Don’t be sorry. It’s the adrenaline crash. Get it out.”

			I had to give these guys credit. Here they were, former SEALs, arguably the biggest and baddest warriors the world had to offer, and they waited patiently, soothing me while I melted down. They were good men. Some of the best I’d ever known.

			Finally, the shakes subsided. I pulled up my big-girl panties and wiped away my tears. “I think I’m okay now.”

			“It’s hard,” Gabe said gently. “The first time you’re in a life-threatening situation, it takes a toll.”

			“It’s not my first time,” I pointed out. “Martinique—”

			He shook his head. “You never had a gun pointed at your head during that situation. You were trapped in a room, for the most part away from the action. And, as frightening as I’m sure that was, it’s not the same as the first time someone points a weapon at you, intent on causing you harm. When you have a split second to make the choice to take a life, to defend yourself—it’s terrifying. Even for fully trained operatives.” 

			“But that’s why we train so hard,” Quinn said. “We want you to react on instinct in the moment.”

			I nodded. “That’s what happened. I didn’t think. I just…did.” 

			“Then we’ve done our job.” 

			“The fear never goes away,” Gabe added. He stood across from me, propped up on Quinn’s desk, his big arms bulging as he crossed them. “It waits and hits later, sometimes when you least expect it. I’ve seen the biggest, toughest guys collapse after seeing action for the first time. You did good, Sami. You kept a level head and did what needed to be done.”

			“But before that…” I drew a breath and met each of their gazes, ready to own up to my mistakes. “I fucked up.”

			“You did, and we’ll discuss that later and figure out the appropriate action.” Gabe leaned forward and squeezed my shoulder. “But first, we’re proud of you, and you should be proud of yourself for how you handled things out there tonight. You’ve come a long way.”

			“I am proud. I’ve pushed myself in ways I never thought I was capable of. Both good and bad.”

			“But?” Quinn prompted.

			I shook my head. “I realized something tonight. I’m not a warrior. I’m a computer nerd. I don’t belong out in the field with a gun in my hands. And trusting Adrian like I did? I hurt too many people, people who mean the world to me, all because he’d convinced me I owed him my loyalty. How could I trust myself—how could I ask the team to trust me—when I let myself get so thoroughly brainwashed like that?”

			Gabe sat back, a stunned expression on his usually unreadable face. “Are you quitting the program?”

			I drew a breath. I didn’t want to quit. I loved my fellow trainees, my teammates, like brothers. I had learned so much in the last three months and grown more than I’d thought possible. I was a better person because of Class Alpha. Where before I wasn’t sure if I could make it in the world by myself, now I knew I could. Just didn’t know if I wanted to.

			“I don’t know,” I admitted finally. “I don’t think I can do the kinds of missions HORNET does without losing part of myself that I don’t want to lose.” Did that make sense? I didn’t know if I was even speaking coherently, but I couldn’t find another way to explain what I was feeling.

			Gabe and Quinn looked at each other. After a moment, Gabe gave a slow nod. “How about you don’t make any decisions now? Take some time to get your head on straight, figure things out. Whatever you decide, we’ll support you.”

			They’d support me. Even after I’d screwed up so badly and put them and their families in danger, they still had my back. I’d never had that before and was grateful beyond words for the two of them.

			I nodded. Already, I could breathe easier, like a weight had been lifted from my chest. I didn’t have to make the decision now.

			“Do you need a ride to town?” Quinn asked. “The other trainees are still staying at the hotel. We can get you a room.”

			I hesitated. It was tempting to go back to the comfort of my friends, but…I couldn’t make this decision until I handled something else first. I gazed up at them. “Can you take me to the airport?”

		


		
			Chapter Thirty-Eight

			Sami

			Going home was the most frightening thing I’d ever done. Scarier than Martinique. Scarier than telling Eric the truth about me. Scarier even than facing down Adrian and Morgana. 

			My parents were my bogeymen. But it had to be done. Before I could make any more decisions about my future, I had to face the past. 

			The house I grew up in was a five-thousand-square-foot modern monstrosity on a corner lot in one of the pricier neighborhoods in Palo Alto. It was all cubes and angles, glass and metal. I didn’t like it any better now than I had while growing up in it. Eric’s cozy, rustic cabin was more my style. 

			Nerves fluttered in my belly as I pressed the doorbell. Dad had said I wasn’t welcome back. 

			Mom answered the door. Saliha Lazri Blackwood, former beauty queen turned tech genius. Although she was a nonpracticing Muslim, she often still wore a scarf loosely over her hair. I never asked her why, just assumed it was an ingrained habit left over from her life in Algeria. Today, the scarf was a lovely deep purple with embroidered gold accents. I don’t know why it was the first thing I noticed. Maybe because it was easier to look at the top of her head than her face, which had a few more lines around her eyes and mouth than the last time I’d seen her.

			Her lips thinned into a flat line. “Samira.”

			“Hi, Mom.” I was so nervous my palms had gone damp with a clammy sweat. I didn’t know what to expect from this reunion. For all I knew, she’d slam the door in my face. “Is Dad home? I’d like to talk to you both.”

			She crossed her arms in front of her. “Your father died last year. Heart attack.”

			I winced at the surprisingly sharp stab of grief. I didn’t know my father well enough to grieve his loss, but I did grieve the loss of the relationship I’d hoped to build with my parents. “I-I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”

			My mother’s eyes softened, some of the ice receding. “Of course you couldn’t have known. I should have been more tactful telling you.”

			“Mom—” I stopped short and swallowed down a surge of panic. I wasn’t going to leave without saying what I needed to say. “I messed up and disappointed you. I get that, but you let me down, too. When I most needed my parents, you turned your back on me.”

			“You had to be taught a lesson.”

			“Yeah, I did. But it was a lesson I could’ve learned with the support of my family. Instead, you abandoned me to a system that most kids never make it out of. I nearly didn’t. I made bad decisions that hurt people I care about. But I’m still here. I survived, and I’ll keep surviving without you in my life, but that’s not what I want. It would be nice to have a mother again, but it’s not worth it if she disapproves of everything I am. Everything I’ve become.”

			She said nothing and stared at me like she’d never seen me before. I figured that was my answer. She’d never understand me, not to mention approve of me. 

			I couldn’t move on with my future until I reconciled my past, so I’d tried. I guess that was all I could do. Like Gavin said, I needed to stop looking back at the what-ifs and start looking toward the what-nows.

			“Okay.” I nodded and backed away from the door. “I just thought you should know how I feel. Bye, Mom.”

			I made it to the driveway before she spoke again. 

			“Samira?” She had come outside in her bare feet. She stood on the bottom step of the porch, one hand gripping the newel post. “Samira, wait.”

			“Actually, it’s Sami,” I corrected. Samira was a girl whose parents had placed her on a pedestal. She was not the girl who had fallen off and destroyed all of their plans. She wasn’t me.

			Mom gave a delicate wince but said, “Sami. Do you have somewhere to stay?”

			“Don’t worry.” I waved a dismissive hand, though I didn’t feel quite as blasé about it as I pretended. “I’ll figure it out. I always do.”

			“You could—” At her hesitation, I glanced back at her. She seemed to be waging an internal battle, and it played across her face in vivid detail. It was painful to watch and only highlighted how incredibly broken our relationship was. Was it even possible to fix? Maybe not. Probably not.

			“It’s okay, Mom. Really, it is.”

			“No.” She closed her eyes for a moment. When she opened them again, whatever battle she’d been fighting had ended. She’d made up her mind. “Stay here, Samir—Sami. Let’s talk.”

		


		
			Chapter Thirty-Nine

			Harvard

			My life had been hit by a 9.0 earthquake, everything shaking and crumbling around me, and all I could think about was Sami. Was she okay? She hadn’t spoken a word to me since that night, hadn’t answered any of my calls or texts. If I hadn’t known for sure Quinn had taken her home to the training facility, I’d have been terrified at the silence.

			The questions from the FBI and Homeland Security about my mom, Adrian, and my past went on for days. By the time I was cleared to go home, I found out Sami was gone. She left the morning after the substation standoff, and nobody knew if she was coming back. She was running, but as someone who had spent his entire life running from one thing or another, I wasn’t going to let her. It was no way to live. Even if she couldn’t forgive me, if she didn’t come back to me, I couldn’t let her give up all of the training she had put in. She was good at this job. With time, she’d be even better at the computer stuff than me, if she wasn’t already there.

			I just didn’t know how to reach her. At least, not without going into psycho-stalker territory. Okay, without going more into stalker territory. It was already bad enough that I kept sitting in her Iron Throne desk chair just because I could faintly smell her perfume. 

			I picked up her Darth Vader stress ball. “I’m pathetic, aren’t I?”

			He nodded. Well, I made him nod, which…yeah, made me even more pathetic.

			And that was where Jean-Luc found me, wallowing in my misery with Vader.

			“Hey, mon ami.” He pulled up a chair and offered me one of the two bottles of beer he carried. “You okay?”

			No. I fucked up the best thing I ever had, and I don’t know if I can fix it. I set Vader down and accepted the bottle. “Yeah. I’m good.”

			Jean-Luc nodded and clinked our bottles together. We sat there in silence, drinking our beers.

			“You know,” he said eventually. “We’re stupid, us men. We say and do a lot of stupid things to try to prove ourselves to other men, to ourselves, to the women we love. Luckily, the female of the species has a remarkable ability to forgive our stupidity. All you gotta do is apologize. And show her you mean it.”

			I scoffed and shoved out of my seat to pace. His advice was well-meaning, but… “Your mistakes never sent Claire to prison. Your mistakes didn’t cost her a college scholarship, a career, and her family.”

			“But my recklessness almost got her killed.” His lips twisted into a self-deprecating smile. “Mais, for some reason, she still loves me.”

			“Except Sami doesn’t love me.”

			“Did she tell you that?”

			I—I need to go. I can’t stay here. I can’t—be near you.

			Her parting words had been pinging around my brainpan like the balls in the old pinball machine at The Snaz. “Not in so many words.”

			“Uh-huh.” He said nothing more, which for Jean-Luc was rare. He always had a comment or a smart-ass remark. The guy loved to hear himself talk, but right now he was as silent as a monk. 

			I couldn’t take it. I stopped pacing and faced him. “How?”

			He raised a brow in question but still said nothing.

			“How do I apologize for ruining her life? And then not telling her who I was before we slept together?” Jesus. Saying it out loud made my actions sound even more monstrous. No way would she take me back, but she did deserve an apology.

			“Maybe start by fixing the things you think you ruined.” Standing, he pulled an envelope out of an inner pocket in his jacket and set it on my desk. Then he gave me a salute with his beer bottle and walked away.

			I picked up the envelope, rolling his words around in my head. 

			Fix the things you think you ruined.

			That was…brilliant. Holy shit. When did Jean-Luc, of all people, become a fount of good advice?

			Inside the envelope was a plane ticket to San Jose, California. Where Sami grew up and where her parents still lived. I stuffed the ticket back in the envelope and sat down at my computer. Our relationship was over—I had no doubt about that—but Sami’s life didn’t have to be. Even if she decided the training program wasn’t her place, I’d make sure she had options. She wasn’t going to be trapped by my poor decisions anymore.

			I took the flight to San Jose the same evening Jean-Luc gave me the ticket, but I didn’t go to her parents’ right away. I worked from a motel for two days, hacking, social engineering, and pulling on every thread I had available to me. Everything had to be in place before I confronted Sami’s family.

			I also researched her parents. Charles Blackwood was a London native who spent a large chunk of his educational life in France, where he met Saliha Lazri, an Algerian native who attended university in Paris. They married and moved to California, where Charles taught engineering physics at Stanford and Saliha created an e-commerce tech start-up that went on to make her a millionaire. All three of their children were born in the States, Sami, their first, about a year after they settled in Silicon Valley. They were well-established, well-liked members of the Palo Alto community. After they kicked Sami out, their lives seemed to have gone on as if she hadn’t existed.

			I found an obituary for her father from last year. Sami had always spoken of him as if he was still alive. Her family hadn’t even contacted her to tell her of his death.

			I hated them for what they’d done to her. How could they just give up on their firstborn child like that?

			Finally, on the third day, I showered, shaved, and put on the best button-down shirt I owned. I didn’t want to talk to her family, didn’t know if I could hide my disdain, but this wasn’t about my wants or needs. This was for Sami. She put on a brave face about her disownment, but it ate at her soul. Despite everything, she loved her parents. If there was any chance to knit her relationship with them back together, then I needed to break out the knitting needles.

			I plugged their address into my rental car’s GPS and ended up in front of an ugly modernist mansion. This was conspicuous consumption at its most ridiculous. All edges and corners, glass and metal, tucked back on a wooded lot. The gate across the driveway stood open, which was surprising. From what little I knew of the Blackwoods, they didn’t seem like welcoming people.

			I marched up to the door and rang the bell, fully expecting a battle to get them to listen to me. For a long time, nothing happened. Was nobody home?

			Then, finally, the door opened. The woman who answered looked exactly like Sami would in thirty years. Her complexion and eyes were darker, but there was no mistaking their relation. She wore a business suit and a colorfully embroidered scarf loosely over her hair. 

			“Can I help you?” she asked. Not malicious or cold. Just curious.

			I realized I had been standing there with my mouth hanging open. “I’m a friend of Sami’s.”

			And there was the coolness. It flickered in her eyes and tightened her expression. “She’s not here at the moment.”

			“But she is staying here?”

			“She is.” The woman had gone full ice queen now. “But she doesn’t need a visit from any of her old…friends.” She stressed it with the same disgusted tone you’d use for words like maggot or pustule.

			I wasn’t sure whether to be relieved that Sami had a safe place to stay or angry that her family was obviously conflicted about it. She didn’t need her parents’ bullshit on top of everything else. “So I’m guessing you’re her mom?”

			The woman’s lips thinned with disapproval before she said, “Yes.”

			I nodded and couldn’t help the anger that exploded up from my chest and into my voice. “Whatever you think about your daughter, you’re wrong. She is a brilliant, capable, and dedicated woman—no thanks to you. She has done things you should be proud of, things that have impacted the world on a bigger scale than you ever will. And on top of that, she has every reason to hate you, but she doesn’t. So how about you drop the ice queen bitch act and just be her mother?”

			She straightened to her full height. She was a tall woman, but I was still taller, and I could tell that annoyed her. “You need to leave.”

			“Okay. I’ll leave.” I took the present I had for Sami from my pocket and placed it on the porch railing as I descended the steps. “But you should know, I love your daughter. I’m not going away.”

		


		
			Chapter Forty

			Sami

			It wasn’t easy to fall back into the rhythm of home. Mom still worked too much, but she did try to leave time for me at the end of the day so we could try to mend things. It was during that time, in those quiet moments after dinner, that she told me about Eric’s visit. 

			She seemed weirdly subdued, maybe even a little chastised, when she pushed a small box across the table. “He left this for you.”

			With that, she excused herself from the table and shut herself in her office. But, a moment later, the door opened again, and she returned to the dining room. 

			“Sami, I was wrong. I’m sorry.”

			“What?” I set the box down and stared at her. I came home hoping to mend fences, but I never in a million years expected an apology from her.

			“I’m sorry,” she repeated, and for once I saw no hint of her usual icy facade. “I realized today I know nothing about you. My own daughter, and you might as well be a stranger. I allowed pride and vanity to destroy any chance of having a relationship with you.” Her voice wobbled. She sucked in a breath and straightened her shoulders. “Is it too late?”

			My mouth was hanging open. I closed it and tried to find an appropriate response. “I don’t know,” I said finally. “But I’m willing to try if you are.”

			She strode over, and, for the first time since I was a child, she hugged me. She smelled like her favorite rose-and-vanilla perfume, exactly like I remembered. When I was little and woke up screaming from a nightmare, the smell of her perfume had assured me that everything was okay.

			It did the same now.

			Our relationship would never be like it was when I was little, but we could have something new. It would be good for both of us.

			After several moments, Mom drew away and smoothed a hand down the front of her blouse. Her scarf had fallen off her head, and she had been crying, but she didn’t want me to see. She flicked the tears away and straightened her shoulders. “I do have to work tonight, but, tomorrow, will you have breakfast with me?”

			“Okay.” 

			She nodded. I watched her walk away until her office doors closed softly behind her, then looked down at the box Eric had left.

			What had he said to her?

			I took the box upstairs to my bedroom. It shocked me every time I stepped through the door and into the past. Mom hadn’t changed anything in the room. All was exactly the same as it had been the day the FBI dragged me out of there in handcuffs. Right down to the glow-in-the-dark star and planet stickers on the ceiling.

			I flopped down on my bed and stared up at my constellations. I remembered pointing out Cancer to Eric when he was so drunk he could barely stand upright. I remembered snuggling with him under the stars by the lake and telling him all about how my parents pushed me to be something I wasn’t.

			I loved Eric, but he was also the embodiment of some of my worst memories. It was all too fresh, too raw. The old scabbed-over wound ripped open and bleeding. He was Khaos. He was prison. He was Adrian. He was Nomad. 

			But he was also Harvard. Nerd Boy. Eric. He was love and laughter and friendship. 

			God.

			Would I ever be able to look at him again without reliving the past? Would I be able to kiss him, sleep with him, love him without seeing Morgana’s face in the seconds before my bullet ended her life?

			There was one way to find out.

			I sat up and studied the box. It was just a cheap cardboard gift box you could buy at a department store, but he’d covered it in star stickers. Only he would think of doing that. I carefully opened it.

			Inside on a bed of tissue paper lay a USB drive. I grabbed my laptop from my desk and sat down on my bed. I hesitated only a moment before plugging the drive in and clicking on the folder. The screen went black, and yellow text scrolled up from the bottom.

			It is a dark time for Class Alpha. 

			Although the evil Paradox has been destroyed, 

			past secrets have driven Queen Samira from her Iron Throne and into hiding. 

			The rebellious Khaos, with no thought to whom he was hurting, 

			once destroyed everything in his path. Including the life of the woman he loved.

			This is his apology. 

			A folder popped up with several different files in it. I clicked on the first one and found a college application for a school best known for its creative writing program. The crawl continued.

			Because of Khaos’s selfishness, Queen Samira lost her chance to go to college. 

			If she still wants to write, this university will hold a place open for her. 

			Tuition will be fully paid by the Eric Fucked Up Fund. 

			I laughed softly and swiped at my leaking eyes with the backs of my hands. I chose another icon in the folder, and my smile faded as I came face to face with my criminal record. 

			“What the…?”

			As I watched, a Pac-Man started at the bottom left corner and chewed through the record until it was nothing but a black screen again. The crawl resumed:

			Queen Samira is no longer a known felon. 

			A rebel faction released a computer virus,

			destroying the Empire’s records of her imprisonment. 

			The screen changed again and became a video. Eric sat in front of the camera, looking haggard and tousled, like he hadn’t slept or showered in days. I didn’t recognize the room behind him, but the two beds and canned decor made me think hotel. 

			He gave a sad smile that didn’t show his dimple. “Hey, Sami. I know this doesn’t give you back the years you lost because of me, and it doesn’t even begin to make up for the hurt I’ve caused you. I don’t expect forgiveness, but I needed to make things right. I’m so sorry.” He reached forward like he was going to end the recording, but then he hesitated and looked into the camera. I felt like he was looking directly into my ragged soul, desperately willing the frayed pieces to fit back together like they once had. 

			“I love you, Sami.” 

			The screen went black.

			I didn’t move. I stared at the blank screen. Not only had he apologized in the nerdiest way possible, he’d done so by giving me the one thing he thought I didn’t have—options. 

			He gave me freedom and expected nothing in return. I didn’t have to go back to Class Alpha if I didn’t want to.

			I had told him he’d ruined my life, so he was trying to fix it, but he hadn’t held a gun to my head and forced me to make the decisions I had. It wasn’t his fault. I’d ruined my life all on my own, and I would’ve been caught eventually, whether or not he had turned on A.K.A. I was barely a teenager and already stealing credit card numbers. Truthfully, getting caught was the best thing that could’ve happened to me. I shivered to think where I might have ended up otherwise.

			Still, I wanted to be mad at him. It was easier to blame him. But when he pulled stupid, sweet stuff like this, it was impossible. 

			I grabbed my suitcase and started packing.

			… 

			My plane landed late. Once again, I was the only passenger left waiting for a ride, but I didn’t mind. I’d wait forever if that was what it took. 

			It was nearing midnight when Eric finally walked into the baggage claim area wearing a wrinkled button-down, his hair a mess. He still looked drawn and exhausted, and I wondered when he last ate an actual meal. He scanned the baggage claim, and at first his gaze skipped right over me. I’d called Jean-Luc to make sure he was here when I landed. Who had Jean-Luc asked him to pick up? Obviously not me, or else Eric would be a lot less annoyed right now.

			Grinning, I strode up to him, my R2-D2 bag squeaking the whole way. And still he didn’t notice me. He glanced down at the time on his phone, sighed, and turned away to pace. 

			I tapped his shoulder. “Are you the Nigerian prince who keeps emailing me?”

			He whipped around so fast I’m surprised he didn’t give himself whiplash. “Sami! What are you doing here?”

			“I’m waiting for my ride.”

			“Your…?” It took him a moment, but understanding dawned. His dimple appeared. “Jean-Luc told me I was picking up Claire. That sneaky Cajun.” He stared at me like he couldn’t believe I was real. “I didn’t think I’d see you again.”

			“I missed Class Alpha. I missed HORNET. I actually even missed Wyoming. But most of all, I missed you.”

			“Why? I ruined your life.”

			“Oh, you silly man.” I reached up and smoothed the worried line that had formed between his brows. “You didn’t ruin my life. I did that all by myself. Did you really think I would blame you for my mistakes? I’m not Adrian. I’m certainly not your mother. Why would you lump me in with them?”

			“I…” He trailed off and seemed to look inward. “I don’t know. I guess because I’m pretty fucked up.”

			“That’s good, because so am I. Our crazies match.”

			He reached out tentatively and cupped my cheek in his palm. “You’re sure you want to make a go of this, of us?”

			“I’m positive.” Holding his gaze, I unzipped my hoodie. Underneath, my T-shirt said, You’re the Obi-Wan I want. 

			He stared down at my shirt for a beat, then burst out laughing and gathered me into his arms. “God, I love you.”

			This man, who had never known love in his entire twenty-six years, somehow found a way to love me. Me. A nerdy high school dropout. An outcast. An aimless vagrant who’d had no sense of purpose until she found Class Alpha. A former and—let’s be honest—sometimes still criminal hacker. I was pretty much the most unlovable person ever, and he loved me anyway. 

			He. Loved. Me.

			You know how the Grinch’s heart grew three sizes? Yeah, same thing. As I looked up at Eric, my heart seemed to grow so big I thought it might pop right out of my chest. 

			I loved him. The nerdy high school graduate with a fake Harvard degree. The hacktivist turned CIA operative turned mercenary. The former and, yes, sometimes still criminal hacker.

			Huh. When you set the pieces out side by side like that, they formed a pretty damn clear picture. We were made for each other, and I promised myself right then that, no matter what, I’d make sure he knew how valued he was. He’d know love every day for the rest of his life.

			I surged up onto my toes and kissed him. He returned the kiss, gathering me in close, his tongue sweeping across my lower lip, asking permission. I opened and let him in, mind and soul. Yes, I very much wanted him in my body, too, but we’d get arrested if we started stripping each other here in baggage claim. He groaned deep in his chest, and his erection nudged my belly. 

			I drew back. “Let’s go home.”

			But we didn’t make it home. We got as far as the car before his mouth was on mine again. He fumbled with the key fob to unlock the door, and we fell into the back seat, already pulling off clothes. 

			I laughed as he dragged my jeans down my legs. It was like our first make-out session all over again, except this time I wasn’t a virgin and I wasn’t going to let him stop. We were alone in the parking garage. Nobody around to catch us.

			He unzipped and shoved his boxers down under his balls. His tip glistened in the muted lights of the parking garage. He swiped the bead away with his thumb, spread it across his flared head. “Open your legs for me, Sami.”

			I hooked one leg over the back seat and propped the other on the headrest of the passenger seat. 

			“Oh, fuck. That’s hot.” He took his dick in hand and rubbed it up and down my folds, only sliding into my entrance the tiniest bit before dragging it back up to the top of my sex, where my clit throbbed. Every time he teased the head of his cock over my clit, I thought I’d shoot out of my skin like a Roman candle. I was on fire.

			I grabbed fistfuls of his hair and dragged his mouth down to mine. Our teeth clashed; our tongues dueled. The purely masculine sound of desire rumbling from his throat sent a thrill straight to my core. Without breaking the kiss, he positioned himself between my legs and drove inside me. 

			I arched into his invasion, my head falling back against the seat, a moan tearing from somewhere deep inside me. After a week apart, we were aching and desperate. We’d made love before, but not this time. This time, we fucked. An animalistic, primal claiming. The car rocked under us, dancing to the beat of flesh slapping against flesh. He used me, filled me, set me on fire. Took me to the edge, then backed away just enough that I couldn’t fall over into erotic oblivion. He teased and coaxed and found all the secret spots on my body until I hummed on the verge of sensation overload. It was somehow frustrating and thrilling at the same time.

			He changed positions, moving farther up my body so that his every hard thrust rubbed against my swollen clit. That was it—the thing I’d needed to come, the thing he’d been holding back from me. I shattered underneath him. He swallowed my scream with a kiss. Wrapped me up in his arms and held me close as his cock bucked inside me as he came.

			He kissed my nose, my forehead. “I love you, Samira Blackwood,” he said, voice a raw scrape of emotion. “I didn’t know I could love anyone like this.”

			I hugged him, my heart breaking for him. He’d never had love in his life and had no experience to weigh this against. I knew what we had was huge and special, and it scared me. He must be utterly terrified.

			I wasn’t going anywhere, but he needed more than words. I just didn’t know how to show him.

		


		
			Chapter Forty-One

			Harvard 

			The performance review. 

			The thing I’d been dreading for a month.

			It was here.

			I woke up with Sami twined around me and Lunchmeat the cat pawing at my face for some tuna. The same cozy way I’d woken up every morning since Sami came home, but today I couldn’t find any contentment in it. 

			“Hey.” Sami’s soft hand touched my cheek and drew my gaze from the ceiling to her. “No matter what, we’ll be okay. We’ll figure it out.”

			They were deciding her fate today, too. Whether or not she’d be allowed to rejoin Class Alpha. I could see her nerves as clearly as I felt my own.

			I didn’t want to be just okay. I didn’t want to figure it out. I wanted my team. I wanted my woman. I wanted her on my team. I wanted it all.

			But we’d both fucked up so many times I couldn’t see how I’d possibly get it all.

			I dressed like the commando I wanted to be—cargo pants and T-shirt, basically HORNET’s battle-dress uniform. I was, after all, going into battle for everything I loved.

			When I emerged from the bathroom, I found Sami had dressed similarly. She’d pulled her hair back in a high ponytail and put on her combat boots. She stood in the kitchen, yawning as she waited for the coffee to brew. 

			“It snowed last night,” she said without glancing up. “My first winter in Wyoming. I’ll admit I went outside and caught snowflakes on my tongue while you were in the shower. It’s gorgeous. Everything’s all soft and white—”

			“Why are you dressed like that?”

			The pot finished with a burble, and she poured the steaming coffee into two travel mugs. “Because I’m going to your review with you.” She said it like it was a forgone conclusion. 

			“Why?”

			She returned the coffee pot to the burner and turned toward me and held out a hand. “You don’t have to face anything alone anymore.”

			I’d been alone for so long it hadn’t crossed my mind that I didn’t have to be. But did I want her to go and bear witness to my dressing-down?

			The tension coiling in my neck and shoulders eased at the thought of having her by my side, for better or worse. Yes. I wanted her there.

			I laced our fingers together. “Thank you.”

			She stood up on her toes to kiss me. “You don’t have to thank me. We’re together. This is how things are going to work from now on.” She pushed one of the travel mugs into my hand. “Now let’s go.”

			Sami had been understating things when she said it “snowed” last night. It hadn’t just snowed. It had wintered. Mother Nature had wrapped the world in a soft white blanket at least a foot and a half thick, so we decided to drive the short distance to the training center. Luckily, someone—likely Quinn—had already been out to plow the main drive.

			I tried not to look at the burned husk of the dorm as we passed. Police tape still crisscrossed the door. One end had broken loose and fluttered violently in the wind whipping across the plains. Another reminder of my mistakes. And Sami’s.

			Time to own up.

			With all the trainees still at the hotel in Jackson, the center was quiet. Our footfalls echoed around the empty halls. 

			Jesus. Felt like I was marching to the electric chair.

			Gabe and Quinn waited in Gabe’s office. I couldn’t read their expressions, but they said nothing as Sami followed me inside and shut the door behind her. I had expected some kind of protest.

			“Hey, Harvard,” Gabe said softly. “Take a seat.”

			My stomach dropped. Did he sound sad? Or was I reading too much into his tone? “If it’s all the same, I’d rather stand.” I wanted to make a quick escape after they handed me my pink slip.

			Gabe inclined his head and sat down behind Quinn’s desk. “Suit yourself.”

			Quinn positioned himself to Gabe’s right and crossed his arms over his chest. “We have a lot to talk about, so—”

			“Can I say something?” Sami had been hanging back by the door, but now she stepped up beside me. “I know you haven’t decided my fate yet, but I’ve heard the rumors from the other trainees, and, putting this out there for the record, you can’t replace Eric with me. It’s not one or the other, and you are myopic as fuck if you think that’s how it has to be.” She took my hand. “Binary doesn’t work without two digits, and neither do we. We’re a package deal, and if you’re firing him, then I’m leaving, too.”

			My heart surged into my throat, and I grabbed her shoulders and turned her toward me. “Don’t. I know how much you need this.”

			She shook her head. “I thought I did. I thought I had nothing else, but that’s not true. I have you. You are the thing that has been missing from my life. You’re the Han to my Leia. I love you.”

			Nobody had ever said those words to me in my entire life, and it was so stunning to hear from her that I didn’t know how to respond. 

			She cupped my jaw in her hands and leaned up on her toes to kiss me. Then, smiling, she whispered, “Your line is supposed to be ‘I know.’”

			I made a choking sound, something lodged somewhere between a sob and a laugh, and gathered her into my arms. 

			Quinn cleared his throat. “Are you two done?”

			I set Sami down, and together, hand in hand, we turned to face the bosses. “Same goes for me. If you kick Sami out of the program, I’m done, too.”

			Quinn’s expression was a mask, impossible to read, but Gabe…

			Gabe “Stonewall” Bristow stared at the ceiling, and his face was turning an alarming shade of red. I’d have been worried for him, except his wide shoulders shook with suppressed laughter. 

			I stared back and forth between the two of them. “What— Why is this funny?”

			“Jesus Christ.” Quinn released a heavy sigh and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Kid, you have a genius IQ, and you couldn’t figure out that we never planned on firing you?”

			I let go of Sami in shock. “Wait…what?”

			Gabe stood and crossed to stand in front of me. The man was huge, and I’d always been more than a little intimidated by him, especially when he was in warrior mode. But, right now, his hazel eyes crinkled with humor. “Eric, we had to punish you for not following orders, but firing you wasn’t even a consideration.”

			“Hell, if we did that every time someone went AWOL, we wouldn’t have a team,” Quinn said. “Ian and Jean-Luc both would’ve been gone years ago. And considering we have no idea where Marcus is right now… I mean, c’mon, kid. Use that amazing brain of yours.”

			Gabe set his baseball-mitt-sized hands on my shoulders and gave me a little shake. “We’re family. Family sticks. Through the good, the bad, and the ugly.”

			“Not in my experience.” My throat seized, and I could barely get the words out. Sami’s hand tightened in mine, a silent show of support. “In my family, if I wasn’t useful, I wasn’t worth my mother’s time. That’s why I wanted—needed to prove myself to you.”

			“You have, kid,” Quinn said softly. “Over and over again. Don’t you get that? We rely on you for…Jesus, everything. Without you, we’d be half as successful as a team.”

			Gabe nodded. “We know you’re more than capable of handling yourself in combat, but every time I thought of sending you in, I froze. I didn’t see you as an operative. I saw you as a kid brother I needed to protect.”

			A kid brother. He really thought of me as family. As someone to be cared for and protected. 

			All this time, I’d been so sure they thought I was lacking it never crossed my mind that their decisions had been made out of love.

			Sami wasn’t the first to say she loved me. The guys had just been saying it in a different way, and I hadn’t realized it until now.

			I stared up at Gabe, and something broke inside me. Just shattered. They didn’t judge me for it and let me get it out of my system. Sami held me through it. Gabe pulled up a chair and gently guided me to sit. Quinn reached into his desk drawer and pulled out a bottle of bourbon. 

			He grabbed my coffee cup from Sami and poured a healthy splash into it, then shoved the cup into my hand. “Drink up.”

			I stared down at the coffee, which now reeked strongly of alcohol. “I thought I drank your only bottle.”

			Quinn smirked and twisted the cap back on the bottle. “You stole the crappy stuff. Which was there to hide this.”

			Gabe scowled at him. “You’re not supposed to drink.”

			He shrugged and tucked the bottle safely into the back of his desk. “Until you’re sitting here, trying to wrangle a bunch of headstrong trainees and our pain-in-the-ass guys into something resembling a training program, you can’t judge. It’s like being a cop and a parent at the same time.”

			Gabe’s scowl only deepened. 

			Quinn pointed a finger at him. “You say a damn thing, and I’ll tell Audrey you don’t take your pills like you’re supposed to.”

			Gabe blew out a gusty breath. “Fuck, look at us. When did we get old? It sucks.”

			“Amen to that, brother.”

			I knew they were giving me time to pull myself together, and I appreciated them for that. I straightened in my seat and met each of their gazes. “I’ve fucked up. A lot.” 

			“We both have,” Sami added and squeezed my hand. “How can we make up for it?”

			Gabe and Quinn shared a glance.

			“I think,” Gabe said after a beat, “we’ll go the Jean-Luc route with this. We’ll have you teach a class.”

			“A class?” I looked at Sami and saw the worry in her eyes. What would this mean for us? I couldn’t be her instructor.

			Quinn nodded. “Right now, every member of HORNET has a specialized skill set. Originally, we were separating the trainees by those skills—Sami, computers. Wolfe, medic. Remy, EOD. Blaze, sniper. Gavin, language. And so on. But I’ve come to realize it’s the wrong tactic. We need to make sure everyone can do a bit of everything, which is why we tasked Jean-Luc with teaching Arabic.”

			“And why,” Gabe continued, “we want you to teach the basic computer skills most relevant to our missions. Whatever you think they may be.”

			Holding Sami’s gaze, I said, “I won’t do it if it means Sami and I can’t have a relationship.”

			Quinn grumbled under his breath. Obviously, he still wasn’t happy with us being together.

			Gabe waved him silent and faced us both. “I expected that, and it won’t be a problem. You will teach the other trainees. As for Sami’s training, we’re taking a different approach.”

			“What kind of approach?” she asked, apprehension tightening her voice. “Am I being punished?”

			“No,” Gabe admitted. “We’ve all been there. We’ve all made shitty decisions that put ourselves or our loved ones in danger. We’re big on second chances around here, so everyone gets a one-off. One mistake, no matter how bad it is. This was yours. One more, and you’re done. Understand?”

			Sami drew a breath and released it slowly. “Okay.”

			“I’m not going to ask you to swear loyalty to us. That’s not how we work. But I’m going to trust that you will never betray us again, and I’ll be extremely pissed if you break that trust. Understand?”

			Sami nodded so hard she was liable to hurt herself. “Thank you.”

			“Good,” Quinn said. “Now that’s outta the way, let’s talk about how things will work moving forward. You’ve completed your training. At least as far as the physical aspects of it. You passed your PT requirements and range work. I think our best option now is to move you to active-duty training.”

			Her hand tightened in mine. I knew how much she didn’t want to end up in the field—how much she didn’t want to kill anyone again. I’d held her through enough nightmares this past week. I could feel the tension radiating off her and gently squeezed her hand in response. A silent reminder of her words this morning. 

			No matter what, we’ll be okay. We’ll figure it out.

			“What do you mean by active-duty training?” I asked so she wouldn’t have to.

			“Well,” Gabe said, drawing the word out. “Way I see it; we have an operative who wants fieldwork.” He motioned to me. “And one who doesn’t.” He motioned to Sami. “More than once, we had to leave Harvard behind because we needed someone to stay and man the computers.”

			“But we also needed someone handy with computers in the field,” Quinn said.

			“We tried to dump it all on Harvard’s shoulders, which wasn’t fair,” Gabe concluded. “Here’s our solution. Our next mission, you two will work together—Sami from home base, and Harvard from the field.”

			“Oh,” Sami said on an exhale, and her grip relaxed. She laughed. “You want me to be Mission Control?”

			The corner of Gabe’s mouth lifted. “That’s one way to put it.”

			“I love it!” She jumped up and threw her arms around Gabe. 

			For a moment, we all froze. You didn’t just…hug…Gabe like that. The look he gave me was one of panic. I made a motion with my arms, indicating he should hug her back. Tentatively, he wrapped his big arms around her.

			“Thank you,” she whispered again. She drew back and made a face up at him. “But can I have a cooler call sign? Gigi sounds like a pampered Pomeranian.”

			Gabe affectionately patted the top of her head. “Sorry, Gigi. We don’t get to pick our call signs.”

			“Ugh.” Her disgust was palpable as she dropped back into a chair to sulk.

			“Could be worse,” I told her. “I knew a guy in the CIA codenamed Upchuck. You can guess why.”

			“Our SEAL team had a Guano,” Quinn supplied. “Because he was a dickhead who insisted we call him Batman. And a guy in our BUD/S class was called McSharty.”

			Gabe chuckled. “Oh, Jesus. I forgot about McSharty.”

			She blinked at them. “Why McSharty?”

			“His name was McCarthy, but he had a blowout while on a twenty-six-mile run during Hell Week. All down his legs and up his back. Stank like something had crawled up into his colon and died. Sarge made him finish the run.”

			We all laughed. 

			Except Sami. She stared at us in open-mouthed disgust. “And you made fun of the poor guy for it?”

			Quinn shrugged. “It’s funny.”

			“Ew. Why are men so gross? Never mind. I don’t want to know.” She shook her head. “All right, fine. It could be worse. I’ll stick with Gigi, thanks.”

			Quinn turned his gaze to me and got serious. “What about you, kid? Are you still our Harvard?”

			I took time to consider the question before answering. Over the last few months, I’d grown to hate the nickname. It had been a constant reminder I was living a lie that could crumble out from under me. But the lie did crumble, and I was still standing. No longer Khaos. At some point in the last few weeks, I had truly become the man they thought I was.

			“Yeah,” I said and wrapped an arm around Sami’s shoulders. “I’m Harvard.”

			[image: ]
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