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    Prologue 
 
      
 
    London, England 
 
      
 
    “Again.” 
 
    The voice crackled through the PA system, piped into the room via overhead speakers. At the sound of it, the boy they called Number Ten tensed all over, despite the deep ache in his muscles; braced himself for another round. 
 
    The light went dull and deep blue with an electronic hum, and orderlies in white jumpsuits hurried out of hidden door panels in the walls to remove the unconscious bodies that lay slumped, sprawled, and bleeding on the floor. One even brought a mop, and hastily cleaned the blood and sweat from the floor.  
 
    A clicking came through the speakers: tick-tick-tick-tick. A countdown.  
 
    The orderlies hustled away, with their various burdens, and the hidden doors snapped shut and sealed.  
 
    Tick-tick-tick. 
 
    Ten twirled his knife, because he’d learned that he liked doing that, and because it allowed him to take a better grip on it without using two hands. His palm was full of sweat; his clothes stuck to him, and droplets rolled down out of his hairline, dripped from his nose and chin. His insides quivered: in need of food, in need of sleep. Neither of which he would get until he’d satisfied his handlers.  
 
    Tick-tick-tick…thunk. 
 
    The lights came up. Bright-white, making him squint. Steam boiled up from the grates in the floor. The far doors slid open, and in poured more men, dressed all in white, so they blended in with the floor, and the walls, and the ceiling, faces shielded by the visors on their helmets.  
 
    Ten twirled his knife again, deepened his stance, and made ready for them.  
 
    There were five. They spread out, as they entered, shoulders tucked, hurrying fast and low. They flanked him, encircled him. They carried short, telescoping batons – vicious enough to break bones if they got a clear shot at him. 
 
    Ten let them hem him in, aware of their footfalls behind him, before him; clocking their tells: who was left or right-handed; who was tallest; who was quickest. Who held himself a little gingerly around the middle where bruised ribs were still healing. Ten took a last breath – and then moved.  
 
    A feint, first, drawing two forward; then he ducked the swipe of a baton behind him, dropped, spun, and stabbed the nearest man in the thigh. 
 
    The man bellowed, and dropped, clutching at his wound – he dropped his baton, too. Ten rolled, snatched it up, and kicked back upright with two weapons. 
 
    He caught the man with the bruises right in his sore ribs, and then delivered a roundhouse kick to his helmet to finish him off. He fell like a stone, and then there were three.  
 
    Exhaustion was an easy thing to suppress, in moments like these. Training and adrenaline propelled him through every strike, every kick; every dodge, and weave, and trick. He was sixteen years old, and he’d long-since learned to control his body so that no bit of effort was wasted. Even if he did, sometimes, like to push it a little. To add some flair. 
 
    Showing off, his handlers said, disapproving. Pretentious little shit. 
 
    But he was so much better than the others. He wanted to be recognized for it, despite the futility of such hope.  
 
    The last opponent fell – and Ten nearly did. He gulped down air, and braced his feet wide apart, swaying where he stood amid the broken sundial of unconscious bodies spread out around him. A smile tugged at his mouth as he glanced up toward the smoked-glass window set high above, behind which he knew the handlers were watching. 
 
    Did you see me? 
 
    Did you see that? 
 
    The PA crackled. “Again.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Colorado Springs, Colorado 
 
      
 
    Reese hung from a stout beam that had once been a railroad tie, his wrists crossed and chained together overhead. It was an effort to hold his head up, one that would have been wasted, now, and so he let his chin rest on his chest, and stared down at his lean, bare torso, and at his fitted black tac pants, and his bare toes, pale against the dark dirt of the floor.  
 
    The burn in his shoulders was terrible, and would only get worse. If he hung here long enough, his own weight would eventually pull the joints from their sockets. Now, though, he was able to take a few steadying breaths and ignore it. Mostly. Just as he’d been told to. Instructed to.  
 
    He closed his eyes, and forcibly pressed back his awareness of his own body, all his various hurts and strains. Concentrated instead on his surroundings.  
 
    The shed. The faint creak of the beam as he swayed; the scents of earth, and damp, and musty boards. He could smell the old, moldering grass stuck to the deck of the riding mower shoved in the back; could smell the sweat and deodorant of the men who waited back against the walls, veiled in shadows. Five of them. Strangers, friends of his handler.  
 
    “Reese,” his handler said, in his familiar, grindstone voice. “Get ready.” 
 
    He lifted his head, and took a breath; flexed his arms as best he could to feel the chain dig into his wrists.  
 
    “Engagement in three-two…one.” 
 
    The first man came barreling out of the dark. Reese tightened his core, ready, and waited, waited – struck. His bare foot caught the man in the throat, and sent him reeling back, coughing, choking, clutching at his Adam’s apple.  
 
    There was the second man, and Reese let him get in closer than he’d let the other – so he could lock his thighs around his throat and squeeze. The man gasped, wheezed, and started pummeling him, at his hips, and legs, and waist; one solid blow against his ribs sent a hard shudder through Reese’s body; he swore he felt the vessels burst, felt the first stirrings of what would be a nasty bruise.  
 
    But he held tight, sitting now on the man’s shoulders, the chain slack above him.  
 
    He twisted his wrists, working against the binding – and then was free.  
 
    He laced his hands – numb and full of pins and needles from being overhead –  together tightly, and then brought them down hard on the man’s temple. The man fell, and Reese managed to jump clear and land lightly on his feet, ready to meet the next attack.  
 
    In a matter of moments, he stood alone in the center of the shed, in the puddle of pale light that fell in through the gaps in the ceiling panels, the crumpled forms of much larger, stronger men sprawled unconscious around him. 
 
    His handler stepped forward, then, the light cutting across his impassive face like a knife. He surveyed Reese, from his ruffled, pale hair, to the bare toes dug into the earth. He nodded, once. “Better than last time. We’ll try it again tomorrow.” 
 
    Reese took a breath, and let it out, the pain electric through his ribs.  
 
    He was fifteen years old, and this was his only purpose.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    One 
 
      
 
    Five years ago, a man named Benjamin Ruse had approached a woman in a pub in London. Younger than her, too young, really, barely out of school, but tall, and blue-eyed, and gorgeous. The lights had gleamed off the product in his hair, and off his smooth, high cheekbones, his fine, poreless skin. He’d leaned up against the bar beside her, and given her a look, one wiser and more experienced than his age would have indicated.  
 
    He’d bought her next round, and then the next.  
 
    She’d twisted her ring off and slipped it into her purse in the cab ride. Poured them more wine when they got to the flat…and never saw the granules he slipped into her glass when she wasn’t looking. 
 
    Her husband, an important member of parliament, arrived home after eleven to a dark flat. When he clicked on the lamp, he saw his wife laid out on the sofa, asleep – and a strange man in the chair. His favorite chair. 
 
    And a young man, at that. He’d grinned, a fast slice of white teeth in the dim lamplight. “Hi, honey, welcome home.” 
 
    Benjamin Ruse had made two other appearances: once on a horseback riding outing with a Saudi prince, one he then wound up in bed with, and took some extremely compromising photos of. And the last time in an elevator in Hong Kong, where two British officials had arrived on their designated floor sprawled atop one another on the floor of the cab, strangled to death.  
 
    Tenny had always considered it his favorite alias. Benjamin Ruse was suave, and sophisticated; charming to men and women. And Ruse was especially fun to say, knowing the word play at hand. It was the name he’d given to Ratchet when he first arrived in Knoxville, and found himself in need of a believably fake driver’s license, in case he ever got pulled over in a routine traffic stop, or wanted to buy beer, or get into a club.  
 
    But he hadn’t had a name, then.  
 
    Ratchet spun away from his laptop, a small, shiny plastic card in one hand. He scanned it, frowning to himself. 
 
    Tenny resisted the urge to fidget; he’d never been a fidgeter before, in his pre-name, only-a-number life. Lots of things were changing; the chaos of that infuriated him…even though, when he allowed himself to admit it, he didn’t want to go back. 
 
    He wanted to snatch the card from Ratchet’s stupid hand, but he waited, taking measured breaths.  
 
    “You sure?” Ratchet asked, finally looking at him, lifting a single brow. “About the last name, I mean.” 
 
    Ratchet was stupid…but not as stupid as some of the others. Bit of a savant, really, and that meant he didn’t go in for some of the social word games that bored Tenny so much.  
 
    “I’m sure,” he said, and held out his hand. 
 
    Ratchet placed the new driver’s license into it. “Okay. Cool. Here you go.” 
 
    Tenny lifted it to his face. Smoothed his thumb across its shiny surface. His own face stared up at him, the smirking pose he’d struck in front of a pinned-up sheet last week. Height, weight, a Knoxville address – the clubhouse’s to be exact. And the name that he was going to use from now on. His name. 
 
    Tennyson Fox.  
 
    He pulled out his wallet and slipped it inside. Took out the old ID, the Benjamin Ruse one. “Do you have scissors?” 
 
    Ratchet handed over a pair. “You don’t want to keep it, just in case? I mean, neither of them are, like, legit, state-issue or anything.” 
 
    Tenny didn’t answer; didn’t want to explain that yes, he knew it would be incredibly practical to keep a spare ID, one with an alternate identity. Personal experience had taught him that resources weren’t to be wasted. But he didn’t want to keep it. This felt important, somehow, to destroy it. He loathed the idea of trying to put that into words, and so he took the scissors, and snipped the ID neatly in half. Picked up the halves of it, and tossed it in the wastebasket beside Ratchet’s desk.  
 
    “Thanks,” he said, as he stowed his wallet, and handed the scissors back. 
 
    Ratchet looked baffled, poor lamb. “You’re welcome.” 
 
    The clubhouse door opened, and footfalls trooped in.  
 
    Tenny knew an unnatural urge to flinch, and hide; like he’d been caught out doing something wrong. 
 
    Human feelings – sentiment – were so very, very bothersome. 
 
    He turned around to face the incoming group, pulling one of his assorted masks into place over his features. This one was Posh Boredom.  
 
    Ghost entered, with Mercy, and Walsh, and Aidan – and everyone, really. Reese hovered behind Mercy, his usual, quiet shadow – one that glowed like neon in Tenny’s eyes. Reese had been crafted to be the most perfect, expressionless, easily-overlooked operative, and maybe that was why he’d captured Tenny’s attention so irrevocably from the very first. Like recognizing like. The ping of we’re the same, you and me, deep in his breast.  
 
    Or maybe it was because Reese was beautiful.  
 
    He felt his chest swell and his stomach flutter at sight of him now; a dizzy loop-de-loop sensation in his head, like free-falling through empty air. 
 
    Love was bollocks. 
 
    Undeniable, though.  
 
    “We’ve got church,” Ghost said, raising his voice to include all of them, as more and more Dogs filed into the common room. “Two minutes.” 
 
    Murmurs of assent.  
 
    Tenny moved to sit on the edge of a table. 
 
    Without making it look purposeful or too-obvious, Reese wound up beside him. He didn’t say hey the way one of the others might have. Didn’t even make eye contact. But Tenny felt his greeting in his proximity, and in the quick drum of his fingertips against the table edge.  
 
    Tenny elbowed him in the ribs, lightly, and earned a faint huff of breath through Reese’s nostrils; near-silent amusement.  
 
    “You two,” Ghost said, turning to them. “I want you in the chapel, too.” 
 
    Tenny lifted his brows. Mild Interest. “To mop the floor?” 
 
    “Ha,” Ghost deadpanned, unimpressed – even if a certain glint in his eye had always told Tenny that he appreciated the sass on a purely personal level. “No. Move your asses.” 
 
    Tenny shrugged, and stood, affecting disinterest.  
 
    Reese stood with the grace of the assassin he was, and none of the affectation. 
 
    To be honest, that was one of the things Tenny found most charming about him – though he was afraid it was also what might get him killed one day. When he wasn’t busy being invisible on an op, he stuck out, hopelessly, and that was a liability in a dozen ways.  
 
    They filed into the chapel with the others, and took up their places against the back wall. There were extra chairs in the corner, and room could have been made at the table for them, but that wasn’t how this worked: prospects, on the rare occasions they were invited to attend church, had to stand. The table was for Dogs; for brothers. Those who had served their full prospect year and then been voted into the ranks of official, fully-patched Dogs.  
 
    Tenny propped a boot back against the wall, and surveyed the bikers who pulled out chairs and settled with cigarettes, and a few with drinks. Walsh was sipping coffee, and Ghost’s mug, he knew, contained a few generous slugs of whiskey.  
 
    There were a few – his own brothers, he admitted grudgingly – who had the smarts, the nerve, and the ingenuity to make for good outlaws. Assets to their club, rather than hangers-on and dead weights. But then there were the Aidans, the Tangos, the RJs. Brothers who were loved, and listened to, fully-patched, and with seats at the table – despite having little of any real talent to contribute to the cause. That had baffled him from the first. How could an organization concerned with amassing wealth and power, outspokenly outlaw, and working in flagrant disregard for the law, afford to take on members who could do nothing more than flesh out the ranks? Without any specialized skills or knowledge? 
 
    Walsh had stared at him, when he’d asked – asked with a sneer, of course, because that was Tenny’s greatest armor – and said, his tone very flat, “You don’t understand anything, do you?” 
 
    A family, they kept calling it. Yes, well, families were things a person was born into – some people. He didn’t see a family as being the best means to rule the criminal underground.  
 
    Though that was the mafia model… 
 
    “Alright,” Ghost said, setting his mug down, drawing the meeting to order. “We’ve got a lot of shit on the table. Big shit.” Several lighters clicked, and Ghost’s serious gaze was met with tense regard. “But first. I’ve got something to put forward – something I think we can all be on the same page about, considering what we’re up against.” 
 
    Then, to Tenny’s surprise, his gaze lifted to the back wall. And he said, “I propose we patch Reese and Tenny in. Full members. Right here, right now.” 
 
    It took Tenny a moment to register what had been said – and then he wrote it off as an aural hallucination. 
 
    But Reese must have been experiencing it, too, because he stood up at attention and said, “Sir?” 
 
    “I know they haven’t served a full year as prospects,” Ghost said, “but I think we can all agree that they aren’t exactly the usual candidates.” 
 
    Everyone was staring at them now, all various degrees of considering. 
 
    Tenny frowned, and knew that he was having trouble keeping his mask in place; he didn’t seem able to help that right now, though. “Why?” he blurted. 
 
    Ghost traded a look with Fox, who nodded, and then turned to them. They’d discussed this already, then.  
 
    Fox said, “The two of you have experience, training, and particular skillsets that are not only highly unusual, but very necessary, if the storm we’re about to weather is as bad as we think it’ll be.” 
 
    “We,” Ghost said, motioning to include himself and the rest of the Dogs at the table, “all have our strengths. We do things a certain way. But I think we might have to approach this thing from more than one angle. We can handle cartels, and mob guys, sure – but we’re also gonna be dealing with a buncha rich, untouchable assholes. Companies running cover for sex trafficking rings. We’re in the deep shit, boys. And I for one think having two assassins in the ranks will give us a leg-up.” 
 
    “But,” Reese said. Something almost like emotion touched his voice. Uncertainty. “You already have us in the ranks.” 
 
    “As prospects, yeah,” Ghost said, hands folded on the tabletop, expression amused, faintly. Perhaps warm. It even looked genuine, which shocked Tenny. “But if you’re gonna be of any help, then you need to sit in on church, hear everything we hear, be a part of things. I want you to contribute.” He cocked his head. “If that’s what you want.” 
 
    Tenny finally realized that his mouth was dry, and swallowed, with difficulty.  
 
    “What do you say, boys?” Ghost asked. “You want to be Dogs?” 
 
    Tenny plucked at his cut. “I thought that was evident.” He knew his sneer lacked its usual bite. He made the mistake of meeting Fox’s gaze, and the bastard smirked at him, knowingly.  
 
    Ghost shrugged, unbothered. “Some guys decide they can’t hang. Ten months, six months, two months…some of them hand in their cuts and walk away.” 
 
    “I don’t want to walk away,” Reese said, quickly. 
 
    Tenny glanced toward him – and Reese glanced back. 
 
    “Do you?” His expression was subtle, wouldn’t have been noticeable to anyone else, but Tenny saw the little groove between his brows, and the uncertain angle of his mouth.  
 
    He wondered, for one brief, heady moment, if Reese would follow him if he walked away now. Just imagining it…It sent a shudder through him, one he was careful not to show externally.  
 
    But what would that look like? Living on top of one another in a cramped apartment? Grocery shopping? Watching TV? Mundane, ordinary things. No ops, not even the pathetic excuses the Dogs sent them on.  
 
    No challenge. 
 
    Tenny had been bred and raised to require a challenge.  
 
    And Reese cared about these people, besides. He liked and respected them, and he understood the importance of family in a way Tenny didn’t think he ever would. 
 
    Though he did have biological brothers here… 
 
    Reese’s brows went up a fraction. Well? 
 
    Tenny turned back to Ghost. “No. I don’t wish to walk away,” he said in his loftiest, least interested voice.  
 
    Fox and Ghost both smirked. The bastards.  
 
    “Okay,” Ghost said, glancing around the table again. “Let’s take a vote. All in favor?” 
 
    And then the most remarkable thing happened: every hand went up. An affirmative vote – a unanimous one. 
 
    Mostly for Reese, he reasoned.  
 
    But also…for him, too. 
 
    He felt something dig lightly at his ribs, and it took him a moment to realize that it was Reese’s elbow, for the first time.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Two 
 
      
 
    Reese was adept with a needle and thread. He’d stitched his own wounds closed more than once, and it seemed that Tenny had, too, because when Reese sat down at a table in the common room and began hand-stitching his new patches onto the back of his cut, Tenny joined him, plucked a needle and spool of thick, black thread from the box, and they worked together in amicable silence.  
 
    Afterward, Reese stood, and held his cut at arm’s length to better inspect his handiwork. The top and bottom rocker neatly framed the running black dog at the center, and, there, below the dog’s hind paws, the tiny diamond that proclaimed him “1%.”  
 
    A real one-percenter. An outlaw. 
 
    A Lean Dog.  
 
    He slipped it on, and though it wasn’t rational, only a perception, he thought the bit of leather weighed more than it had. He felt the weight of that black dog against his back, and Tennessee tugging from below. He was marked out, now – as belonging.  
 
    When he glanced up, Tenny was giving him a strange look.  
 
    Mercy walked past, and slapped him heartily on the shoulder. “Looks good. Come on, you two.” 
 
    The interrogation, right. Reese had been so stunned to have been voted in unanimously that he’d forgotten all about it.  
 
    Tenny slipped his own cut on, and rolled his shoulders beneath it; Reese thought it must feel different to him, too; the phantom weight of the patches, of belonging. He glanced up, and his gaze narrowed when it met Reese’s. “What?” 
 
    Reese shrugged, and turned to follow Mercy. 
 
    Spring was fast melting into summer, and it was still light outside, sunset coming on in a slow melting of candy pinks and oranges. Last light dazzled across the surface of the river, and picked out all the shiny bits of flashing along Dartmoor’s industrial rooftops. Reese found himself taking a deep breath, and enjoying the scents of hot pavement, and warm river water, and motor oil. He’d grown to like the scent of this place, because it meant…well, it meant home. Familiarity had always been a sort of cold comfort in his life; he liked recognizing his surroundings, knowing all its boundaries and features. But that comfort wasn’t so cold, now. It filled him with a peace that left his mouth wanting to tug and spread into a smile. 
 
    “Are you smiling?” Tenny asked beside him. A glance proved that he looked delighted by the idea.  
 
    “It’s a nice evening.” 
 
    Tenny’s expression shifted. “Oh. I thought you were just glad to be out for a bit of torture.” 
 
    Reese felt his smile twist. 
 
    Tenny’s eyes went comically wide. “What was that?” 
 
    “What was what?” 
 
    “You smirked at me.” He sounded scandalized.  
 
    “You told me to work on my face.” 
 
    Tenny stared at him another moment as they walked, then snorted and looked away, shaking his head.  
 
    Surprisingly, things hadn’t been all that different since the night they’d – well, they’d fucked. There was no getting around that. The next morning, Reese had woken alone, and found the rumpled sheets beside him cold, but when he’d ventured out into the common room, in the still-shadowy early hours just after dawn, Tenny had met him in the kitchen, a cup of coffee already prepared the way he liked it best: lots of vanilla creamer and even more sugar. Tenny had offered him a very small, very uncertain smile, and they’d drank their coffee in silence, standing up at the kitchen island. Tenny had had a blanket wrapped around his shoulders like a cloak, and his hair had been wild in a way that left something twisting almost painfully in Reese’s chest.  
 
    Reese had wanted to say something, but hadn’t begun to know what.  
 
    And then had come the raid on Ian’s building, battling Luis’s hired muscle – and then capturing Luis himself. Tenny had been giddy that day, and into that night, but, despite having had no casualties of their own, and the civilians in the building all having been helped to safety, it hadn’t been a night for revelry and raucous celebration. They’d all learned that small victories wouldn’t mean much, given this enemy. They’d all stayed up late in the common room, talking over options. Reese had fallen asleep on the couch, and awoken with a start in the wee hours to find that he’d dropped his head down onto Tenny’s shoulder in the process.  
 
    The day had started early, and there’d been no time for any sort of discussion – or anything beyond that – since.  
 
    Now, they crossed the property to the massive trucking warehouse, where Deacon and Boomer stood guarding the door.  
 
    Both of them went goggle-eyed when they spotted Reese and Tenny’s new patches.  
 
    “Dude,” Boomer said, “what the fuck? They patched you in?” 
 
    Reese said, “Yes.” 
 
    Tenny said, “Apparently, if you’re not a useless dullard, they let you jump to the head of the line.” 
 
    Deacon made a disgusted sound. “Fuck that, we were here first.” 
 
    Mercy said, “Come on, boys, your time’ll come. How’s our prisoner?” 
 
    Deacon shot a sullen glare to both of them, then managed to draw himself together. “Quiet.” 
 
    “Too quiet,” Boomer added. “I think he’s planning something.” 
 
    “Good luck to him, then,” Mercy said, hefting his tacklebox, and stepping through the door. Inside, beyond the office, dark with the blinds drawn, the main part of the building lay empty except for the stock trailer parked in the corner, its door padlocked shut, its slats too narrow to allow for escape.  
 
    Carter – who’d come back this morning, tired-looking, but less tense than last night – was there, and Tango. They’d set up a chair, and set out duct tape. A folding table onto which Mercy could arrange his tools. A second chair, for Walsh, who settled onto it right away with his clipboard and a pen, one boot resting on his knee. Deceptively casual. Reese figured he’d done this hundreds of times, at this point.  
 
    “Thanks, boys,” Mercy told Carter and Tango. 
 
    “You good here?” Tango asked, voice cracking a little with nerves. 
 
    “Yeah, we’re good, Tiny Dancer, you can head out.” 
 
    Tango nodded, offered a fleeting smile, and left with an offer of “good luck.” 
 
    Walsh paged through the questions he’d already written out. 
 
    Carter said, “Do you need me to stay?” 
 
    Mercy had opened his tacklebox, and paused in the act of setting out a wrench. “I don’t need you to, no, but you’re welcome to stay if you want.” 
 
    Carter glanced toward Tenny, and Reese knew he was remembering the ill-fated questioning of Jimmy Connors, Tenny wild-eyed and wielding a knife. The cuts on his arm and palms were still visible as pink lines, not fully healed yet.  
 
    “I’ll stay,” Carter said, and Mercy nodded with obvious approval. 
 
    He set out a screwdriver, a pair of pliers. “Reese, you and Slick go get our little birdie.” 
 
    “Slick?” Tenny protested. “I think not.” 
 
    Mercy chuckled. “Uh-huh. You don’t get to choose your own nickname around here.” 
 
    “Hmph.” 
 
    Reese nudged him, and they went to the rear door of the trailer.  
 
    Carter tossed him the key, and Reese opened the padlock, pulled the chain loose and opened it with a loud squeal of rusted hinges. Enough light filtered through the steel slats of the trailer to illuminate Luis sitting up near the front of the trailer, down in the straw, forearms resting on his knees.  
 
    He wore the clothes they’d captured him in, straw-flecked, crusted with dried sweat. The trailer reeked of the bucket they’d given him to use for a toilet.  
 
    He lifted his head as they filled the rear door, and despite the tell-tale shine of dried tears on his cheeks, and the deep circles of pain and exhaustion beneath his eyes, the blood-soaked bandages wound like a club around his hand where Ian had stabbed him with a letter-opener, a spark of defiance remained in his gaze. His jaw was set stubbornly.  
 
    Mercy would enjoy that, Reese thought, not at all sure how he felt about it himself. 
 
    He said, “It’ll be easier if you cooperate.” 
 
    Luis showed his teeth in a snarl that wasn’t nearly as devastating, personally, as one of Tenny’s.  
 
    A thought that he would have to unpack and examine later.  
 
    Tenny stepped up into the trailer. “I’d tell you not to try anything funny,” he said, “but then I wouldn’t get to have any fun.” He grinned in that sharp, eerily inhuman way that Fox did, sometimes.  
 
    It must have unsettled Luis, if the way his sneer slipped was anything to go by. 
 
    They got him up, and between them marched him down out of the trailer and across the floor toward the chair. His knees buckled twice and they heaved him forward; Reese didn’t know if it was because his legs had gone numb in the trailer, or if he was crippled by nerves. They pushed him down in the chair, and held him there, hands on his shoulders, while Carter stepped forward and secured him to it with duct tape at his ankles, his wrists bound behind the chair back.  
 
    Then they stepped away. 
 
    All but Tenny, who had this look, fingers still knotted in the fabric that covered Luis’s shoulder. 
 
    “Tenny,” Reese said, and earned a huff, a roll of eyes – but a step-back, too.  
 
    They cleared a space – Reese maneuvered so he was at Tenny’s side, close enough to grab at him if he lost his head again. Reese didn’t think he would, though; that last time hadn’t been about the interrogation at all, Reese didn’t think, but about inner turmoil.  
 
    Mercy stepped forward, smacking a pair of pliers against his palm. 
 
    Luis made a brave show of not reacting, but Reese saw his throat move; saw the sweat begin to gather at his temples.  
 
    “Luis,” Walsh said in a bored voice, pen poised and ready. “I don’t think I have to explain this to you, but I will anyway. I have a list of questions for you, about your plans, and about Abacus. Each time you refuse to answer, Mercy here is going to make you answer. Do you understand?” 
 
    Mercy chuckled darkly. “Please, please refuse to answer.” 
 
    Luis stared at Mercy, and though he kept his face admirably blank – it was a kind of blank admirable only in a civilian. In someone who’d never been in this position. Someone soft. Reese could see the fear behind the trembling mask, swore he could smell it.  
 
    He didn’t think it would take much to push him over the edge. 
 
    Walsh said, “Your father is Doug Cantrell?” 
 
    Luis glanced toward him, frowning. “You fucking know that.” Gone was the superior, suave persona, the cockiness he’d flaunted on their previous encounters. Now he was cornered, and angry, and snappish.  
 
    “Only checking,” Walsh said, unperturbed. He hadn’t looked up from his clipboard. “Did you offer an alliance with the businessman who calls himself Mr. Shaman?” 
 
    Luis huffed. “You know that, too.” 
 
    Mercy stepped in close, a sudden movement, and gripped a fistful of his long hair; jerked his head back until he bared his teeth in pain and terror, rather than challenge.  
 
    Mercy rested the cool metal of the pliers against his chin. “When I say you get extra points for being a smartass: trust me, that’s not something you’re gonna want,” he said, his accent deep, his tone low and dark, and anticipatory.  
 
    Beside Reese, Tenny whispered, “Jesus.” He sounded impressed.  
 
    Luis gulped audibly.  
 
    “What did you want with Shaman?” Walsh asked, tone harder, now. 
 
    Luis looked, for a moment, like he meant to hurl another retort. But Mercy still gripped his hair, the pliers still against his chin. He swallowed again and said, “He seemed like the kinda guy who would appreciate what we’re doing.” 
 
    Mercy turned loose of him – Luis gasped – and said, “Elaborate.” 
 
    Luis offered one more mulish look – until Mercy grinned at him, then he turned toward Walsh and started talking.  
 
    “If Shaman thinks his background is some big secret, then he’s kidding himself.” He wasn’t sneering anymore, but he didn’t seem able to check the derision in his voice, at least not all of it. “Everyone knows he used to be a whore.” 
 
    “Watch yourself,” Mercy threatened, gesturing with the pliers. 
 
    Walsh said, “Who is everyone?” 
 
    “Abacus. The very powerful people you pissed off by dragging me here and keeping me locked up in a horse trailer.” 
 
    “It’s a cattle trailer, actually,” Walsh drawled. “There’s a difference. Just as there’s a difference between you and Abacus. They might have included you in their scheme, but I don’t buy for a second that they value you at all.” 
 
    Luis’s lips pressed together. His nostrils flared, and his face flushed. “They sent me–” 
 
    “To Mexico, to revive an already-dead cartel,” Walsh said. “Though I imagine it did offer you some personal satisfaction – a chance to get back at Daddy Dearest – you were nothing but a pawn. A means to open up the drug lanes from south of the border. Or are you actually cooking the stuff?” 
 
    Luis hesitated, clearly warring with himself. He was insulted, and still proud, but the light kept glinting off the pliers in Mercy’s hand. “I’m producing what they need, yes.” 
 
    “The paralytic?” 
 
    “It’s revolutionary.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t doubt it.” Walsh made a note, and, without lifting his head, said, “I’m assuming you used it on Allie Henderson and Nicole Myer?” 
 
    “Ye–” Luis cut off abruptly, eyes flashing wide a moment, before he tightened his mouth and said, “Fuck you.” 
 
    Mercy walked around behind him, casual and easy, and a moment later the sharp little crack of a finger breaking echoed off the concrete.  
 
    Luis shouted, more from shock than pain, Reese thought, though his eyes did water.  
 
    Mercy clipped him in the side of the head with the pliers before walking back around to his front. “Shut up. Answer the question.” 
 
    Luis panted a moment, open-mouthed, gaze pinned warily on his torturer. Reese wondered if he had any idea how much worse things could get. 
 
    Walsh prompted, “We know you and your buddy Peter had them disappeared. He confessed to it.” 
 
    “It was a little hard to understand him by the end,” Mercy said, grinning, “after I pulled his teeth out.” He waggled the pliers in demonstration.  
 
    “If you cooperate now,” Walsh said, sounding bored, “you can save yourself some hurt, before the end.” 
 
    He glanced between them, and, even, toward Reese and Tenny, where they stood against the wall. Tenny waggled his fingers and grinned.  
 
    Luis’s gaze narrowed. “You survived.” 
 
    Tenny’s mask was firmly in place, but Reese felt him tense beside him.  
 
    “You’re the one I shot,” Luis continued, derision touching his voice. “I can even see the scar.” He tilted his head, smiling small and vicious. “How’d you manage not to die?” 
 
    Tenny gathered a breath. 
 
    And Reese spoke before he could. “Because your aim is terrible.” Anger reared its head in his belly for the first time this evening. Luis was a worm; Luis was nothing. Watching Mercy torture answers out of him had neither repelled nor attracted him; it was part of the job, in this case. But hearing Luis taunt Tenny catapulted him back in time to that moment in the doctor’s mansion, Tenny twitching and gasping on the floor, his blood running hot through Reese’s fingers. That left him seeing red. “The gun was too powerful for you; you weren’t used to that amount of recoil, and you were only using one hand. An amateur mistake. You use guns to impress people. You think that Desert Eagle you carry frightens people, but, really, it frightens you; it would have been smarter to carry a smaller caliber gun, but you couldn’t resist looking like a movie character, could you?” 
 
    Luis’s triumphant expression had melted away. He looked defensive, now.  
 
    Dimly, Reese was aware of Mercy and Walsh staring at him.  
 
    Tenny hissed, “What are you doing?” 
 
    Reese pushed off the wall and stalked forward, aware that his pulse had picked up, and that his hands had curled into fists. “You’re afraid right now. You’re stalling. You know that the pain’s only going to get worse – Mercy broke all of your father’s toes before he finally started talking. But the difference is, he got to live. You know that once you’re done talking, you’ll be dead, and you’re afraid to hurt, but you’re even more afraid to die. That’s why you ran away in Texas, and let Candy kill all your men. That’s why you work for Abacus, isn’t it? You aren’t smart and strong enough to run your own organization. You do what they tell you, and you’re more afraid of them than you are of us. 
 
    “Which is worse? Dying right here? Or dying in New York?” 
 
    It was the first time he’d ever addressed someone like this: first time he’d ever verbally challenged an enemy of the club, his voice prickling with angry heat, not at all indifferent and cool. It was the first time he’d wanted to.  
 
    He hated Luis, hated him in a way that left him reeling, because, in retrospect, that hate he’d felt for Tenny a few months ago hadn’t been hate at all, had it? 
 
    It was silent a moment. Luis stared at him, sweat trickling slowly down his temples, misting his upper lip.  
 
    Finally, Mercy chuckled. “How about this, Holy Father. Answer our damn questions, or I’ll leave you alone with this guy for five minutes.” 
 
    Luis tore his gaze from Reese and breathed a moment, shaking all over. “You don’t understand.” 
 
    Walsh said, “So says everyone we ask about this bloody business. I for one am tired of hearing it.” 
 
    Mercy said, “Reese, go get me my hammer and a handful of the nails from the kit.” 
 
    Reese complied, with something like eagerness twisting in his belly. He didn’t glance toward Tenny, because it felt important that he didn’t. When he offered the hammer, Mercy said, “You wanna do the honors?” 
 
    He found that he did. 
 
    “Luis,” Walsh said, “you have about three seconds to start talking about Allie and Nicole. Otherwise…” 
 
    Mercy crouched down and tugged off Luis’s shoes. He touched the top of his foot with a fingertip, indicating.  
 
    Reese nodded, went down on one knee, and lined up one of the nails – shiny, new, and clean, Reese noted. Mercy was considerate, in that respect. Or perhaps just scrupulous.  
 
    “Luis,” Walsh prompted. 
 
    Reese lifted the hammer. 
 
    “Wait!” Luis shouted. “Wait! I can help you!” 
 
    Reese’s attention was fixed on the top of Luis’s bare foot, the tendons flexing as he wriggled his toes, like he actually thought he could get away. It would only take one strong hammer strike, and he could–  
 
    A hand closed on the back of his cut, right at the collar, and dragged him back.  
 
    He twisted free, and shot to his feet, whirling to face his assailant. 
 
    Who was Tenny, empty palms bared in warning. His gaze glittered, hard and unhappy. “Stop it. You’re being an idiot, you tit.” 
 
    He still held the hammer and nail; had brandished them like weapons. He was breathing harshly through his mouth, his chest tight.  
 
    He was…out of control. 
 
    He was being an idiot. 
 
    He let his arms drop.  
 
    Tenny lifted his brows in silent question. 
 
    Behind him, Walsh said, “We’ll be the judge of that. Start talking.” 
 
    Luis took a deep, rattling breath, and did. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Three 
 
      
 
    “Do you think he was telling even a little bit of the truth?” Ghost asked, half an hour later.  
 
    “Debatable,” Mercy said.  
 
    Walsh said, “What he gave us is easily checked.” 
 
    “Already on it,” Ratchet called from his laptop, fingers flying over the keys.  
 
    “It makes sense, though, on the face of it,” Walsh said. “His story isn’t implausible.” 
 
    After Reese had been dragged back – away from harming Luis, and back to his senses, too – Luis had settled, and spun them a tale that, in Walsh’s words, made sense, at least at face value.  
 
    Luis’s mother’s second husband, his step-father, had been a cartel boss, though judging by the resentful curl of Luis’s lip, he’d been one with more grace and subtlety than Luis had exhibited himself in his short stint as the new Chupacabras boss. He’d been the one to pay for Luis to leave the country, and attend college in the US. Yale, apparently, which left Mercy muttering about money getting you every-damn-place, whether you deserved it or not.  
 
    It was at Yale, apparently, that Luis had first connected with Jensen Waverly. 
 
    “As in Jack Waverly?” Walsh had asked, brows shooting up. 
 
    “The film producer,” Tenny had supplied in Reese’s ear, his breath very warm, his lips soft on the shell of his ear, and raising the fine hairs on the back of Reese’s neck. “Not like you’d know that.” Smug and superior, but in a way that Reese found a little bit exhilarating these days, rather than annoying.  
 
    (He was aware that there were probably grown-up words for the way Tenny made him feel, but right now, he was content with the sensations alone, the pleasant warmth in his belly.) 
 
    “His son,” Luis confirmed. “Studying at Yale Law.” 
 
    Luis went on to explain, in a rambling, roundabout way that left Walsh clenching his jaw and Mercy smacking a screwdriver into the palm of his hand, a dichotomy that boiled down to something far simpler than the words he used to describe it. He’d had money in Mexico: a rich step-father, coastal villas, access to gorgeous cars, and women, and expensive champagne. Paid servants, and pools to lounge by, and all the recreational drugs he could want. A lavish life the likes of which no one else in the warehouse with him could relate to. Everyone in town had known who his step-father was; had bent, and scraped, and catered to Luis’s every whim. His tone had indicated how this had bored him, being revered and feared. 
 
    “Little cunt,” Tenny had muttered, with unusual feeling.  
 
    But then he’d gotten to Yale, and, through his fast, easy friendship with Jensen Waverly, he’d been exposed to the upper echelons of American old money, and, through them, the staggering wealth, power, and influence of the uber-rich, highly powerful people attached to Abacus.  
 
    Jensen took Luis along to a party being thrown by Abacus, he said. A stodgy, black-tie, museum-hosted affair. But there had been a back room, and an elevator, and a trip down. And there had been an auction.  
 
    “Girls. Gorgeous girls.” He sounded wondrous.  
 
    Reese’s stomach lurched unpleasantly, as he thought of his sister, and Tenny made a disgusted sound that felt like solidarity.  
 
    “They were just…selling them. To the highest bidder. American girls – they had American names. Not Eastern European, like I thought.” 
 
    “Right. Because only Eastern European girls get trafficked,” Walsh deadpanned.  
 
    “You know what I mean,” Luis huffed. 
 
    “Gettin’ awful mouthy for a guy taped to a chair,” Mercy observed. “How are those unbroken fingers feeling?” 
 
    Reese watched Luis pale, and gulp, and noted that his tone was meeker when he next spoke – but he also noted that, unlike some, Luis had been able to push past the fresh, bright pain of his finger, and focus on the conversation; he was being huffy, and self-righteous. That showed a certain amount of toughness, he thought, grudgingly. Or, at least a tolerance for pain.  
 
    “Look, I’m just telling you what happened. That’s what you wanted, right?” A challenge…tempered with a healthy dose of apprehension when he glanced at Mercy again. 
 
    “Get on with it, fuckwit,” Tenny chimed in.  
 
    Mercy chuckled.  
 
    Luis looked like he started to retort again – but thought better of it. Swallowed, sweat sliding down his temples, and said, “It was an auction, yeah. American girls.” 
 
    “Were they drugged?” Walsh asked. 
 
    “Obviously. Opiates, I’d guess. Could barely stand up.” 
 
    Tone hardening the barest fraction, Walsh said, “Did you make a purchase that night?” 
 
    Luis’s mouth twitched like he nearly grinned; pleased to hear a note of anger in Walsh’s voice, Reese thought. “Jensen did. I was less financially stable, then.” 
 
    “You’re not financially stable now,” Mercy reminded. “How’d you go from Entourage to having your cartel funded?” 
 
    It seemed amazing that, given the current circumstances, Luis could still sniff and act superior. Offended, even.  
 
    Whatever Luis was, he had nerve, Reese granted. Or was perhaps more mentally ill than they’d thought.  
 
    “Jensen took me to meet his dad, and I offered him a proposition. I explained that I was the head of the Chupacabras, and that, with a loan, I could get the cartel working for Abacus.” 
 
    “But you weren’t the head of the Chupacabras,” Walsh pointed out. 
 
    “Not yet. But I knew I could be. I had resources. I had ideas,” he defended, hotly.  
 
    “So he gave you a loan,” Walsh said. “Just like that.” 
 
    “Just like that.” Smug, now.  
 
    “Waverly’s the head of Abacus?” Mercy asked. 
 
    “One of them.”  
 
    It had taken only a little more flashing of the screwdriver for Luis to offer up names. “Abacus is the people who count,” he’d said, sounding almost proud, and not at all like a stupid young man taped to a chair.  
 
    Thirty minutes later, Walsh handed over the list of names they’d been given, and Reese watched Ghost’s brows climb to his hairline.  
 
    “This one’s a senator,” he said. 
 
    “And apparently, he’s been the liaison between Abacus and that millionaire pastor of that megachurch on TV,” Mercy said. “What’s it called? Praise Atlantic?” 
 
    “Bobby Monroe,” Ghost said, sounding shocked. “Jesus.” 
 
    “You a Bobby Monroe fan, boss?” Mercy teased. 
 
    Ghost’s expression darkened. “If I crossed the threshold of a church, it’d get struck by lightning.” 
 
    Mercy shouted with laughter.  
 
    Tenny shook out a cigarette and elbowed Reese in the ribs. “Come on.” 
 
    Reese didn’t ask where they were going, or suggest they stay; he fell into step with Tenny and, as they left through the front door, and walked to a picnic table, Reese felt an unclenching in his chest; the release of a knot of tension he hadn’t known was there.  
 
    Tenny climbed up to sit on top of the table, as was his usual approach to most tables, his feet resting below on the bench, and Reese climbed up beside him, close enough that their arms brushed every time Tenny lifted his cig and took a drag. The familiar scent of Marlboro Reds loosened the tightness in Reese’s chest another notch. He leaned forward to rest his elbows on his thighs and took a few deep breaths, struggling to understand the pounding of his heart – slowing, now, thankfully.  
 
    “You weren’t expecting it,” Tenny said, and Reese glanced toward him. 
 
    The sun was down, now, but the security lights were on, limning Tenny’s elegant profile in blue-white. He took another drag and exhaled slowly through a soft, open mouth afterward, contemplative as he studied the parking lot. “The patches,” he explained. “You didn’t think you’d get them.” 
 
    Reese had been certain that it was Luis, and the interrogation, that would be occupying Tenny’s thoughts. Surprised, he said, “It hasn’t been a year.” 
 
    “No.” Tenny’s gaze slid over, bright and shark-like, assessing – in a way that Reese found as comforting as the brush of arms and the scent of smoke. No masks, now; just the glittering attentiveness of a fellow predator, now that they were alone. “You didn’t think you’d get them ever, did you?” 
 
    Stunned by the question, Reese blurted out, “No,” before he could stop to think about it, and then realized it was true. No, he hadn’t ever expected to be fully patched in.  
 
    Tenny’s next drag was sharp, and quick, and he exhaled the smoke out forcefully through his nostrils. Enough glow from the security light reached them to pick out the way a muscle leaped in his cheek. “You were happy to prospect even though you thought they’d never take you on as a full member?” 
 
    Reese didn’t answer. 
 
    “What would you have done?” Tenny sat up straighter, and flicked the last half of his cigarette away, an impatient movement. “Stayed on as a prospect forever?” 
 
    Reese knew that a more socially adept person would have taken time to consider, truly reflected on what the answer would suggest, but Reese didn’t need to think, here: he knew. “Yes.” 
 
    Tenny made a dismayed sound, and turned to face him fully, features in shadow, save his eyes, which gleamed even in the dark, like a panther’s. “You would have let them use you like that? I thought you said this was a family?” Said mockingly.  
 
    “It is,” Reese said, and felt a now-familiar patience creep over him. This was his role; this was how they worked together. Tenny became outraged over small things, and Reese found it comforting to be the voice of reason. “But I’m not like them. I wouldn’t blame them for never patching me.” 
 
    “How could you – why would you–?” 
 
    “Where else would I go?” 
 
    He didn’t say it with any sense of desperation or doubt: he truly didn’t have anywhere else to go – nowhere he wanted to go. He’d always belonged to someone. To a handler or master. Here, with the Dogs, he had more autonomy than he’d ever imagined; he felt, sometimes, as if these handlers were more like friends. Mercy, Tango, Carter. He liked them, even Aidan, who failed to be as effective as Reese thought a team member should be. He liked Knoxville; he liked having his own room, and plenty to eat. Liked being spoken to. Liked having a chance to use his skills in a way that benefitted the people around him – his allies – his club. His club, now, with all these new patches on his back.  
 
    But Tenny only grew more agitated. He huffed an indignant sound. “No, no, you’re right: you’re not like them. Not like that useless lot of beer-drinking idiots,” he snapped, waving behind them toward the clubhouse. “You’re skilled, Reese! You could have people competing to hire you. You could run your own crew, if that’s what you wanted.” 
 
    “Run my own crew,” Reese deadpanned. 
 
    “Well, obviously not without help, you tit,” Tenny said, rolling his eyes – and then caught Reese’s small, but irrepressible grin. “That was a joke. You were joking, at my expense.” He sounded offended, and a little incredulous.  
 
    “I like it here,” Reese said, aiming for a soothing tone. “I like the Lean Dogs – I like being a Lean Dog.” 
 
    “You’ve been a Lean Dog all of two hours,” Tenny scoffed, without any real heat.  
 
    “So have you,” Reese countered. “If you didn’t want to be, you didn’t have to accept the patch-in.” His heart gave a few lurching bumps, and he was able to identify dread building in his gut. He shouldn’t invite Tenny to walk away, or reject the honor of being a Dog. He just might do it, and then he would be gone… 
 
    But stupidly, he said, his voice smaller than intended, “Do you want to leave?” 
 
    Tenny went very still; his gaze, only a glimmer of cut gems in the darkness, stayed fixed on Reese’s face. After a long moment, he let out a slow breath, and said, “I want…” Reese heard him swallow. 
 
    “What?” Reese prodded. 
 
    The door opened, emitting a long shaft of yellow light broken up by Mercy’s unmistakeable, hulking shadow.  
 
    Tenny sighed and muttered, “It doesn’t matter.” He turned away and dug out a fresh cigarette.  
 
    Mercy ambled up to join them. “Boys,” he said by way of greeting, leaning a hip against the end of the table. “You did well tonight.” 
 
    Tenny snorted. “We stood against the wall.” His voice had returned to its usual, in-front-of-others tone, that blend of derision and indifference.  
 
    Reese nearly smiled again. 
 
    “Right,” Mercy said, unperturbed. “Which is a lot more helpful than trying to stab people.” 
 
    Tenny snorted again – but scrubbed at the back of his neck, chastened, at least a little.  
 
    Reese still bore faint scars on his palms and arm from the last interrogation Tenny had assisted with. It hadn’t been the first time Reese had felt the sharp kiss of a knife – but it had been the first time the person who’d inflicted the damage had looked horrified, after. Had come to him, and carefully cleaned and bandaged his wounds, his head bowed, his fingers shaking.  
 
    “If Luis wasn’t yanking us around,” Mercy continued, oblivious to Reese’s memories, “then the girls are being kept in New York: it’s easier to hide people in a big crowd than it would be a smaller city.” He blew out a breath and tsked. “This is gonna get ugly.” He pushed off the table with a rap of his knuckles against it. “You two keep your phones turned on. I don’t know what the plan is, yet, but there’s gonna be one, you can bet.” 
 
    He bid them goodnight and walked to his bike – headed for home, and Ava, and his kids.  
 
    Tenny let out a loud, though not altogether unhappy breath and leaned back, hands braced on the tabletop, smoke curling up from the end of his cigarette. His posture relaxed once they were alone again; he yawned, hugely, without covering his mouth.  
 
    Warmth stole through Reese: a prickling, anticipatory heat. They were done for the night, with nothing else to do. It was dark. They were alone. And Reese’s nerves were still jangling from the combination of being patched in, and then watching Luis’s interrogation. He’d wanted to hit him, to hurt him – but now his urge to action had nothing to do with violence.  
 
    Tenny yawned again, though. This time, there was no party for cover, no brewing argument. If Reese leaned in to kiss him, would Tenny reciprocate? Or would it be another case of a muttered curse and a retreat?  
 
    Warring with himself, uncertain, Tenny made the choice for him. He stretched, climbed off the table, and said, “Well, goodnight.” 
 
    “Night,” Reese echoed, watching him walk back toward the door, bereft.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Tenny heeled his dorm room door shut, flopped down face-first on his bed, fully-clothed, and groaned into the covers.  
 
    Idiot, he scolded himself. You stupid fucking idiot. 
 
    I want…to be wherever you are, he’d almost said, minutes ago. The crushing relief of not having said it was chased by an ugly, guilty twist in his gut, because he knew that Reese wouldn’t have reacted like a lovelorn character in a movie. He would have taken it in with a nod, and a quiet okay, and he would have accepted it as right. Because he could feel it, too, Tenny knew, though he’d never voiced it: that they were of the same species. Of course they would stay together. What else would two outliers do but align themselves? 
 
    But to admit such a thing out loud was to be vulnerable in a way that went beyond sex. He’d taken Reese into his body, but he’d done that innumerable times before, on jobs, for fun… 
 
    This had gone beyond fun, he knew. This had been…everything. But he could pretend it hadn’t. 
 
    There could be no pretending once he’d confessed, though. Once he opened up the cold, tin shell of his exterior, pulled out his love and set it between them, defenseless, pulpy, ugly in its fragility, there would be no wall, and no mask behind which he could hide. He would no longer be a weapon, or an operative. He would be a sad, desperate creature who loved someone, and the idea still left him in a cold sweat.  
 
    Frustrated, he pushed upright and went to take a hot shower. If he bit the back of his hand while he stroked himself to completion, choking back Reese’s name, that was no one’s business but his own.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Four 
 
      
 
    “Have you looked at the chat room yet?” Eden asked her laptop at six-ten the next morning.  
 
    Michelle sat cross-legged on her sofa in the sanctuary on the other end of the Skype call, dressed in pajamas and a huge flannel shirt that must have been Candy’s, hair sleep-tousled, and face lined with fatigue, but her eyes bright and alert. She wasn’t sleeping much lately, she’d explained, so close to her due date.  
 
    “Just a few minutes ago,” she said, eagerly, and pulled a spiral notebook into her lap. “Remember the woman who I said started posting about two weeks ago? The one who’s calling herself Deb?” 
 
    “She said her daughter was missing, right?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    To Eden’s left, Fox stirred a little, the sheets rustling. A quick check revealed he still lay on his side, facing away from her.  
 
    She had her earbuds plugged into the laptop, but made a note to lower her voice another notch; she took hold of the microphone on the cord and held it closer to her mouth.  
 
    “She posted late last night: the time stamp says ten ‘til midnight,” Michelle continued, consulting her notebook. “She said that she went to the police station again yesterday, trying to see if they had any new information, and that they, quote, ‘didn’t want to talk to me and were, actually, a little bit threatening. It wasn’t the response I expected to get.’” Michelle lifted her head. “She left several posts, and one of the regulars, CC22, responded, egging her on a little, you know? Asked if she thought the cops knew more than they were telling her, and she said yes. Now, in her latest post, she’s accusing the police of being in on the disappearance.” 
 
    “Hm. Where’s she located?” 
 
    “Alabama. She posted a photo of her daughter – Kaylie. Looks like a cheerleader or a beauty queen.” She offered the screen of her own phone for inspection, a grainy photo of a smiling blonde girl with perfect teeth and red lips. “Fits the type,” Michelle said, not sounding totally convinced.  
 
    “Yeah,” Eden agreed, frowning. “But it might not be Abacus.” Only a random, one-off psycho rapist/killer, she thought, miserably. “Send me screenshots?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    The chat room had been Michelle’s idea. Eden had realized, shortly after she and Axelle returned to Tennessee, that Michelle felt a little removed from most of the action, out in Texas. Eden had worried that Michelle’s depression and sense of helplessness would return – but needn’t have worried, because Michelle had launched a website, and a private chat room that required password access. Younger than Eden, computer savvier, and with her uncle Miles offering advice from all the way across the pond, she’d thrown herself wholeheartedly into the digital aspects of their operation. More and more, Eden was delegating online searches to her, and hadn’t been let down once.  
 
    “I’m going to do some more digging,” Michelle said. “See if I can message her directly and get more info. It might just be an overzealous parent thinking everyone’s working against her, or…” 
 
    “She’s correct,” Eden said grimly. 
 
    “If Jack Waverly – holy shit, I always thought that guy was super creepy-looking – is in on this, who’s to say some local cops haven’t been bought off, too?” 
 
    “Exactly.” Eden had led with the news Fox had come home with last night: the list of names Luis had given them, the rich and powerful men and women up to their eyeballs in human trafficking. 
 
    “You’re doing good work, Michelle,” Eden offered, before they said their goodbyes, and Michelle flushed with pleasure before she disconnected the call.  
 
    “Is she really?” Fox asked. 
 
    Eden didn’t startle, but it was a near thing. She pulled out her earbuds and turned her head to see that Fox had – silently – rolled onto his side to face her and propped up on one arm. His expression betrayed that he’d been awake for a while, impassive and assessing in the blue glow of her laptop.  
 
    “I didn’t mean to wake you,” she said, coiling the earbud cord up in her palm. 
 
    His brows gave a doubtful twitch. “Is she really?” he repeated. “Doing good work, I mean.” 
 
    “Are you actually doubting your niece?” 
 
    His brows twitched again. “Of course not.” 
 
    “Ah.” An ugly thought dawned. “Then you think I’m not giving her anything helpful to do.” 
 
    He stared at her a moment. “It is…” Leaned forward to glance at the clock on her computer screen. “Six-twenty in the morning.” He leaned back. “Bit early to be having a domestic, don’t you think?” 
 
    Anger flooded her, a sudden, hot rush of it. Then she saw the corner of his mouth twitch in a tiny, withheld smile, and just as quickly it rushed back out.  
 
    “Wanker,” she accused.  
 
    His face shifted – not much, never much, but some of the calculated indifference melted into his usual regard. She didn’t know what it said about her that she found fondness and even sweetness in it. Low standards? Her mother would have said so. But she liked to think that Charlie was a dense, uneasily translated text that she’d taken the time to decipher.  
 
    “You’re very good at what you do,” Fox said, with the air of choosing his words carefully, and she found herself making a preemptive face. “No, you are, I’m being sincere.” 
 
    “For once.” 
 
    His grin broke loose. And his hand landed on her thigh. “But you’re very invested in this.” His brows went up again, and he left the rest tactfully unsaid: too invested.  
 
    She took a deep breath, and tried not to let kneejerk irritation get the best of her. She felt defensive – too defensive, in fact, and that wasn’t like her. She knew that’s what he was getting at. “I’m…”  
 
    He waited, and, honestly, she wished he wouldn’t, because the words, as they had so many times over the past few months, failed her.  
 
    “Charlie…” To her immense shame, her eyes started to burn. 
 
    She turned her head away, blinking furiously. She heard him sit up, but, thankfully, he didn’t touch her.  
 
    “Tea?” he asked. 
 
    She nodded, grateful that he left the room, and gave her a chance to pull herself together. She wasn’t a crier, by nature, but this was far from the first time she’d felt the sting of unshed tears in the last few weeks.  
 
    By the time Fox returned, two steaming mugs in hand, she’d regained her composure and was Googling on her laptop. “Ta,” she murmured, accepting the mug he pressed into her hand – then, with surprise, turned her head to face him when he hooked a finger under her chin and pulled her around.  
 
    His kiss was warm, and firm, and tasted of strong, un-sugared tea. It left her a little dazed when she pulled back, humming quietly, lips buzzing.  
 
    “You prefer coffee,” she observed, as he settled in beside her and took a sip from his own mug.  
 
    “Before seven a.m. calls for tea,” he said, and nodded toward the screen. “What’s that?” 
 
    She gave herself a mental shake, sipped her tea, and turned back to her Google results. “A missing girl that’s been reported in Michelle’s private chat room. The mother – possibly encouraged by other people in the chat – thinks the police might know more than they’re telling her about the disappearance. Michelle’s going to try and contact her and get more info. But.” She motioned toward the screen with her mug.  
 
    The girl was Kaylie Eckridge, twenty-two, University of Alabama student, blonde, blue-eyed, big-haired, and bearing a beauty queen’s charm and love of the camera. A quick search had pulled up her public Facebook page, as well as links to Twitter, Instagram, and several mentions in school publications.  
 
    “She has a blog.” Eden clicked on the link, and pulled up an outdated Tumblr space with a muted pink and white backdrop, white text on black squares that gave her an instant headache, looking at it in the dark.  
 
    “A blog?” Fox asked, and sounded genuinely baffled. A quick glance proved that he was staring at the screen with a notch between his brows, and his lip curled. “What would a college student need with a blog?” 
 
    She hid a smile in her mug, and scrolled down Kaylie’s page. “For the most part, it looks like she reblogs nature photos and aesthetic posts…let’s see…a few amateur book reviews. And she’s apparently really into this actor.” She tapped the screen over an artsy screenshot of a popular young British actor who appeared in a lot of period pieces. 
 
    “He’s not that good looking,” Fox said, deadpan. 
 
    Eden bit back a snort.  
 
    “When was her last post?” 
 
    She scrolled back to the top of the feed. “Three weeks ago, it looks like. And…” She expanded the post, and then several others. “It’s the only post where she hasn’t responded to the comments.” 
 
    “Hm.” 
 
    Eden sat back with a sigh, cradling her mug in both hands. “The thing is, it might be nothing. I think…I think that’s what’s been getting to me, a little,” she said, feeling like she was confessing, but that she needed to. “Here we are looking for the girls from Texas, and from here in Knoxville, and then we uncover what is a frankly monumental and devastating operation going on…and we have cases like this. Which could be related, or could just be more of the muck that exists the world over.” 
 
    She turned to him again. “The more I start looking, the more I realize there are tens of thousands of people – and that’s just in this country – who need help, and who I can never help. And I just feel…” She trailed off. Helpless. It sounded redundant, yes, but also silly coming from her mouth, former MI6 agent that she was.  
 
    Fox cocked his head, examining her with a few slow blinks, clearly surprised.  
 
    “It’s different, now,” she admitted, her voice small. “This isn’t down to not getting a warrant, or having to cut through political red tape. If I fail, it’s down to me. That’s…shit. I don’t like to fail, Charlie.” 
 
    Her eyes were burning again, and she hated it.  
 
    “Hey.” He took her mug, and she heard him set both of them down on the nightstand. Then his hands were on her face, at her jaw, beneath her hair, his thumbs sweeping up her cheeks. It was hard to tell, in the blue glow of the laptop, but he looked fierce in a way she hadn’t expected. “When have you ever failed?” 
 
    She blinked, and sniffed, just a little, grateful for the heat of his palms, and the comforting calluses on his fingertips. “Well. I can think of a time or two.” A time or two with him, specifically. She’d been a high-achiever in her own life, but their relationship had failed at more than one turn. Even now, in bed together before dawn, she could count all the ways she failed to show him that she loved him. Theirs was not the warm, affectionate, pet name-laden love that existed between the other Dogs and their old ladies. She knew they had to look cold to those around them. No forehead kisses, and hands held in public; no love yous out loud. There were times she denied herself, and maybe denied him, too; times when she wanted a hug, or a kiss, or just to lean up against one another, and when she instead gathered herself and soldiered on. She was tougher than that. She didn’t need anyone. 
 
    But being around him all the time like this reminded her strongly that she wanted him. And wanting had always felt like weakness to her. 
 
    They had that in common, she knew.  
 
    “I’m overwhelmed,” she admitted, voice cracking, much to her shame. “There’s so much, and they’re so powerful, and…” 
 
    He smiled at her, close-lipped and small, and then leaned in to kiss her, hard and sure like he had before. His tongue slid along her lower lip, and she opened to him; gripped his shoulders, bunched his t-shirt up in her hands and crawled into his lap, falling into a kiss that deepened, hot and hungry, just what she needed. 
 
    Finally, before things went too far, she broke away and rested her forehead against his. Her arms had wound up around his neck. “I really hate being overwhelmed,” she said on a sigh. 
 
    He chuckled, breath warm on her chin. “Only professionally, I think. You sure seem to like it when–” 
 
    She bit the end of his nose, and he laughed.  
 
    “It just so happens,” he said, smug now, “that I know some idiot kids who need something to keep them busy…” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Five 
 
      
 
    Reese woke in the black before dawn the next morning feeling oddly unsettled. Unsatisfied, he supposed. He didn’t feel himself owed sex – he could live without it. And he could have contacted one of the club girls; he knew that Stephanie, for instance, had written her number down on a Post-It and tucked it inside one of his empty desk drawers; had blown him a kiss afterward. But the idea, once he’d lain down on his bed last night, hadn’t held so much as a shred of appeal. The idea of being with one of the girls by himself, without Tenny there, was ludicrous.  
 
    He was still trying to parse out all the finer reasons why when he left his room, stepped into the dark hallway, and found Tenny already there, dressed in workout gear as he himself was, holding a water bottle.  
 
    Reese felt an instant swell of gladness and relief; a light, buoyant sensation in his gut like when he’d had just one drink. He nodded a hello, Tenny grunted his usual response, and they set off for their typical morning run.  
 
    They didn’t speak, because they never did on their runs; all their energy went toward the next stride, and the next, their long legs of a similar length, eating up the distance, shoes pattering softly against the pavement. Reese settled gladly into the rhythms of it: lungs, heart, arms, Tenny’s breath deep and steady beside him. His thoughts drifted to their conversation last night.  
 
    He didn’t think Tenny truly wanted away from the Lean Dogs. Like him, Tenny had always belonged to a master. No matter his training, his skills, and his undeniable ability to blend in to any social situation, all of it was a performance of a kind. He’d never lived on his own; never paid rent, or bought groceries for himself, or had to ask a noisy neighbor to turn the music down at one a.m. He could bluff all he wanted, but Reese didn’t think Tenny was eager to be out on his own. 
 
    But that didn’t necessarily mean he was content here, either. He’d grown good at reading Tenny’s unsubtle mood swings, interpreting the true emotions that lay beneath the sneering surface…but he still doubted. Something still wasn’t quite…right. And he thought Tenny going off to bed alone last night was a part of it, in some way.  
 
    When they got back to Dartmoor, the sun was breaking over the river, rose-gold on its shimmering surface, pumping a thick carpet of mist across the parking lots. Axelle’s car sat parked in front of the clubhouse, and Axelle sat parked at a picnic table, yawning into the sleeve of her hoodie, sitting beside Albie, both of them with steaming mugs in their hands. She offered a wave, hand still tucked into her sleeve. 
 
    Albie said, “Fox and Eden want to talk to you both.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Ghost would have said he’d been up early, but that would have implied he’d gone to bed. Maggie had tried to coax him along, but he’d kissed her and assured her he would be there in a few, after he finished his cigarette. He’d stayed at his kitchen table all night, with Maggie’s laptop and the list of names Luis had provided. He’d typed each into the search bar, and scrolled through news and gossip websites until the wee hours, before finally heading to the clubhouse.  
 
    There were seven of them: 
 
    Jack Waverly – film producer and owner of his own TV and film production company. A tall, heavyset, jowly man, he’d been photographed often with young starlets, his model wife, and more than a few politicians, including the next on the list. 
 
    Senator Terry Windmere – balding, stoop-shouldered, and serving his one-thousandth term or some such, the Rhode Island senator seemed to move in Hollywood circles, despite lacking any of the looks or charm that seemed, at least to Ghost, necessary for that set.  
 
    Then there was Sal Moretti – the owner of several high-end Italian restaurants in New York. His son was a chef who competed on those timed cooking shows Maggie liked to watch, a slimmer, handsomer version of his father, down to the slicked-back hair and the heavy accent. Sal looked like a mob boss straight from central casting, and online chatter about him revealed that he was as good as confirmed mafia; a sort of running joke that didn’t seem at all funny when faced with the idea of a sex trafficking ring.  
 
    Dennis and Paula Kelly – a married couple running a non-profit in Chicago dedicated to helping troubled teens with everything from education to fostering. Their posed photo revealed a moneyed-looking blond couple who could have been siblings rather than spouses, with their small blue eyes and pale hair and slender builds. Their smiles seemed very posed, to Ghost.  
 
    Then Nikola Howard – a former model who’d been splashed across magazine covers back in Ghost’s younger days: a leggy, severe brunette who’d scowled at the cameras and been known for her backstage theatrics. She ran her own modeling agency in New York, now, apparently. (He made a mental note to ask Walsh, Fox, or Albie if Raven knew anything about her.) 
 
    Finally: Angelo Rawlings – a good-looking investment banker with firms in both DC and NYC. He’d made the Forbes “Forty Under Forty” list two years ago, and his photos showed off dark hair, olive skin, and startling light eyes, his smirk knowing, his stance one that projected strength. He looked like a playboy – like the kind of guy who wouldn’t need to buy women who’d been forced to sleep with him…but the world took all kinds.  
 
    According to Luis – and Ghost believed this – there were dozens, hundreds of others involved in every part of the operation (including megachurch pastors, apparently), but these were the top players in the States. The ones who pulled the strings and gave the orders. Waverly was unquestionably top dog, he’d said, but some of the others were vying for more power. “They’re not a united front,” Walsh had relayed. “Luis says there are pressure points to exploit.” 
 
    Ghost had been mulling over the intel for hours, and was staring at the list, still, as if Walsh’s handwritten notes could provide some sort of deeper insight, when Fox and Eden walked in the front door.  
 
    Eden, he noted, looked tired, and a little red around the eyes. 
 
    Fox looked like he always did.  
 
    “Is there coffee?” Eden asked, already moving past his table toward the kitchen. 
 
    “Fresh pot.” He took a sip from his own mug. When she was gone, he said to Fox, “She’s not shy about making herself at home, your girl.” 
 
    “Nope,” Fox agreed, unapologetic. He straddled a chair and shook out a cigarette. 
 
    “I like it.” 
 
    Fox cocked a single brow. “Taken, mate.” 
 
    Ghost grinned, and realized, thanks to the stiffness in his face, that it was the first time he’d done so all morning.  
 
    Fox lit up and gestured toward the paper scattered across the table with his lighter. “What’s this, then? Theory crafting?” 
 
    “Making lists,” he said, and just like that the smile was gone. He reached for his own cigarettes. “Of all the ways we can’t touch these people.” 
 
    Eden returned, a mug cradled in both hands like it was a baby. Ghost had felt that way often about caffeine…or, more accurately, caffeine-spiked whiskey.  
 
    “List-making?” she asked, sitting down across from him, beside Fox. She placed a fingertip on a sheet and twisted it around so she could read it. “The Kellys,” she said, making a face. “And that Howard woman. The thought of women doing that to other women…” 
 
    “Being a sick creep knows no gender,” Ghost said. When Fox shot him a smirk, he said, “Hey. I’m not a sexist.” 
 
    Fox and Eden snorted in unison.  
 
    Then Eden grew serious again, shaking her head. “These are the sorts of people I dealt with when I was still in government. The kind of uber-rich, uber-powerful people that regular citizens can’t ever fight back against.” 
 
    “Oh, we’re fighting back,” Ghost said, and then sighed and massaged the back of his neck. All the muscles and tendons there were tight from having sat up all night. “That’s assuming we can believe anything Luis gave us.” 
 
    Fox took a thoughtful drag. “Has he lied to us before? I mean – even back in Texas. There was the whole Holy Father cloak and dagger bit, but did he lie?” 
 
    Eden sat up straighter, brow furrowing. “He threatened Candy – and then followed through.” 
 
    “I’m not saying he’s not an absolute wanker, but. Maybe he’s telling the truth.” He motioned toward the lists.  
 
    “The only way to know for sure is to investigate,” Ghost said, the prospect sitting heavy in his gut.  
 
    “I suppose that’s where I come in,” Eden said, grimly. She’d been eager for work when she first arrived in town, Ghost reflected, but this was…this was big.  
 
    “You’ve got more experience in detective work,” he granted with a nod. “I thought you might have some ideas about moving forward that I haven’t thought of.” 
 
    “Ghost Teague asking for help,” Fox murmured, and whistled. 
 
    Ghost shot him the bird and continued.  
 
    “We’ve taken out our share of assholes. My first instinct, always, is to cut the head off the snake.” 
 
    “But this is a hydra,” Eden said, tapping the paper beneath her hand.  
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “And one that will be very hard to cozy up to. No offense to either of you, but the likes of Mercy and Michael don’t scream Infiltration Op to me.” 
 
    “Not to me either,” Ghost agreed. “I think we have to approach things carefully, and use all our resources.” 
 
    The front door open, letting in pink, morning light, and two lanky, sweaty runners fresh from a few laps around the block. Reese and Tenny even moved the same, Ghost noted; it was more than a bit unnerving.  
 
    Fox said, “Lucky for you, you’ve come into some assassins lately.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Tenny glanced only briefly at the printed-out photo Eden passed him and then handed it along to Reese, who took it with greater care. The girl smiling up from the page was young, and very bright; her lipstick was very red, and the way it reminded him of the kind Stephanie so often wore brought to mind, quick and unbidden, the way Tenny had looked the night they’d taken her together, at the same time: the harshness of his face, the way his blue gaze had burned. And that in turn spawned a mental picture of the night it had just been Reese and Tenny, alone; Tenny’s head pressed back against the coverlet, his scarred neck stretched out and vulnerable, the way he’d groaned quietly while Reese thrust inside him. 
 
    He set the photo aside quickly, and tried to tamp down the burgeoning heat in his belly.  
 
    “She’s not related,” Tenny said, impatiently, lighting a cigarette. They’d both showered and dressed, and returned to the common room to join the impromptu meeting taking place. Eden had gone to fetch them coffee, and she’d even remembered how much sugar Reese took in his.  
 
    He sipped it now, as Ghost made a quelling face. “She might be. God knows how many girls have gotten dragged into this.” 
 
    “An op is an op,” Fox said. “And, besides: I thought you were bored?” 
 
    “That’s not an op,” Tenny said. “That’s patting a grieving mother’s hand. I’d hardly think you’d trust me with that.” He was dismissive and mocking – but a little bitter, too, Reese thought.  
 
    Later, maybe, if they ever wound up lying side-by-side on his bed again, in the soft aftermath, Reese would suggest that maybe if Tenny wanted to be thought of as sympathetic, he ought to show that side of himself a little.  
 
    “Obviously I’ll be along too to make sure you don’t fuck it up,” Fox said easily.  
 
    “Think of it like a trial run,” Ghost said, with a quick, sharp grin that was all teeth, and no humor. (The fact that Reese could read that in him left him a little giddy, honestly. He could read people, now. Some.) “Your first big assignment as patched members.” 
 
    “Big,” Tenny deadpanned. 
 
    “Come on, boys,” Ghost said. “Roll Tide.” He made a face. “I can’t believe I just said that.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    The intercom on Ian’s desk chimed politely. Candace’s voice filtered through the speaker: “Mr. Shaman? There’s a Mr. Fox here to see you. He doesn’t have an appointment.” 
 
    Curiosity piqued, Ian pressed the button and said, “That’s fine, I’m between meetings. Send him in.” 
 
    He lifted his head, expectantly, as he heard the latch disengage, but when the door swung open, it was not the Fox he’d expected who greeted him. Ian had to shift his gaze a fraction higher to meet that of Charlie Fox’s younger brother – also a Fox, apparently, though all the other siblings from that family bore different last names – who stood uncertain and lovely a moment in the threshold.  
 
    Ian grinned, slow and wide, just for the pleasure of watching him blush. “Well, this is unexpected. Do come in. Sit down.” 
 
    He came in, and sat down. Ian noted that, rather than a suit for a role he was playing, or the stolen tac gear he’d worn on their last encounter, he was dressed in tight jeans, harness boots, and a black motorcycle jacket under his cut. A pair of mirror-lensed aviators sat nestled in his glossy, dark hair, and Ian supposed that, although this was clearly a costume of sorts, too – because this was a broken boy whose closet was full of nothing but disguises – it was a costume that he had chosen for himself, for his own pleasure. 
 
    By the time he’d propped an ankle on his knee, the blush had gone, and he’d smoothed his expression into a cool smirk.  
 
    “Tennyson, isn’t it?” Ian asked. 
 
    A nod. 
 
    “Fox?” 
 
    “For now.” Airy – but a flicker of muscle in his jaw, quickly suppressed. A nerve touched.  
 
    “Coffee?” Ian offered. 
 
    “No, thank you.” His accent was as polished as Ian’s own, but the edges hinted at training, rather than breeding – even if he was beautiful. With an inward sigh of appreciation for beautiful things, Ian tucked away his admiring side.  
 
    It didn’t mean he couldn’t use his wiles, though, to get to the bottom of this most unexpected visit.  
 
    He sat back in his chair, and propped his elbow on the arm of it. Let his expression go languid and inviting, the old mask he’d worn once upon a time, as a dancer. He’d long since weaponized it, but, occasionally, and now more than at first, he used it on Alec, for fun. It never failed to get a reaction – and it got one now, judging by the way Tennyson’s throat jumped as he swallowed.  
 
    “To what,” Ian drawled, “do I owe this very handsome surprise?” 
 
    Tenny froze a moment, fingers caught in the act of tapping seemingly-absently against his thigh. He blinked, and then they started up their rhythm again, faster now. His blush returned.  
 
    “Darling,” Ian said, chuckling, “you’re very handy with a gun, but you’re shit at playing coy.” 
 
    “Not–” He swallowed again, jaw tightening, blue eyes flaring with outward frustration. “Not usually.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. Here. I’ll turn it off.” Ian snapped his fingers and smoothed his face. “How can I help you, sweetheart?” 
 
    Tenny glared at him a long moment, then turned his face away. “Fuck it,” he muttered, and surged to his feet. 
 
    “Wait, wait.” 
 
    He paused with his hand on the door handle.  
 
    Ian knew he had to say the right thing, or he’d lose him. Which wouldn’t matter, really. He had a busy day ahead of him. He could say, at most, that he owed this young man nothing more than a bit of kindness, thanks to him showing up at just the right moment and incapacitating Luis Cantrell and his goons. 
 
    But truthfully, he’d come to look on all these Dog boys as his scruffy, unapologetic family. One he never had to pretend around.  
 
    Speaking of…He noticed the fresh top and bottom rockers on his cut now that Tenny’s back was to him. The running black dog in the center.  
 
    “Congratulations,” he said, and hoped he sounded sincere – sincerity was a skill he was still mastering, beneath Alec’s patient, loving gaze most of the time.  
 
    Tenny paused, and half-turned back. 
 
    “Your cut,” Ian explained. “You’ve patched in, I see. Congratulations.”  
 
    A hesitation.  
 
    “You certainly make a worthier addition than Aidan.” 
 
    Slowly, Tenny turned around to face him, shoulders pressed back against the door, face carefully blank. 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong,” Ian continued. “I’m quite fond of him, and he is pleasant to look at. But. We both know he isn’t the brains of that operation.” 
 
    A pause. Then a slow, smirking smile dawned. “He’s useless.” 
 
    “Being pretty has its uses.” Ian smiled – he tried to make it a normal smile, and not a lascivious or secretive one. “Won’t you sit down and tell me why you’ve come?” 
 
    After a moment’s deliberation, Tenny did so, resuming his old pose, though his expression wasn’t nearly as carefully guarded. “How did you get involved with the club?” 
 
    “They wanted to move up in the world. Kenneth is a proud man, but he knows the advantages of having a wealthy sponsor and ally.” 
 
    “No,” Tenny said. “How?” 
 
    Ian didn’t ask for clarification. He took a breath, chest suddenly a bit tight. “I was very old friends with Kev – with Tango. Once. The resurgence of a mutual – acquaintance – brought us back into the same circle. A relationship with the club developed organically from there.” 
 
    Tenny looked skeptical – angrily so. “Walsh said you go to Christmas dinners. Thanksgivings, that sort of thing.” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Why?” He’d gone huffy, frustrated. His fingers tapped again, a frantic rhythm. “Why would Ghost – why would the club – make a place for someone like – like you?” 
 
    The penny dropped. Ian reminded himself that nothing this very angry, very repressed young man said was an actual, personal insult to himself, but the venting of someone frightened and struggling.  
 
    He knew the feeling well.  
 
    “Why would they let a gay man hang around with them, you mean.” 
 
    His jaw worked, his eyes very bright. “MCs don’t allow–” 
 
    Ian held up a hand, silencing him. He debated with himself a moment, because though he’d finally managed to confess his past to Alec, it had taken over a year, and involved a good bit of wine, a near breakup, and more than a few tears on both their parts; even a double homicide. Good riddance to them. He’d not talked about it to anyone since: everyone he might have confided in already knew all the horrid details.  
 
    The pain was still there, when he probed the memories – but it was the old, faded pain of a long-healed scar, and not the fresh, hot pain of an abscess waiting to burst.  
 
    So he debated – but the stricken look on the boy’s face was what decided him. The way he’d blushed, the way he’d been affected, the way he was so, so angry, as Ian had once been.  
 
    In a quiet, but level and matter-of-fact voice, Ian said, “I was kidnapped when I was twelve and forced into sexual slavery for more than a decade. I already knew I was gay, before that, but then I was forced to be a whore.” 
 
    Tenny’s face went very, very blank.  
 
    “Before my husband, there was someone else who I cared about…still care about…very deeply. The club saved his life. In that regard, I think they saved mine as well.  
 
    “I don’t know how it’s done in other clubs. I think it’s important not to speak about your role with the Dogs in terms of ‘in MCs.’ In this club…” He faltered. He still marveled, at moments. “There is love. Acceptance. A chance to fit in when you haven’t elsewhere.” 
 
    Tenny blinked a few times, face betraying nothing, though he’d gone pale.  
 
    Ian inclined his head, and sent him a searching look. “It’s that pretty, frightening blond boy, isn’t it? The one who was with you the last time you were here.” 
 
    Tenny’s jaw tightened. His chest lifted as he took a fast breath.  
 
    “Does he know?” Ian asked, gently.  
 
    Tenny’s breath hitched again. “Some. He’s not…he’s amenable. I think. He doesn’t not…” He broke off with a choking sound, and the air of a man who feared he’d said too much. 
 
    Ian knew the “pretty, frightening boy” was called Reese, and that he’d had some sort of paramilitary upbringing. More like an attack dog that a real boy, Ghost had muttered once, in an aside. Ian had never had a conversation with the boy, but he was lovely in his own way.  
 
    He hoped he returned Tenny’s sentiments.  
 
    “As trite as it sounds,” Ian said, in what he hoped was a comforting voice; he had little experience in dealing comfort. “I think it might be wise – for now – to not worry quite so much.” 
 
    Tenny rolled his eyes – still pale-faced, jaw clenched.  
 
    “As someone who knows your president rather well,” Ian continued, “I can guarantee you, without a shred of doubt, that Ghost won’t give a solitary damn if you prefer to keep company with men. Even it’s a certain man in particular.” He lifted his brows. “I believe you came to me for reassurance? Let me reassure you, then. The Knoxville Dogs don’t care about your romantic leanings.” 
 
    Tenny’s jaw worked a long moment, then he sighed deeply and glanced toward the window, shaking his head a fraction. “Damn,” he murmured. He sighed again, then stood, more slowly this time, and offered a nod. “Right, then. Well.”  
 
    Before he could turn, Ian said, “Tennyson.” 
 
    It had happened before, when Ian had said his name, and it happened again, now: a quick tensing of his whole body, like he’d been jolted.  
 
    “If worries about club culture are holding you back from something, then my advice is to forget them. Take it from someone who knows: waiting, playing games…it only makes you the loser, in the end.” He smiled, wistfully, he knew. He was happy and content, now; in Alec he’d found a partner the likes of which he’d never hoped to. But there were moments, when he dropped by the clubhouse on some business, and his gaze collided with Kev’s, and regret teased with a faint sickness in his belly.  
 
    What if. 
 
    What might have been. 
 
    Tenny seemed to soften a fraction, brows drawing together.  
 
    “Be brave, darling,” Ian said. “And if you want to call on me again, feel free.” 
 
    Tenny studied him a long second, brow furrowed, then nodded again. He left quietly, without saying thank you – not that Ian had expected him to.  
 
    He smiled to himself as he returned to the files pulled up on his computer.  
 
    Someone seeking out him for advice: the world never ceased to amaze him.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Six 
 
      
 
    Tenny left Ian’s office shaking his head at his own stupidity. He’d left the clubhouse earlier under the pretense of picking up supplies for tomorrow’s errand to Tuscaloosa, sweat gluing his clothes to his skin, shaking and certain that a visit to Ian was in order. But when he’d stood on the threshold, and seen the dealer/entrepreneur there behind his desk, sunlight bright on his long, straight hair, his elegant, suit-clad form backlit by the window, eyes bright when they’d lifted to meet his – his courage had promptly fled. He’d felt like an idiot. And, worst of all, he’d blushed.  
 
    Tenny was no stranger to beautiful people. He’d manipulated and bedded his fair share. Admittedly, physically, Ian was very much his type – but, more captivating than that was the unshakeable knowledge that had slammed into him on their first meeting: that Ian had his own collection of masks. That, like Tenny, he was a master manipulator. And he’d never expected this cultured, refined, gorgeous, flattering, flirtatious, openly gay man with his bespoke suits and his low-lidded looks to be the sort of person the Dogs not only relied upon, but liked.  
 
    It had shocked him in a way that nothing else had. Had left him wrongfooted, and blushing like an absolute tit.  
 
    He’d thought he had that under control, but, well, clearly… 
 
    Had things been different, he would have propositioned Ian. 
 
    But, well, his stupid ass was in love. And Reese hadn’t rejected him like he’d been supposed to, like Tenny had hoped. No, far from it. Just last night in the shower, he’d replayed his favorite bits from their night alone together: the short, sharp huffs of Reese’s breath as he’d thrust into him over and over; the kiss of their sweat-slick bellies against one another; being able to dig his fingers into those strong, flexing shoulders he’d only been able to admire while he fucked one of the club girls, their over-the-top moaning and swearing nothing but a distraction.  
 
    The prospect of going away together for a day or two had left him something like panicked. Fox would be coming along, but Fox knew about Tenny’s traitorous love, and he didn’t count besides. Tenny had been very careful to moderate his time alone with Reese, not allowing himself to be too tempted. But off on the road together, on an op – one that required little technical skill, no less… 
 
    He’d been desperate for insight.  
 
    Which he’d gotten: Don’t worry so much. Be brave. 
 
    He pulled over in front of Leroy’s Gas & Groceries and killed the engine. Sat for a long moment on his bike, staring at the sunny reflections off the glass storefront, berating himself internally for acting like an idiot teenager about all this.  
 
    He’d lost count of the number of people he’d killed in his short lifetime. He could handle a fucking road trip. With someone he’d already fucked, no less! 
 
    “Idiot,” he said aloud, for good measure, and went in to buy a pack of smokes and a candy bar.  
 
    His phone chimed with a text alert while he was paying, and he checked it after he’d straddled his bike again, torn open his Butterfinger, and taken a big bite of it.  
 
    It was from Walsh’s wife, Emmie: 
 
    Still on for 2nite? She’d signed with a smiley face.  
 
    Preoccupied with thoughts of Alabama, and Reese, and his own idiocy, he’d nearly forgotten that she’d arranged for him to come help her work the youngsters this evening.  
 
    He fired off a quick yes, and then stared at his phone until the screen went black, eating the rest of his Butterfinger, despite the sudden tightness in his stomach, debating. Last time he’d gone riding, he’d invited Reese to come along and watch; he’d been surprised that Reese had accepted. Even more so that he’d stayed; that he’d sat down on a bench by the arena and, every time Tenny snuck a look toward him, been caught staring with something close to wonder. An uncharacteristic rapt attention that had left him nearly slack-jawed.  
 
    He’d liked the idea of showing off. See? I’m good at this. I’m good at everything. 
 
    But he’d also liked…sharing. Sharing something unlikely, that he enjoyed, that no one else knew about him. 
 
    Well, Emmie knew, now. And her working student, and all his biological half-siblings and their old ladies… 
 
    Still. 
 
    Be brave, Ian had said.  
 
    He wanted to howl with laughter. The idea of being anything but brave. Before he’d reached puberty, there had been white-walled rooms, and steam coming through grates, and men in helmets; a voice crackling through the PA system: again.  
 
    But there was no denying the nerves that left his stomach squirming as he composed a text and fired it off to Reese before he could think better of it. 
 
    Idiot.  
 
    He crumpled his candy wrapper up in one fist while he waited for a response. He might not get one. Reese might be busy, or not feel that a response was necessary, or not even know how to text because he was a stupid–  
 
    His phone dinged. The screen lit up. 
 
    Want to come out to the farm tonight? Tenny had sent. 
 
    Reese had sent back: yes.  
 
    Not ok. Not sure. But yes. Yes, I want to come. 
 
    Tenny stuffed the wrapper in one pocket, his phone in the other, and was afraid he might smile.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Briar Hall was the sort of sprawling, gently rolling property of green pastures, and black fences, and manicured, but shaggy trees that graced post cards and coffee table books. In his capacity as operative, Tenny had been to beautiful farms – some doubtless even more expensive than this one. But he’d never set foot inside a beautiful stone and tongue-and-groove barn full of sleek, happy horses with the startling knowledge that his brother owned the place. The person who’d greeted him brightly at the doors of those other barns had always been a groom, or a mark, but now it was his sister-in-law, small and no-nonsense, dressed in breeches already smeared with a full day’s worth of horse slobber around the pockets.  
 
    “Hey,” she greeted, her smile genuine, her gaze warm, as she climbed out of the Rhino – apparently just having come down from the house – and joined him in the threshold. He’d been standing there, fiddling with the straps of his backpack, hesitant again. An idiot again. 
 
    It was a day for it, apparently.  
 
    “George brushed Hansel down earlier, so he should be ready to tack. Let me grab the chaps, and–” 
 
    “Actually,” he interrupted, and gave his backpack straps another tug. “I’ve got breeches. And boots.” 
 
    Her face lit up. “No way! Okay, awesome. And you obviously didn’t want to wear them on the bike.” She grinned, and chuckled. “Don’t blame you. You can go change in my office, if you want. Or.” She snapped her fingers as an idea occurred. “You can go upstairs. The apartment’s empty these days, now that Shane and Becca got their own place.” 
 
    “Apartment?” It sounded better than getting walked in on in the office, while he struggled to pull on skintight riding pants.  
 
    She took his question as interest. “Yeah, I’ll show you.” He’d noted the narrow wooden staircase just inside the front doors of the barn before, but never asked about it; she led him up it, now. It hit a small landing, turned left, and ended in a door which she opened and pushed wide for him.  
 
    It was surprisingly spacious inside, a loft space with can lights overhead, its ceiling angled – because it was a barn, after all. There was a kitchenette, a small living area with an old brown leather sofa, a bed tucked beneath the eave, its mattress stripped bare. A corrugated metal wall and door at the far end must have concealed the bathroom. It smelled faintly dusty, like it had been sitting empty for a while, and also like hay, and horses, and pine shavings: good, innocent equine smells that were immediately soothing. Skylights allowed in slanted, golden afternoon light that fell in panels on worn-soft floorboards.  
 
    He walked forward without conscious thought, and peered through one of the heavily angled skylights; saw pasture, and a few horses out grazing, tails swishing, and up the hill the stone house, lights already burning in the windows.  
 
    “I lived here,” Emmie said, and he heard the change in her voice. Turned his head to look back at her standing on the threshold. He noted that she tended to stand with her hands on her hips – already small, she clearly didn’t feel the need to shrink down and make herself smaller. But she had her arms folded across her middle, now, as she scanned the board walls. “For a long time. Before the club bought the place and everything went…” She lifted a hand and made a circling motion that he took to mean crazy. “But…”  
 
    She had memories here, mostly fond, he thought, but some not.  
 
    She shook her head, and refocused, her gaze snapping to meet his. “You know: if you ever want to move out of the clubhouse, you could always live here.” Said with a smile that seemed inexplicably hopeful.  
 
    He frowned. “You’d want me to live here?” 
 
    She shrugged. “It’s just an offer. The space is empty, and I’m not going to let a stranger move in.” 
 
    He thought about pointing out that he was more or less a stranger to her.  
 
    “Just think about it,” she said, lightly, and turned around. “I’ll let you get changed.” She closed the door on him, and he heard her boot soles clip back down the wooden stairs.  
 
    He stood a moment, having another look around. It was easy to imagine Emmie here; this place seemed far more suited to her than the big house up on the hill. He’d only been inside it once, but its kitchen had struck him as very antiseptic. And Walsh, in his jeans and cut, had looked out of place in the mahogany and brass office, behind its massive desk. They weren’t glamorous, the Walshes.  
 
    He tried to imagine himself here, and was a little shocked by the ease with which the portrait sprang to mind. Covers on the bed, and a TV in the corner; a mirror and some weights over against that wall, a built-in cabinet for his guns and knives. No shouting or music or raucous parties at night, only the quiet shuffling and snorting of horses, the rustle of hay, and the call of owls out beyond the skylights.  
 
    He’d never lived in the country. He’d never had a place that felt like his own.  
 
    Would Reese come see him here? Would he sleep over? 
 
    Thoughts of Reese reminded him that he needed to change. He dumped his bag on the bare mattress and pulled out the gear he’d ordered online: clinging black knee-patch breeches and casual knee-high field boots, with laces all up the front, and rugged soles. He had a minor panic attack, once he’d unpacked them. It had been a while since he’d dressed properly for riding; nothing could have been farther from traditional biker dress.  
 
    Heart hammering stupidly, he sat down on the edge of the bed to strip off his harness boots and jeans.  
 
    A full-length mirror in a wooden frame sat propped against one wall, and when he’d finished lacing his new boots, he went to peer at himself in it.  
 
    He’d always been a talented chameleon. Change his clothes, his hair, his stance, his facial expression, and he could be anyone to anyone. Could be a tweaker, or a society darling. He and Fox had that in common. 
 
    But the man staring back at him from the mirror – though lean, and elegant, and, frankly, gorgeous in the tight black pants and calf-hugging boots, his hair tousled from his bike helmet – didn’t wear a chameleon mask. The eyes staring back at him were wide, and uncertain, the face a little pale, and tight with nerves.  
 
    Was that what the real him looked like? Not Ten, not Benjamin Ruse or any one of his other undercover aliases, but Tennyson Fox?  
 
    He scowled at himself and turned away, just as the growl of Harley tailpipes swelled and then cut off.  He ruthlessly shoved down the jitters that rose in his stomach, and hurried down the stairs.  
 
    Emmie was down the aisle, at the cross-ties; he could hear her talking to someone, probably George, her head groom. It meant that Tenny stood alone at the foot of the stairs, his view unfettered, as Reese stepped into the shade of the barn aisle, raking a hand absently through his messy hair. It hung down to his shoulders, now, blond gone platinum from the sun, a baby-fine texture that allowed him to pick tangles free with his fingers. It flared like metal, in the instant just before he stepped inside, and his gaze was fixed on something down the aisle, so Tenny had a moment to admire, and to ache.  
 
    He never dressed well, but the plain black shirt, and battered jacket suited him. His jeans hung off narrow hipbones, the cuffs tucked down deep into the combat boots he always wore, halfway up his calves and nearly as tall as Tenny’s new riding boots.  
 
    His head turned, and his eyes, with the open, sunny barn doors as backdrop, glowed a clear, guileless blue. The ache in Tenny’s chest intensified. 
 
    And that was before Reese executed a slow, unselfconscious up-and-down sweep of him, lingering on his boots, the touch of his gaze like a brand as it slid back up Tenny’s long legs; rested, briefly, on his narrow waist, where he’d tucked his shirt in. When his attention returned to Tenny’s face, he swallowed, a gratifying bob of his Adam’s apple.  
 
    “Hi,” he said.  
 
    “This is what you’re supposed to wear riding,” Tenny said, too defensively. He winced inwardly, but, like with most of the nasty things he said, there was no taking it back.  
 
    Reese swallowed again. “I know.” He didn’t blink; Tenny had the strange sense that he was working hard not to glance downward again.  
 
    “Tenny,” Emmie called.  
 
    It was a relief to turn away. His face was heating, and he’d be damned if he blushed again today.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Tenny always wore tight jeans. In fact, his jeans were tighter through…certain areas…than the riding pants he now wore. But the sight of them had been so unexpected, and the black material was very thin and clinging, especially when Tenny had turned and walked away from him… 
 
    Reese was having trouble rectifying his own reaction to them. They were only pants. And boots. Very tall boots. Very fitted boots. And he’d seen Tenny naked many times; there should have been nothing stirring about the way his white t-shirt clung to the lean lines of his waist. Nothing at all.  
 
    He was sitting on the same bench upon which he’d sat the last time he was here, beside the arena, in the shade of a tree. A breeze rustled the leaves overhead, and dappled, golden shadows danced across the grass at his feet. In the arena, Emmie had halted her horse in a corner, and was offering instruction to Tenny, riding the same black horse as before, its trot big and swinging, Tenny sitting it easily.  
 
    They made a startling portrait, man and horse: all black and white, down to the wraps on the horse’s legs. The muscles on Tenny’s arms gleamed with a faint sheen of sweat; the wind toyed with his dark hair, and Reese thought again, the third time since he’d sat down, that Tenny ought to be wearing a helmet, like Emmie was.  
 
    The brush of feet on grass revealed that, once again, he’d lost his hypervigilance. A moment later, Becca sat beside him, in a stroke of déjà vu.  
 
    “Nice,” she murmured. 
 
    He glanced toward her, briefly, reluctant to take his eyes from the arena, and saw her gaze tracking Tenny’s progress. Her expression was openly admiring.  
 
    “Don’t tell Shane I said so, ‘cause it would hurt his feelings, but your boyfriend is hot.” 
 
    Boyfriend. 
 
    Hot. 
 
    Reese didn’t know which part of that sentence to refute first, his mind suddenly clouded with a tangle of confusing thoughts. He ended up not answering at all, so Becca continued: 
 
    “I mean, Shaney’s hot, too, definitely. But in a different way. Tenny’s all, like, look at me, you know?” 
 
    “He’s…very proud,” Reese said, surprised by the strangled sound of his own voice.  
 
    “To be honest, he should be,” she said, like a confession, and nodded toward the ring. Tenny had worked the horse into the next pace – a canter? – and was spiraling it into tighter and tighter circles, its arched neck seeming to draw up into a more severe curve. “Looks like a model, rides like a pro. Shame he’s kind of an asshole, though.” 
 
    The horse swished its tail, and Tenny clucked to it, eased pressure on his inside rein, and the horse settled again, circling even tighter.  
 
    “He’s not my boyfriend,” Reese said, belatedly. Stupidly. He had no idea if a word even existed for what they were. 
 
    “Uh-huh, sure, sweetie,” Becca said, then got to her feet and walked off with a cheery see ya.  
 
    Boyfriend. 
 
    Reese spent the rest of Tenny’s ride watching him – the easy way he gripped the reins, the way he’d murmur low, soothing things to the horse when it became unsettled – and contemplating that word.  
 
    He’d never met a Lean Dog who had a boyfriend. He didn’t know if it was…allowed. The thought left him feeling strangely bereft. 
 
    Kris had encouraged him to date, and he knew she’d meant girlfriend, but though he was appreciative of the club girls’ energy and willingness in the bedroom, he didn’t want to go places and have meals with them.  
 
    Didn’t want to sit and watch them ride a horse in black pants and boots.  
 
    When the ride ended, and the horses had been walked laps around the ring on loose reins, Reese stood up and followed Tenny and Emmie back up to the barn, trailing far behind. He went in through the wide double doors, and waited, leaning against an empty stall front.  
 
    Waiting for what? He didn’t know, only that the idea of walking back to his bike, getting on it, and riding away alone held no appeal.  
 
    Emmie kept up a steady chatter with Tenny while they untacked and rubbed down the horses. While they put them away. She stepped into the feed room and came back out with two fat carrots, one of which she handed to Tenny, who broke it into pieces and offered it to the black horse he’d ridden.  
 
    He scratched at its ears, afterward, until the horse bobbed his head into the touch, and Tenny grinned, small and quiet, not for show, but only because he found pleasure in the animal’s easy affection.  
 
    The ache that swelled behind Reese’s breastbone in response was beginning to be familiar, even though he hadn’t been able to define it yet.  
 
    “Em!” Becca called from the office. 
 
    Emmie laid a hand on Tenny’s arm, said something Reese couldn’t hear, and then ducked into the office, leaving them alone, for the moment, in the aisle together.  
 
    Tenny turned his head, and his eyes looked very blue in the shadows that were beginning to pool inside the barn, as evening crept on. His smile had faded, but his mouth was still soft, as was his voice when he tipped his head toward the horse and said, “Come here.” 
 
    Reese hesitated a moment before joining him, uncertain. Tenny was still stroking the horse’s face, and when Reese was close enough, the horse turned to sniff at him, curious.  
 
    “It’s alright,” Tenny said, and Reese realized he was speaking to him, and not the horse. “Hansel’s got decent manners.” 
 
    Reese glanced at his face again, and saw that the smile had returned, so impossibly soft.  
 
    Reese offered his hand for the horse’s – Hansel’s inspection, and received several warm, forceful breaths across his knuckles before bristly lips tickled at it. He turned his hand over, and Hansel licked his palm.  
 
    “The treats are gone,” Tenny told the horse with obvious affection. “Quit being greedy.” He glanced back toward Reese. “Hungry?” 
 
    “A little.” 
 
    “Want to grab something to eat on the way back?” 
 
    “Sure.” He couldn’t believe how…sweet…Tenny seemed at the moment. How relaxed and easy and open-faced. 
 
    Just as the thought had occurred, Tenny sighed, gave the horse one last pat, and stepped back as a frown formed. “I guess we should talk about the op.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Reese said, stomach hollowing. He didn’t know what to say or do to recall those moments of softness, and make them last.  
 
    “I’ve got to change, first,” Tenny said, glancing down at himself with a snort. 
 
    “No. You look fine,” Reese blurted, before he could think better of it. 
 
    Tenny’s head lifted slowly, and a single, curious brow along with it. “I don’t look like someone who belongs on the back of a bloody bike.” 
 
    “Good,” Reese blurted again. “I mean…you look good.” 
 
    He was reminded, with an inward wince, of the time he’d told Tenny he liked his face, and the uncomfortable moments that had followed that occasion.  
 
    This time, though, Tenny’s eyes widened, his pupils expanded, and he wet his lower lip in a very distracting way. “Good?” he asked, his voice gone low, and full of intent; it sent prickles of awareness up the back of Reese’s neck. “You think so?” 
 
    Reese had to swallow before he could answer. “Yes.” 
 
    Tenny’s gaze tracked down his throat, his chest, lower, and then returned; the tip of his tongue made another appearance, leaving his lower lip shiny. “Well. That’s interesting.” 
 
    “What–” 
 
    “Come on.” A command this time, instead of a quiet invitation. He plucked, briefly, at the front of Reese’s cut, and then set off toward the doors. 
 
    Blood beginning to pound hot beneath his skin, Reese followed.  
 
    He’d seen the narrow wooden stairwell just inside the doors before, and that was where Tenny headed, up, then left at a landing, and up again through a wooden door, into a wide, open, sloped-ceilinged space sparsely furnished; judging by the stripped mattress, unlived-in. Tenny’s regular boots sat on the floor beside the bed, next to a backpack, the only sign that anyone had been through recently.  
 
    Reese did his usual survey of any new place, looking for dangers, for potential hiding spots; walked over toward the mattress so he could look out through the slanted skylight above it, noting the pleasant view of the pastures, the hill, and the house perched atop it.  
 
    “Why did–” Reese began.  
 
    Hands gripped his shoulders and spun him around. Even just a few months ago, he would have twisted loose, crouched, and retaliated, running on instinct. 
 
    But his instincts had shifted totally when it came to Tenny, he acknowledged, and so he went willingly, and let Tenny crowd in close to him. Let Tenny take both his hands, and urge them to his hips, the thin, stretchy black fabric that covered them. Let Tenny then grip his face, his gaze fiercely hungry in the glimpse Reese caught before Tenny kissed him.  
 
    It wasn’t a surprise this time. Felt more like an inevitable crashing together of two forces held back too long. It had only been a matter of days since the last time, but Reese felt a bright surge of glad relief. He opened his mouth right away, and the kiss was instantly deep and harsh and wet.  
 
    Tenny bit his lip, and pulled back just long enough to breathe, “Jesus Christ, touch me.” 
 
    Reese did. He gripped his hips, hard, harder even than intended, and dragged him in closer, so they were pressed flush, a move that stirred a thrilling little sound from Tenny’s throat. Then he reached around to fill his hands with Tenny’s ass, taut, and smooth, and as perfect to feel as it had been to watch for the past two hours.  
 
    Tenny kissed him savagely, burying his hands in Reese’s hair and pulling at his scalp. Reese, in turn, pushed up his shirt so he could touch the skin of his back, his ribs, his stomach. The breeches, he discovered with exploratory fingertips, had a snap and zipper closure in front, and Tenny gasped a throaty “ah” sound against his mouth when he unfastened them.  
 
    Rather than boxers, Tenny wore tight, slick briefs beneath; Reese knew them, had seen them before, black and clinging. Tenny was already hard beneath them, cock trapped by the tight fabric.  
 
    “Mph. Wait.” Tenny broke the kiss so he could bite Reese on the neck, a sharp, stinging pressure that only just managed not to break the skin. “Wait, wait.” His hands left Reese’s hair, trailed down his sides, and he tore at Reese’s belt buckle, his fly.  
 
    Both of them were breathing harshly, open-mouthed, panting, their breath humid in the close space between them, the sounds of the breaths themselves echoing off the sloped ceiling.  
 
    Tenny got Reese’s jeans open, and shoved down the waistband of his boxers so his cock sprang free, half-hard and filling quickly. He stroked it, sure, expert, with his own pants open, the head of his own cock peeking out of his underwear.  
 
    Reese remembered, with aching clarity, Tenny taking him into his mouth, the heat and pleasure of it, and wanted, suddenly, to reciprocate; for Tenny to feel that same rush and crash of bliss.  
 
    Reese brushed Tenny’s hand off his cock – “What–” – hit his knees, tugged Tenny’s briefs the rest of the way down, and leaned in to run his tongue up the length of his cock.  
 
    “Oh–” Tenny’s voice tapered off into a quiet, startled shout. He gripped Reese’s hair again, blunt nails scraping his scalp, fingers curling tight. “Oh – you don’t – that’s…oh, love.” Guttural, at the end, as Reese gripped his cock steady at the base with one hand and took the head into his mouth.  
 
    It had been done to him enough that he understood the mechanics of it, though he knew he lacked all technique. He was familiar with the salt and musk, had tasted it on Tenny’s lips only recently, but it was different close up like this; different with Tenny heavy on his tongue, stretching his jaw.  
 
    He choked a little, at first; Tenny tugged at his hair and murmured soothingly, shushed him like a child. But then he relaxed his jaw, and breathed through his nose, and he found a sort of rhythm. Spit trickled down his chin, and his eyes watered, but he found that he liked it: liked the little wounded sounds Tenny was making, and the way he gripped his hair so tightly. Liked the way Tenny’s hips kept twitching forward like he couldn’t help it, even when it left Reese wanting to gag. He felt his own cock hard and throbbing, fully erect, now, his blood singing and sparkling like champagne bubbles.  
 
    Tenny came quickly. Reese took him as deep as he could, lips tight around him, and felt Tenny’s stomach tense against his nose, a gasp his only warning before wet heat burst against the back of his throat, a flood of salt. He swallowed, with difficulty, and pulled off, the last of Tenny’s release splashing across his lips.  
 
    Tenny shifted his hands to his shoulders, and let Reese hold his weight, pitched forward as they both caught their breath. Reese swallowed a few more times, and licked his lips; the taste wasn’t too unpleasant.  
 
    Tenny, he could tell, was shaking. 
 
    After a minute, Tenny gripped his hair again, and tugged at him. “C’mere,” he murmured, voice slurred and drowsy.  
 
    Reese stood, with a little stiffness, still hard and aching, his breathing unsteady, and his knees sore from the floorboards. Tenny’s face was arresting: a strange mix of flushed and slack from pleasure, and also wide-eyed and wondrous. And hungry, still; he was always so, so hungry. 
 
    He cupped Reese’s face in both hands, and murmured, “Holy God, you wonderful idiot.” Leaned in and kissed him.  
 
    It was nearly as frantic as the kiss from before; he urged Reese’s jaw wider with the press of his thumb, and licked deep into his mouth, tip of his tongue tracing his palate, teeth, lingering over his lips, swiping over them again and again.  
 
    Licking the taste of his own release out of his mouth, Reese realized, with a jolt that left his cock twitching against Tenny’s stomach.  
 
    Tenny took him in hand again. Voice a rough whisper against his lips: “Here, love. Get yours.”  
 
    He stroked him firmly, familiarly, and it didn’t take long before Reese came, hot and messy between them, his vision blacking out so thoroughly that he closed his eyes and tipped forward; let Tenny support his weight with his body, and with the arm he wrapped around his shoulders.  
 
    Tenny kissed the side of his head, and hummed a satisfied sound.  
 
    When they were steadier, Tenny pulled a clean towel from his backpack and they cleaned up as best they could, with the help of a little water from the bathroom tap. Reese refastened his jeans, and Tenny stripped efficiently out of his tall boots and breeches, and tugged his own jeans and harness boots back on.  
 
    Reese was finished first, and sat down on the edge of the mattress, his legs still a little wobbly.  
 
    Tenny lit a cigarette and sat down next to him, their sides pressed together in a warm, reassuring way. On the first exhale, he said, “Emmie said I could live here if I wanted to.” 
 
    Reese glanced over, startled, met with Tenny’s once-again unreadable profile. His sweat-damp, tousled hair was the only sign they’d just brought each other off in the attic of a barn. “Do you? Want to live here?” 
 
    Tenny shrugged. “It’s quiet. Wouldn’t have to put up with all those idiot prospects all the time.” When he turned his head to meet his gaze, Reese was surprised again by the way his expression shifted from unreadable to strangely vulnerable. He grinned, teeth white and straight, but his eyes held traces of doubt. “Would you come visit me?” 
 
    “If you wanted me to.” 
 
    Tenny rolled his eyes and turned away, but his smile seemed a little truer, his gaze a little lighter. “What do you want to eat?” 
 
    “Burgers.” 
 
    Tenny nodded, and stood, cigarette clenched between his teeth as he reached for his bag. “Sounds good.” 
 
    Tenny checked his reflection in the mirror, gave Reese a quick once-over, and then nodded before they headed down the stairs. “Let me say bye to Emmie.” He went down to the office, and when he returned a few minutes later, his expression looked careful, and his cheeks looked pink in the fading sunlight.  
 
    “What?” Reese asked. 
 
    “I’m a loud idiot, that’s what,” Tenny muttered, without real heat.  
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Tenny shook his head, and straddled his bike.  
 
    Thirty minutes later, they set plastic trays loaded with burgers, fries, and Cokes down on a patio table at Freddy’s.  
 
    Tenny dragged three fries together through ketchup, crammed them in his mouth, and spoke around them. “This trip is absolute bollocks.” 
 
    Reese swallowed his bite of burger and, with an inward twinge of guilt, said, “Yeah.” 
 
    Tenny’s eyes bugged comically wide. “What’s this: you’re agreeing with me?” His gaze took on a wickedly amused gleam.  
 
    Reese could feel himself frowning. “Ghost and Fox want us to learn other skills. Interviewing the girl’s mother will–” 
 
    “No, no, don’t spoil it. You said it was bollocks.” 
 
    “No. I said ‘yeah.’” 
 
    Tenny snorted, his grin fond. “But it is bollocks. I can play any role they can throw at me, same as Fox. I can pat the woman’s hand, and tell her it’ll be alright, and give her Kleenex when she gets all snotty…” 
 
    Reese sent him a disapproving look. 
 
    “I like you better when you’re agreeing with me,” Tenny said, as an aside, then continued. “But what good does that do? If Abacus really got the girl, then she’s gone. Probably in New York already. That’s where we need to go, you and me. That’s where we’ll be useful. Let someone else do the consoling bit instead of us.” He punctuated this with a massive bite of burger.  
 
    Reese took a bite of his own, thinking. Tenny wasn’t wrong: if tasks were being divvied up according to skill levels and suitability, sending the two of them to Alabama to interview a woman whose daughter had gone missing was a waste of resources.  
 
    He took a sip of Coke and said, “Maybe there’s more to it. Something Fox isn’t telling us.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s a great way to welcome us to the club: withholding information.” 
 
    “Luis gave us names,” Reese said, his frown, and unease, deepening. “Why not send us after them?” 
 
    Tenny nodded. “See? That’s what I mean. Quick, simple hits. Nothing we haven’t done before.” 
 
    They chewed in silence for a while, each lost in thought.  
 
    Reese was gathering breath to offer another theory, thinking that maybe Ghost and the other officers were already finding gaps in Luis’s story, when Tenny shrugged and said, “Oh well.” He took a long sip of soda and gazed off across the parking lot, a cool breeze tumbling a few stray napkins along the pavement. “Be nice to get away for a bit.” 
 
    Reese stared at him, floored.  
 
    Tenny seemed…but surely not…but he seemed like he was…in a good mood.  
 
    Sensing he was being studied, Tenny glanced back at him, brows lifting in mild inquiry. He seemed truly relaxed, in expression and body. “Problem?” 
 
    “No.” Reese returned to his burger. “Everything’s fine.” 
 
    Tenny grinned, quick but true, before turning away, and reaching for another handful of fries. He hummed a few notes under his breath, a snatch of a song Reese didn’t recognize.  
 
    He was happy, Reese realized – and, after a beat, realized that he was, too.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    From Freddy’s, they swung by Walmart and picked up a few essentials for the trip, small items that would fit in Tenny’s backpack. The sun had set by the time they reached Dartmoor, the big security lights on all the lampposts coming on with low thumps.  
 
    They had an early wakeup call in the morning, and, not trusting himself to lie down and innocently go to sleep if they retired to the same room, Tenny pulled out his cigarettes, waved the packet at Reese and said, “I’m gonna go have a smoke.” 
 
    Reese nodded, and went inside.  
 
    Alone, Tenny lit up and took a few deep drags, eyes closing, briefly, as he replayed the scene from the barn apartment. Christ, but he’d never expected that: Reese getting so willingly on his knees for him. Of course he’d been enthusiastic, and a quick study.  
 
    Tenny had never come so hard in his life. 
 
    If he lingered over the thought of it, he could get hard standing right here. Tingling pleasantly all over, his opened his eyes, shoved the thoughts down, and headed across the parking lot for the trucking warehouse.  
 
    Deacon was on duty there – to use the word loosely. He sat on a folding chair, smoking, bent over his phone, the glow of the screen illuminating a slack, unintelligent expression. He didn’t hear Tenny’s approach, and so Tenny took great pleasure in clearing his throat, loudly, and scaring the hell out of him. 
 
    Deacon bolted upright so fast he dropped his phone. It cracked against the pavement ominously, and he swore. 
 
    “Shit. Fucking…” When he clocked that it was Tenny, he scowled. “What the fuck, man?” 
 
    Tenny swayed toward him, his voice low and cold. “Problem?” he asked in an entirely different voice than the one he’d used with Reese a little while ago. 
 
    Deacon shrank back with an audible gulp. “No.” 
 
    Tenny stepped toward the door.  
 
    “Wait! What are you doing?” 
 
    “Interrogating the prisoner,” he said, tone bored. Tired of the worries of an idiot. 
 
    “Where’s Ghost?” Deacon asked, skeptical.  
 
    “Busy with more important things.” 
 
    “You can’t–” 
 
    “I can’t what? Talk to him? I have orders, and they certainly didn’t come from you, Deacon. Are you going to stand in the way of a fully-patched member, prospect?” 
 
    Deacon studied him a long moment, until the cigarette in his hand had burned down and he flicked the smoking butt away with a hiss of pain. He scowled, but faced with the reminder of their respective statuses within the club, finally said, “No.” Grudging, petulant. “Go on.” He flapped a hand toward the door. “Try not to fucking knife him,” he muttered.  
 
    “What was that?” 
 
    “I said good luck.” 
 
    Tenny bit back a grin as he let himself into the dark office and pulled the keys for the inner door from the bottom drawer of the filing cabinet. They were on a ring of several, including the big, flashing silver Master key that opened the padlock on the cattle trailer where Luis was being kept.  
 
    He gripped the keys tight, so they wouldn’t jangle, and slipped soundlessly through the door into the warehouse; walked slow and soft toward the trailer, which was starting to smell. If you gave a man a bed of straw, a bucket for necessities, and didn’t let him shower? Scents began to percolate.  
 
    Moonlight fell in pale blue shafts through the fiberglass skylights high above in the ceiling. One slipped through the slats of the trailer, landing on the scuffed and dirty hands of their prisoner, clasped together in his lap, as he sat leaning back against the trailer wall, eyes open, but unfocused.  
 
    “Lost in thought?” Tenny inquired in a polite voice, and Luis startled.  
 
    “Jesus, fucking–” The straw rustled as he kicked around and drew himself upright, gaze snapping up to Tenny’s face where he’d pressed it to the gap in the slats. “Fuck you,” he snarled. “You aren’t supposed to be in here.” 
 
    “Oh? I’m not? That’s news to me.” 
 
    “No one comes in here without Ghost.” 
 
    “Well.” Tenny slouched against the side of the trailer, making a show of getting comfortable. “That’s not true. Mercy comes in here without him. And I’ve seen the prospects bring your dinner and empty your” – a pointed glance toward the shadowy corner of the trailer, accompanied by a snort – “chamber pot. 
 
    “Perhaps,” he continued, “it’s a matter of you not wanting to be alone with me. Perhaps because you think I have a vendetta. Hm?”  
 
    In the shaft of moonlight, Luis’s face twitched.  
 
    “You bragged about it before. About shooting me. But now I think you’re afraid.” 
 
    Luis managed to hold still this time, but that first twitch had been enough. Had been damning.  
 
    “Do you want to hear why I think you’re afraid?” 
 
    Luis sneered. “Not like I can keep you from monologuing like a comic book villain if you want.” 
 
    “If I’m monologuing, it’s a page taken from your book, you dramatic little wanker. See, here’s what I think: I think someone, your higher-ups, perhaps, have realized that we have you. You haven’t checked in, or you’ve missed a checkpoint. In that organization, someone’s keeping tabs on everyone, and you’ve gone off the grid. You aren’t where you’re supposed to be, and it’s been noticed. 
 
    “Now, maybe, hopefully, they assume you’re dead.  
 
    “But if they don’t think that…maybe they think we have you. Maybe they’re even staging a rescue.  
 
    “Or.” He took great pleasure in lowering his voice to something serpent-like and threatening. “Maybe they think you’ve turned.” 
 
    Luis bared his teeth in a humorless smile. “I’ve already given you names.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, you have turned. But they don’t know that, yet. And now you’re thinking, maybe, instead of kidnapping people’s old ladies, and shooting members, it would behoove you to get on our good side, because once you’re loose, Abacus will kill you. Maybe you’re thinking you’ll prey on some of the club’s do-gooder, Robin Hood nature.” 
 
    Luis gestured to the trailer around in him. “How noble of you.” His smile – his grimace – wavered, though. He was right at the edge.  
 
    Tenny knew, if he pushed him – if he unlocked the door, and slipped inside the trailer, and put his hands in just the right places; if he pinched nerves, and blocked air flow, and sent electric pain impulses shooting down arms and legs – he could break him like a brittle twig. Because despite all that he’d given them so far, Tenny knew there was something else, some last scrap of information, a lifeline to which Luis clutched with the last vestiges of his fraying sanity.  
 
    Not now, though, a voice in the back of his mind whispered. That exacting, calculating voice that had never failed him during a sparring match, or during an op. That voice that had made him better than all his peers, and kept him alive this long.  
 
    For now, Tenny took a step back. He was surer, now; he’d seen the animal gleam in the other man’s eyes and recognized it, alone like this, in the dark, away from the spectacle of Mercy with his hammer and Walsh with his clipboard. “Thank you,” he said, taking another step. 
 
    Luis sat up straighter, so their gazes stayed lock through the slats in the trailer. “I didn’t give you anything,” he said, half-snarling, half afraid that he somehow had.  
 
    Tenny gave him his best, sharpest grin. “See, the thing about you, Luis, is that you’re not stupid. You aren’t just after drugs and women and local power. You’re a big thinker; you aim high. And because you’re not stupid, you’ve learned how the Lean Dogs think. How they behave. You’ve anticipated their movements and come to some frighteningly accurate conclusions about the way their little outlaw brains work. 
 
    “But I am not one of them.”  
 
    “You’re flying their colors.” 
 
    Tenny plucked at the front of his cut. “So I am. I’ve flown lots of colors, in my time. But let me assure you: patches or no, title or no, I’m not a Lean Dog. I’m an entirely different sort of creature the likes of which you’ve never seen before.” 
 
    Luis stared at him, jaw clenching, shadows dancing down his throat in his sliver of moonlight. “Really? What’s that?” 
 
    “Let’s just say…” He edged back another step, voice beginning to echo faintly off the concrete and steel. “If you think Mercy cutting you into little bits is the worst thing that could happen to you…you’re mistaken.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Seven 
 
      
 
    Tuscaloosa, in the height of summer, proved green, and humid, and drowsy. Battered orange and red lawnmowers worked back and forth across thick lawns; kids in shorts moved down sidewalks, talking on phones, dribbling basketballs, laughing with one another, faces gleaming with sweat. They passed sprawling brick ranches, white clapboard farmhouses with rocking chair porches, and single-wide trailers with floral sofa front porches: all of them were flying crimson flags printed with the Alabama A, or Big Al, the mascot. Reese had Googled the city last night, and gone down the rabbit hole; for a few seasons there, the elephant mascot had worn a lei around his neck at some of the games.  
 
    They’d departed before dawn, and arrived now in the late afternoon, the sun molten overhead. Reese felt sweat sliding down his back, beneath his clothes, and spotted a trickle of it on Tenny’s temple when they pulled into the Holiday Inn parking lot and took off their helmets.  
 
    Fox had his phone out. “The girl’s mother lives about a quarter mile from here.” He showed them the screen, and the map pulled up there, their destination illuminated in green. “We’ll get rooms, clean up a little, and head to the house; park a few houses down so she doesn’t see the bikes.” 
 
    Tenny nodded absently, and fished out a cigarette. Reese tried and failed not to watch the quick, deft movements of his fingers; the way his lips pursed around the filter.  
 
    “Reese,” Fox said, sharply, and Reese realized that it wasn’t the first time he’d said his name.  
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Do you remember what we talked about? The role you’re playing.” 
 
    “Yes.” Though he still wasn’t sure if he’d be able to pull it off. That was a novel, and not at all pleasant sensation: going into an op with uncertainty. He’d never doubted his skills like this before – though he wasn’t usually acting. That was Fox and Tenny’s game: having roles to play.  
 
    Fox stared at him a long moment, gaze inscrutable, then shrugged and swung off his bike, pocketed his phone. “Alright. Let’s rinse off the road dirt.” 
 
    They’d decided on their tactic in the dark that morning, standing beside their parked bikes, while Eden delivered a few final instructions. Reese had thought she was going, but she’d pulled back at the last minute instead, and instructed Fox to record their conversation with the victim’s mother on his phone. She’d looked pale, and like she hadn’t slept in the blue-white glow of the security lights, eyes smudged with shadows, face sagging with fatigue. She’d shoved her hands in the pockets of her jacket and told them she thought going with the truth was the best bet.  
 
    Or. Well. A version of the truth.  
 
    “Alright.” Fox dug a ballcap from his backpack, crammed it down over his head, and said, “I’m going to book a room.” 
 
    Tenny sent him a contemptuous look. 
 
    “Rooms,” he amended, giving the same look right back. Then he smirked. “Two beds for you boys, right?” 
 
    Tenny lifted his middle finger.  
 
    “I’ll get rooms,” Fox repeated, back to business. “Do not move, and do not interact with any civilians. Wait for me here. Understand?” 
 
    “Understand that you’re a prick?” Tenny asked. “Yeah, I do.” 
 
    Fox aimed a warning finger at him, then turned and headed for the sliding lobby doors.  
 
    Tenny took a slow drag on his cigarette and turned to blow the smoke toward the road. “God, this is dull,” he said. “We could be halfway to New York by now.”  
 
    Reese knew a rebuttal wasn’t wanted or needed, so he said nothing, and surveyed their surroundings. The intersection just past the hotel looked like every other intersection Reese had seen in his trek across most of America: swinging traffic signals, too many lanes, cars of all shapes, sizes, and colors lined up and waiting their turn. Two gas stations, a McDonald’s, and a strip-mall built in the eighties, if its architecture was anything to go by, graced the four corners. Someone dressed up like a sandwich stood by the crosswalk, spinning a sign listlessly.  
 
    Before he could check the impulse – or even examine it, really – he said, “This is what almost all of my ops were like. Before.” Before Dartmoor; before Tenny. Before he’d been able to even put something like that into words.  
 
    He heard Tenny take another drag. “Like what? Shitty?” 
 
    “No. Like…” He gestured to the intersection, where the lights had changed and a new lane of traffic was crawling forward; to the hotel behind them, its parking lot full of minivans and SUVs and a few dusty sedans that doubtless belonged to traveling business people. “I didn’t ever execute a hit on a sheikh, or whatever.” 
 
    “Not like whatever. An actual sheikh, idiot.” 
 
    “I worked for a handler,” Reese continued, without acknowledgement. Idiot never felt like an insult when it was directed at him, lately. “But not for the government. I didn’t do political ops.” He glanced over at Tenny, whose brows had drawn together a fraction, lips pensive around the filter of the cigarette. “Only personal ones.” 
 
    Tenny still wore his shades, but Reese could sense the way his gaze slid over, even without his head turning. His lips quirked, his smirk nasty as he pulled the cigarette from his mouth and exhaled smoke through his nostrils. “Sounds like a real important guy, your handler.” 
 
    Sarcasm. Reese could detect it now, easily, even if he couldn’t deploy it all that well. He lacked the emotion that spawned that sort of response in other people, he supposed. “What does important have to do with it?” 
 
    Tenny’s smirk became an outright sneer. He dropped the last of his cigarette to the pavement and ground it out beneath his heel. He’d been in a mood all morning, ever since they woke. They’d slept in separate beds the night before, both wanting time to themselves to sort and pack their gear, but Reese had hoped – stupidly, he thought now – that Tenny’s good mood, his post-coital congeniality, might carry over on today’s op.  
 
    No such luck, apparently. He’d been short and prickly all day, responding with sneers and lifted middle fingers. And he was back to mocking and picking Reese apart again, angling for a fight with every offhand comment.  
 
    A few months ago, Reese might have taken the bait. But now he knew better. Now, he knew that Tenny got like this when things grew dark in his head. Insecurity, Kris had called it, nodding sagely when Reese mentioned it to her a few nights ago. 
 
    He’d blinked at her.  
 
    She’d shrugged. “My therapist says insecurity can make you anxious and nervous like me – or it can make you lash out, too. No two people have the same reactions to trauma.” 
 
    He’d blinked again. “You have a therapist?” 
 
    She’d titled her head to that angle he knew meant she wanted to say nice things to him and stroke his hair, like she had when they were little. You should see one, too, he’d expected her to say. But she’d only nodded, and gone back to her salad with a simple yes. 
 
    So Tenny was feeling insecure, and Reese knew better than to address it head-on. He shrugged, unbothered, and said, “You don’t have to be important to teach someone how to kill properly. I was well-trained.”  
 
    Tenny stared at him through the mirrored lenses of his shades a long moment, muscle leaping in his jaw. Then he said, “Yeah, well. That’s down to you, not whatever idiot did the training.” Tone low and grumbling. He glanced away, afterward, fingers tapping an impatient rhythm on his fuel tank.  
 
    Because Reese was more outspoken than he used to be, he added, “I don’t have any doubt in my skills.” 
 
    Tenny huffed a sound that was nearly a laugh. “No, you don’t, do you? Little shit.” 
 
    “I’m not little.” 
 
    A rueful grin tugged at one corner of Tenny’s mouth. “No, guess not.” 
 
    At sight of that grin, one he’d seen so many times now, Reese’s thoughts immediately shifted from op to bedroom. Heat bloomed in his chest, and in his face.  
 
    Fox rejoined them before he could blush, thankfully. “Alright, shitheads. Don’t lose your keycards.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    The Eckridge family lived in a tidy brick two-story house with an electric blue front door. Flowers grew in lush bunches along the front walk, hot pinks and bright whites and brilliant yellows. The lawn was mown, the cars in the drive shiny. The wreath on the front door was loaded with silk flowers and a little wooden plaque in the middle that said Welcome To Our Home.  
 
    It was all very…pleasant.  
 
    Reese was trying to understand the purpose of the foot-tall crystal swan perched in the center of the coffee table, surrounded by a ring of fanned-out gardening magazines.  
 
    In the chair opposite, Mrs. Eckridge fretted with the diamond solitaire necklace she wore, sliding the pendant back and forth, back and forth on its chain. She looked very much like her daughter had in the photo, plus a few pounds and a few sun lines. Unlike her daughter, she wasn’t smiling. Grief weighed heavy on her face.  
 
    Reese hadn’t expected her to let them in the house. Her husband was at work, and they were three strange men. Most women would have peeked at them through a window, then closed the drapes and hoped they went away.  
 
    But, unlike Reese, Fox and Tenny were perfect chameleons. Reese wondered if it would ever stop being a shock: seeing them slide on masks, tweak their voices, and become completely different people.  
 
    When the door first cracked, and Mrs. Eckridge peered cautiously through, Fox had pulled on a gentle Georgia drawl, his face soft, his blue eyes big and entreating, and poured his heart out to her right there – as they’d already decided with Eden, a version of the truth. He’d explained about their little sister – they were all three brothers, in this scenario – having gone missing, and the police acting strangely, turning up nothing.  
 
    “My wife heard about your daughter in this chat room she’s a part of,” he’d said. “And I thought, well, what if the police are in on it? What if they’re spying on that chat room? We live just over the state line” – he’d hooked a thumb over his shoulder in a very Southern, very un-Fox-like manner – “and I thought, hey, we’re practically neighbors, why not just ride over and see if you’d be willing to talk to us.” 
 
    Tenny had worked some tears into his voice when he said, “She’s only sixteen, and we’re – we’re just–” He’d produced a photo on his phone of, to Reese’s surprise, his actual sister: Cassandra. Reese remembered dropping out of a ceiling, a girl’s terrified face, and eyes big and blue like the rest of her half-siblings.  
 
    Mrs. Eckridge might have been a cautious and doubtful woman under normal circumstances – Reese didn’t know – but right now, she was a terrified mother poised at the edge of grief, praying for a miracle, more desperate by the hour. So she’d opened the door, and waved them in. Now here they sat with glasses of sweet tea sweating onto monogramed coasters, a plate of what looked like homemade cookies sitting untouched on the coffee table beside the swan. Tenny had made a move to grab for them, and Fox had swatted the back of his hand, silently, when Mrs. Eckridge’s head was turned.  
 
    “I know,” she was saying, still fiddling with her necklace, “that it isn’t like on TV. Mariska Hargitay isn’t going to drop everything and find my daughter, but I thought they would do something.” She flung up her hands at the last, gaze a little manic. “They just keep saying she must have run off with a boy, but Kaylie wouldn’t do that.” 
 
    Fox nodded, expression sympathetic. Reese hadn’t spoken yet – this was far, far outside his skillset – and had instead settled in to observe and take mental notes. As a fully-patched Dog, it made sense that he would someday have to carry out a ruse like this, that he would no longer be able to hang back in the wings, called upon only when it was time to put a bullet in someone.  
 
    The idea sent a strange thrill through him.  
 
    “I don’t think that’s too unusual,” Fox said, his tone kind. “They see so much awful stuff on the job, there’s so many kids who do run away, they start to be cynical.” 
 
    Mrs. Eckridge sat up taller in her chair, lips pressed tight together. She didn’t like that answer. “If they don’t believe me – if they don’t want to do anything, then who will?” 
 
    Fox didn’t grin, and neither did Tenny, but Reese thought they would have, if they could; could envision the sharp, shark-like quality of it. Could even hear Tenny’s voice in his head: Got you.  
 
    Outwardly, Fox’s sympathetic façade deepened, somehow. He sat subtly forward, his posture stooped, non-threatening. He and Tenny had been doing that the whole time: making themselves look smaller, softer. With only body language, they’d shifted from hardened killers to slouchy, ordinary blue-collar workers.  
 
    “But that’s the whole point of the chat room, isn’t it?” Fox asked. “To find people who are willing to help?” 
 
    Mrs. Eckridge stared at him a moment, frowning, hand returning to her pendant. “Well. Yes…” 
 
    Tenny sat forward, too, a boyish eagerness tinted with worry infecting his voice, twisting his features. “But if the cops won’t help, then who–” His words choked off with a high sound of dismay as Fox gripped his shoulder and eased him back against the sofa.  
 
    “I know, I know, Rob,” Fox soothed. The two of them traded a look so fraught, so perfectly executed, so fake that Reese knew the sudden urge to laugh. 
 
    Huh. He’d never wanted to do that on an op before.  
 
    Fox turned back to Mrs. Eckridge. “My wife,” he said, hesitantly. He frowned, made a considering face, and then sighed. “She’s been direct messaging some of the other people in the chat. Do you – have you heard of…” His voice dropped to a near-whisper. “Some people are saying that there’s this…this outlaw group working behind the scenes. That they’re hunting for the missing girls.” 
 
    Mrs. Eckridge’s brows flew up…before she tugged hard on her necklace and chewed her lip. Considering. Knowing. “You mean…the Lean Dogs?” 
 
    Fox looked innocent and eager. “Yeah. Them.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Eight 
 
      
 
    Tenny didn’t think he was ever going to understand why people were so damned easy. Didn’t they know what was out there? Did they have even a shred of caution? The job he’d been trained for was made all the more possible, at every turn, by the way people just caved when they shouldn’t have. The right sort of smile, a sympathetic glance, and they dropped all their walls; they invited the wolf inside the sheep pen, only to reel, later, at the sight of blood.  
 
    He supposed he should be thankful, if it made his life less difficult.  
 
    Mrs. Eckridge hesitated only a moment when Walsh pressed her about the Lean Dogs, and then she was talking in a breathless rush, as if she couldn’t get the words out fast enough, telling them all about the others in her chat room who had claimed the Dogs could help find her missing daughter. “I know they probably do some bad things, and they break the law, but they aren’t playing games like the police are. They care.” 
 
    Woefully easy.  
 
    Tenny was having trouble aligning his brain with the idea that her easiness was a good thing in this case – for them and for her – rather than looking at her as a mark. Old habits and all that.  
 
    She admitted to having been in contact with “one of the wives,” – that was Michelle – and said she didn’t care about propriety at this point: she wanted her daughter back, whatever the means necessary.  
 
    Fox steered her deeper into the idea, claiming to have a cousin in with the club – all his brothers, actually, but – and by the time they left, phone numbers exchanged and poor Mrs. Eckridge looking something like hopeful, they were armed with information that Tenny privately thought was a waste of time. 
 
    “This is a waste of time,” he said, thirty minutes later – some things should stay private, but some needed expressing – as they stood beneath the glaring lights of a department store.  
 
    “I guess we’ll find out,” Fox said, agreeably, as he flicked through hanging pairs of jeans. “Here, try these.” 
 
    Tenny sent the offending pants a flat look. “I’ll try them if I want to look like an absolute tit.” 
 
    Fox quirked his brows and kept looking.  
 
    “I should be picking out your clothes, old man.” 
 
    Fox hummed, and pulled a pair of black skinny jeans off the rack, knees and thighs all but shredded, white paint flecks dotting the calves. “Reese?” 
 
    Tenny surveyed them critically, imagined Reese in them – the shape of his thighs on display and plenty of skin showing – then grunted an assent. 
 
    Fox’s smile was small and smug.  
 
    “Asshole,” Tenny said, and moved down the rack.  
 
    Mrs. Eckridge had sworn up and down that her daughter Kaylie was “a good girl,” to which Tenny wanted to roll his eyes. Everyone thought the best of their children; assumed that if they’d gone missing, it was villains instead of their dumb kid’s own poor decisions to blame.  
 
    Like he’d said: easy.  
 
    Finally, she’d admitted that Kaylie and her friends had been spending Fridays, and sometimes Saturday nights at what she called a “dance club.” A quick Google search proved that Nine was brand new, only open for the past two months, and that, going by its social media pages, drew a large college crowd. The cover charge was cheap, IDs weren’t checked all that carefully, and the place offered a chance for local bands to perform on busy nights and gain some visibility. The blurry shots posted on Facebook revealed a dim interior, bright neon signage, and lots of sweaty, casually-dressed college kids in various stages of intoxication.  
 
    “Pretty standard,” Fox had said. “We’ll check it out.”  
 
    If Kaylie had been snatched, rather than skipped down, there was a good chance the brand-new nightclub that didn’t care about legal drinking age was involved.  
 
    So said Fox. Tenny thought this whole expedition was still a waste of time.  
 
    At least he’d get to dress up his…his…whatever he was for a few hours.  
 
    Black jeans in-hand, he searched out Reese – who he found standing off to the side, hands in his pockets, scanning their corner of the store with enough visible vigilance that a few shoppers had noticed, and were frowning at him.  
 
    Tenny took a moment to appreciate – or, rather, chuckle at – the borrowed khakis and pressed shirt he’d worn to meet Mrs. Eckridge, none of it flattering or properly fitted, all of it contrasted by his tidy little bun and the hawkish gaze he panned back and forth across the men’s section.  
 
    Tenny approached, and smacked him in the chest with the ripped skinny jeans, which Reese grabbed on instinct, holding them there as he turned a questioning look on Tenny. It was a subtle look, same as all his others, and Tenny didn’t think a stranger would have noticed the fractional pluck of his mouth and flex of his brows. But he could read him – only I can, he thought, with a pleasurable curl of victory in his belly.  
 
    “Wear these,” he said, withdrawing his hand after a long beat, stealing a moment with his palm pressed flat to the jeans – and Reese’s chest beneath. Sue him, it was a nice chest. “We’ll find you a shirt.” 
 
    Reese held his gaze another moment, then looked down at the jeans in his hand. “They’re ripped.” 
 
    “So are all of your jeans.” 
 
    “But I didn’t buy them that way.” 
 
    “It’s fashion.” 
 
    Reese sent him a look that was less blank than it used to be. A slight groove formed between his brows, and his regard was unimpressed.  
 
    “Come on.” Tenny draped an arm across his shoulders and steered him toward a rack, only belatedly realizing what he’d done. He touched people casually on ops, in whatever was most fitting for the assignment – but he didn’t exchange casual touches when he was in his own skin. He’d never even shared them with Reese before. Their touches tended to be more…pointed. Intimate.  
 
    But here they were now, and he wasn’t going to retreat.  
 
    “I have clothes,” Reese protested.  
 
    “None of which scream ‘I’m in college and here for a good time.’ So. Hence the shopping.” 
 
    Reese didn’t respond, but he didn’t shrug him off and he didn’t resist when Tenny guided him to a row of long-tailed, graphic tees that Tenny thought would instantly make the wearer look punchable. Appropriate for costume purposes, at least.  
 
    Reese turned to glance at him, his breath warm against the scar on Tenny’s neck. When Tenny suppressed a reaction, and arched a brow instead, Reese faced the clothes and reached to shuffle through them. The hangers clicked together as he moved, giving each a quick once-over before moving on. One seemed just as good as the next to Tenny, but when Reese finally paused, and pulled one out, his throat went dry.  
 
    “What about this?” Reese asked. 
 
    It’s just a shirt, Tenny tried to reason. You’ve seen him naked more than a dozen times.  
 
    Still, he swallowed with difficulty, and his voice wasn’t as steady as he wanted it to be when he said, “That’s…fine.” 
 
    He probably imagined the flicker of pleasure that touched Reese’s face.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Reese turned side-to-side in front of the wide bathroom mirror back at the hotel, inspecting his outfit. That in and of itself felt strange, because usually, if he took the time to examine his reflection, it was to ensure that his weapons were tucked safely out of sight, or that his grease paint had been thoroughly applied. He never looked at the clothes themselves; never thought about the way they made him look beyond their usefulness.  
 
    But he hadn’t imagined Tenny’s look before, when they were shopping: that quicksilver flash of heat and want. He was getting better and better at recognizing those impulses on others – especially on Tenny.  
 
    The jeans were those Tenny had picked out: stretchy and fitted, they clung to his hips, ass, and legs like a second skin, save where they were shredded all down his thighs and knees. The shirt was black, too, with thin straps, a deeply scooped neck and arm holes, and a shredded hem that showed off a good two inches of his stomach. It was printed all over with little white skulls and rosettes, and if he lifted his arms, the arm holes gaped so wide his nipples nearly showed.  
 
    It was more skin than he’d ever shown on an op.  
 
    More skin than he ever showed period, minus showers and sex.  
 
    He fiddled with the necklace he wore – a black leather choker set with metal studs – and then the matching belt. With his hair half-up, and more of his body on display than he was comfortable with, it struck him, suddenly, that he didn’t look at all like himself. 
 
    And also that he couldn’t remember ever feeling self-conscious about his own appearance like this before. Clothes kept him warm, kept him protected, enabled him to blend in. He’d never stopped to wonder about the aesthetics of them, about the way they might make him look to other people.  
 
    Frowning a little at his reflection, he shut out the light and went out into the room.  
 
    Fox had booked two rooms, to Reese’s surprise. On a short trip like this, he’d anticipated one room, all of them jockeying for turns in the bath. But Fox was next door, and Tenny was reclined back on one of the queen beds, staring disinterestedly at the TV, hands folded behind his head.  
 
    He glanced over when Reese emerged – and then froze, and glanced again, a slow slide of his eyes while the rest of his face went blank.  
 
    Reese hadn’t ever been on the receiving end of that sort of look, so he paused, uncertain. Held his arms out to his sides. “Is it okay?” 
 
    A long beat of silence passed, filled by the inane chatter of whichever reality show Tenny had decided on for the evening. (He always claimed he didn’t like that sort of thing, that he was watching it to “see what civilians deemed entertainment,” but he always wound up grinning over whatever housewife catfight was playing out on the screen.) 
 
    Tenny’s throat bobbed as he swallowed; Reese could hear the dry click of it. He hadn’t blinked yet, face still caught in a state of absolute blankness. Finally, voice flat, he said, “Yeah, it’s okay.” Then he stood, stretched, plucked up one of their shopping bags and ducked into the bathroom.  
 
    Reese stared at the closed door a moment. As the shower cut on with a hiss, he realized the feeling in the pit of his stomach was disappointment, but he didn’t know why.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “Congrats,” Fox whispered, right in his ear, “you played yourself.” 
 
    “Fuck you,” Tenny snapped, because it was the only thing he could think to say besides you’re right, and like hell was he saying that to Fox of all people.  
 
    They’d rented a car for the night, and, once Fox’s phone pinged with the notification that it had been dropped off at the hotel, they’d headed down to it.  
 
    Night had fallen, the cicadas competed with traffic for loudest background noise, and Reese walked ahead of them across the parking lot, jacket covering the stripe of bare back that Tenny knew to be exposed between his tank top and waistband.  
 
    The outfit had seemed like a great idea while they were shopping. He’d picked out the choker and the belt himself; added a cheap silver chain with an obnoxious skull pendant to hang around his neck. Sight of the tank top had left his mouth a little dry in the store, sure, with its overlarge arm and neck holes.  
 
    He hadn’t realized, somehow, that it was a crop top.  
 
    “Is it okay?” Reese had asked, uncertainty writ clear on his face – or, well, clear to Tenny. Anyone else would have thought he looked bored. Or, even worse, expressionless.  
 
    And, no, he hadn’t looked okay.  
 
    In truth, he looked stupid, because college kids these days leaned hipster and Reese looked like he was headed to a Fall Out Boy concert in 2003. The studs on the belt were just…no. Very no.  
 
    But his waist was tiny, and his abs were more shredded than his jeans, which fit like a second skin, and he looked incredible.  
 
    Tenny took a very cold shower before he pulled on his own clothes: black jeans, too, only a little shredded, and a long red flannel; a pair of fake black-rimmed glasses.  
 
    Reese had looked at him, when he’d emerged from the bathroom, and his nostrils had flared in a faint show of irritation.  
 
    “We can’t both be emo,” Tenny had reasoned, shrugging into his jacket, stealing another glimpse of bare midriff; the jeans were so low-slung he could see the faint blond line of Reese’s treasure trail.  
 
    He tried to think of anything but that, now, as they crossed the parking lot. A family was camped out at the hotel pool, the kids shrieking and bashing each over the head with foam noodles. The quick whoop of sirens signaled someone getting pulled over for running the light at the intersection. Moths clustered around the security lights, and the heat and humidity were already getting him sweaty between his shoulder blades.  
 
    “…earth to Randy Shithead.”  
 
    Oh. Fox was talking to him. 
 
    Tenny took a breath and turned to his brother with slow control, single brow lifting in mild inquiry. 
 
    One of Fox’s brows shot up, too, his smirk mocking. “You going to be able to do this? Or should I just go on my own and leave you to your imaginings?”  
 
    Tenny let several seconds pass. “You look ridiculous,” he said, and reached to flick the bill of Fox’s trucker cap. It was white and red mesh, with the Bud Light logo printed across the front.  
 
    Fox’s grin was sly. “Uh-huh. You know, if you can’t hack it in the club, you could always have Raven hook you up with some of her fashion contacts. You could be one of those guys behind the scenes who dresses people.” 
 
    “And you could suck my cock.” 
 
    “No, thanks. You’ve already got someone to do that for you.” 
 
    Very much against his will, Tenny felt his face heat, and could only hope that the blush didn’t show in the dim parking lot. He and Fox had gone back and forth with each other from the first, but he wished now that he’d never confessed to him; now, the teasing was pointed, and no longer the aimless, typical jabs of a brother searching for a weak spot. Tenny had handed his weak spot over on a silver platter.  
 
    How sloppy of him.  
 
    How pathetic.  
 
    He turned away from Fox’s shit-eating grin with a dismissive huff – and nearly collided with Reese’s back. They’d reached the car.  
 
    Fox spun the keyring of the nondescript Toyota around his finger and pressed the fob. “Now remember, kids, don’t accept drinks from strangers, and don’t set a drink down–” 
 
    “Let’s go,” Tenny snapped, and Fox cackled.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    So far, everything about Nine was typical.  
 
    Typical blacked-out industrial space that looked like so much nothing on the outside; parking lot full of low-slung coupes and jacked-up trucks. A line stood on the sidewalk out front, and a bored, bulky guy in a black t-shirt with an earpiece was checking IDs at the door.  
 
    He barely glanced at their fake credentials, looked a little longer at them, their outfits, their faces, then shrugged. “Girls’ll like you, I guess.” He waved them in.  
 
    “Hear that?” Fox twisted around to smirk over his shoulder as they passed through a stale-smelled vestibule. “The girls will like you.” 
 
    Tenny said, “I loathe you.” 
 
    Fox chuckled, and faced forward, as they pushed through a curtain of thick plastic strips and entered the club proper.  
 
    Fox lifted a hand over his shoulder, a two-fingered salute that meant execute the plan as discussed.  
 
    The plan was this: Tenny and Reese would hang out on the main floor, chat up the locals, see what they could learn, and, if Fox texted them, provide a distraction when necessary. Fox, meanwhile, was going to do some snooping. See if he could get into the offices and find anything that indicated this was something besides a shitty place for newly-legal idiots to get hammered.  
 
    And shitty was the word.  
 
    Fox slipped effortlessly between two people and disappeared.  
 
    Tenny glared at the space where he’d been, then gripped Reese’s jacket sleeve and towed him forward. Reese followed along without complaint – he’d become practically docile where Tenny was concerned, and that wasn’t something he could bear to think about for too long without becoming disgustingly soft inside.  
 
    Ugh. Fuck love, honestly.  
 
    Nine was nothing special. Beneath the neon and the flashing glimmers from several disco balls, it was a grungy, black-painted warehouse space with cords taped down along the edges of the heaving dance floor. The bar off to the right was lit from beneath, its pyramid of liquor bottles painting rainbow refractions up the wall. The air was humid, and stank of sweat, cheap cologne, and spilled beer.  
 
    A girl staggered across their path, slopping liquid out of a plastic cup, laughing hysterically and tripping over her own too-high heels.  
 
    “Watch it,” he snapped, and realized two things. 
 
    One, he hadn’t bothered with his fake American accent.  
 
    And two: he was angry. He was furious – and not entirely sure why.  
 
    He knocked his shoulder hard into a passing frat boy in a snapback, and earned a justified, “Hey, man!” in response.  
 
    He still gripped Reese’s sleeve, and he felt the strong forearm beneath his knuckles flex before Reese twisted loose, and grabbed his wrist instead. Tugged.  
 
    Tenny whirled around. “What–”  
 
    And his question, and all its accompanying anger, evaporated. He was left empty-headed and stupid. While Reese… 
 
    Reese stood there in his ridiculous crop top, and jacket, his ripped jeans, and his combats, his choker, and his half-up hair, and he studied him with a frown laced with open concern. Blue neon carved his abs in stark relief, pooled in the tempting hollow of his throat.  
 
    And his expression was realer, more human, than any he’d ever shown.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” he asked, and Tenny couldn’t answer that, because everything was wrong, and he had no idea how he was going to make it through this useless op without blurting out something totally damning.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Nine 
 
      
 
    The first thing Fox noted was that security was much higher inside than it was outside. The lone bouncer out front hadn’t exactly been theory with their IDs. But inside, Fox spotted two large, tough-looking guys stationed at each exit – most of which weren’t marked, and wouldn’t have stood out if not for the bouncers flanking them. They were dressed all in black, wearing forbidding expressions, far more serious than the first bouncer.  
 
    So, it’s okay to come in, but nobody gets to leave without permission.  
 
    Interesting.  
 
    He let the crowd move him, shifting with their energy rather than against it, so as not to draw any attention. A trio of loud girls hip-checked him through a tangle of couples grinding against one another on the dance floor, and he slipped sideways between two arguing frat boys – “Dude, you knew I was into Mackenzie, what the fuck?” – to land at the foot of the staircase he’d spotted the moment he entered the club. It was metal, industrial, and led up to a catwalk, not unlike the one at Tastes Like Candy in Amarillo. Except, unlike Michelle’s bar, this catwalk was totally vacant. And there was a white plastic chain roping off the staircase, marked with a sign that read STAFF ONLY.  
 
    Fox hopped lightly over the chain and went up to the catwalk. It was plain, dark, poorly-lit, but it fed past the main body of the club into a narrow hallway – at the mouth of which he was met by two hulking bouncers.  
 
    “You can’t be up here,” one of them said.  
 
    The other added, “Guests have to stay on the main level.” 
 
    “Oh.” Fox ducked his head, hiding his face beneath the bill of his hat. “Sure, man. That’s cool. Got lost looking for the bathroom.”  
 
    “It’s down there,” the bouncer said, pointing below. Over his shoulder, Fox glimpsed a door opening down the hall, a wedge of light skimming across the floor. Probably an office, or a security headquarters. Locker room, break room.  
 
    “Oh yeah, sure thing, man,” Fox said, tossed up a wave and a dopey smile, and turned back the way he’d come.  
 
    As he descended the stairs, he searched for his tagalongs, and didn’t have to look hard. His erstwhile assassins stood squared off from one another in the center of the teeming dance floor. Reese had his arms folded, mouth tweaked by a small frown. Even from behind, Fox could see the stiffness in the set of Tenny’s shoulders.  
 
    He spared the briefest thought that his youngest brother was simultaneously the most useful, and biggest pain in the ass of his siblings; Reese truly did deserve better.  
 
    Then he hopped over the chain and melted back into the crowd as he slipped out his phone.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Tenny was acting strangely. It had started back at the hotel, when Reese stepped out of the bathroom wearing this useless outfit, and only gotten stranger from there.  
 
    He’d ridden in the front in the rental car, beside Fox, which was fine; Reese didn’t care about driving, and the tinted windows in back offered him a better vantage point from which to scope out their destination when they arrived. Fox had twisted around once they were parked, and delivered a few last-minute instructions, all of it repetitions of what they’d decided back at the hotel. Tenny had grumbled to himself about not being an idiot, or a child, to which Fox had smirked.  
 
    Then in the vestibule, Fox had shot a glance over shoulder and smirked again, right at Tenny, and repeated the door bouncer’s line about girls. That in and of itself hadn’t been remarkable; Fox sniped at people, it was just his way, especially with his brothers. His smiles were never warm and kind, his words never gentle. He didn’t rib Reese, for the most part, because Reese never, as Fox would have put it, “started shit.” They hadn’t seen eye to eye at first, but, now, after the op in Texas, Reese felt like they’d arrived at a place where they could communicate effectively; at least, he felt like Fox thought him capable and worth investing time in.  
 
    Fox hassling Tenny wasn’t new behavior – but Tenny’s reaction to it was. Rather than bite back with one of his usual, equally cutting remarks, ones that usually managed to target Fox in some pointed way, his rebuttals now were lifted middle fingers and snappish orders to shut up. In the blue glare of the hotel parking lot lights, Reese had even seen that Tenny was blushing. Cheeks dark, jaw clenched, gaze furious. Most of the time, he looked at least a little pleased when he had verbal sparring matches with Fox, but not tonight. Tonight he looked…flustered.  
 
    That was the only word Reese could come up with, as Tenny whirled around to face him now, in the middle of a pulsing nightclub dance floor.  
 
    Bodies shifted and gyrated all around them. Above, the lights were a wild, swirling mix of red, purple, and blue, a scattershot of winking diamonds when they hit the slow-revolving disco balls and flashed across the lenses of Tenny’s fake glasses…  
 
    And flared like lit matches in blue eyes that looked hunted, and nothing at all like what they were supposed to.  
 
    Reese frowned. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    Tenny’s brows lifted up above the rims of his glasses, and for one startling second, he looked taken aback, before a scowl overtook his face. That wasn’t right, either. This was an op, and they were supposed to be playing rowdy college students, not letting…whatever was going on in Tenny’s head…get the better of them.  
 
    “What?” Tenny asked, shouting over the loud thump of the music. His lips curled in a familiar snarl.  
 
    Someone bumped roughly into Reese’s back – it was an effort to ignore it, and not drop down into a defensive crouch, ready to go on the offense; just a drunk civilian, he told himself – and he stepped forward into Tenny’s space, bracing a hand automatically against Tenny’s chest as he was bumped again. He was surprised to feel Tenny’s pulse galloping wildly beneath his palm; to see the way Tenny’s snarl flickered, and feel the rush of his sudden rough exhalation.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” Reese repeated, louder, right in his face, so there could be no mishearing this time.  
 
    Tenny actually flinched back away from him, snarl morphing into something less aggressive. If Reese hadn’t known better, he would have called the expression vulnerable.  
 
    Thought of the word brought to mind sweat-slick skin spread out on crumpled sheets; the sloped roof of a barn attic, smell of wood, and the outdoors in his nose while Tenny’s hands clenched again and again in his hair. The sound of love, hushed and pleasure-drunk.  
 
    Now was not the time to think about that. But as Tenny wet his lips, and his gaze flicked down toward the too-high hem of Reese’s tank top, he looked like he was thinking of exactly that.  
 
    “Are you–” Reese started.  
 
    Tenny looked panicked–  
 
    And a trio of drunk guys crashed into them from the side.  
 
    This time, instinct overrode everything else. Reese took one large, corrective sidestep, tightened his core, and pivoted, feet braced apart, hands up in a ready stance. Someone tripped over his leg, and might have even fallen, if the resulting gasp was anything to go by. He was aware of a scuffle behind him, the voices involved feminine and outraged – but not a threat. He scanned the dance floor ahead of him, and spotted the boys who’d toppled into him: there were three, one slight, one beefy, one big, but soft in the middle, all with ruddy cheeks and glassy eyes. All drunk, all harmless.  
 
    But then he spotted Tenny, crouched low, one booted foot braced beneath him, the other stretched out to the side, a counterbalance. He held his phone in one hand, and as Reese watched, he lifted his head, and met his gaze. A sharp, nasty smirk stretched his mouth, and Reese’s belly clenched automatically. That smirk had pissed him off, when they’d first met. But now, he knew it meant that things were about to get violent, and, in this moment, it sent a pleasant thrill through him.  
 
    Tenny nodded, once, eyes cutting toward the staggering frat boys.  
 
    Fox wanted a distraction.  
 
    Reese could have argued that assaulting civilians was beneath their capabilities, but, right now, he just wanted Tenny to keep smirking at him.  
 
    He nodded back, and moved.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Showtime, Fox’s text read, and thank fuck, because Tenny was more than ready for some action.  
 
    Reese was, too, if his return nod was anything to go by. Tenny wondered if the idiot knew he was grinning, just a little. He would try to say that he was good at what he did, but that it wasn’t pleasurable for him – but he was full of shit. No one could do what they did, as well as they did, and not love it.  
 
    Tenny slipped his phone in his pocket, stood, turned, and threw a smooth right hook at the first of the frat boys he could reach. It was the little one, and his unfocused eyes flew wide in the last second before Tenny’s knuckles struck his nose. There was a crunch, a spark of pain up Tenny’s hand, and then a fountain of blood that looked black under the twirling club lights.  
 
    The boy went down hard, legs giving out, arms flailing as he grabbed at his bleeding and broken nose. One of his friends, the biggest one, caught him under the arms and kept him upright.  
 
    The third, the one with the tank top and gym-honed muscles on display, turned to Tenny with righteous indignation. “Dude, what the fuck?” he shouted over the music.  
 
    Tenny dropped, and swept his legs.  
 
    A collective oooh went up from the crowd when the boy landed like a bag of bricks, flat on his back, the rush of his expelled breath audible even in the loud club. His eyes popped wide, white-rimmed and wild as they rolled toward Tenny; his chest gave a few panicked flutters as he tried and failed to draw in another breath.  
 
    The crowd around them had stopped dancing, and turned to watch; Tenny glimpsed girls grabbing at their friends and pointing. A few of the guys pushed forward to get a better look.  
 
    The big one set his bleeding friend down, and bulled forward into Tenny’s space, red-faced and huffing, half-furious, half-drunk. “What the fuck’s your problem?” He shoved in close, spit flecking Tenny’s cheeks. “Huh? Answer me – ack!” The rest of his sentence ended in a spluttering, garbled mess – because Reese had stepped in and karate-chopped him in the side of the throat.  
 
    Tenny tripped him, while he was struggling and clutching at his throat, and he collapsed overtop his still-wheezing friend.  
 
    Shouts rang out all around them, some alarmed, some excited: everyone loved a good fight.  
 
    Though calling this one good would have been too generous.  
 
    Tenny was breathing hard, but not from exertion, as he turned and caught Reese’s gaze. The light was just bright enough to reveal that Reese was flushed, a little, smudges of deepened color marking his sharp cheekbones. It was warm in here, and tendrils of long hair clung to the sweat on his neck. His tank top had ridden up, somehow, or his jeans had ridden lower, something, but there was so much skin on display, strong, tensed abs, and that tempting V-groove of his Adonis lines.  
 
    Tenny couldn’t hold back the grin that split his face; he knew without looking that it was feral, sharp-edged and eager. “Well, that was painfully easy.”  
 
    “Yeah,” Reese said. His gaze looked a little glassy, too, though he hadn’t had a drop to drink. He licked the sweat off his upper lip – an absent gesture, Tenny knew, and not one meant to be enticing; Reese didn’t do enticing, not consciously – and it sent a bolt of heat straight to Tenny’s dick.  
 
    Shit, what was wrong with him? 
 
    (You’re in love, you worthless tit, an unhelpful inner voice chimed, one that he shoved down.) 
 
    Behind Tenny, the crowd parted, and two bouncers with thick biceps straining the sleeves of their t-shirts shoved their way through. 
 
    Pleasant tension stole through him as he watched them get closer, closer. “On your six,” he murmured, because, somehow, without having realized it, he and Reese had shifted in closer, until Tenny could feel the heat of his breath.  
 
    “I know,” Reese murmured, blinking once, slow – his lashes fluttered, and maybe he was feeling it, too, that overwhelming twist of want that had been plaguing Tenny’s gut ever since he stepped out of the bathroom back at the hotel.  
 
    The bouncers were nearly on top of them. 
 
    Reese stepped back, and his lips twitched, strangely – a smirk, Tenny realized, even if small and unpracticed.  
 
    “What are you–” one of the bouncers started, bellowing, trying to be intimidating.  
 
    Reese whirled, graceful as a ballerina, and roundhouse kicked the man in the face.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “Getting dogpiled by security,” Fox said, when Eden asked where the boys were. He gripped his cellphone between his cheek and shoulder and the lock he’d been picking turned over with a quiet click. “They’re buying me some time.” 
 
    Her chuckle was more of a groan. “Can you all please try not to wind up on the news?” 
 
    “No promises. I’ll be the one in the trucker cap, by the way, when the security footage leaks.” 
 
    “Ah. That sounds promising.” 
 
    He didn’t say, Relax, darling, I’m going to wipe the tapes. He didn’t have to; she would already know that. 
 
    That was the beautiful thing about their relationship: they might bicker over everyday, mundane nonsense, but both trusted the other’s professional skills to the hilt.  
 
    Fox slipped quickly past the door he’d picked and shut it behind him. It had a keypad out in the hall, for keycard access, but a place in the knob for an old-fashioned key, too. No alarms sounded, and no red lights started blinking on the display before him – which proved quite more sophisticated than the typical security office one would expect in a dump like this.  
 
    There were three desks, all boasting triple monitor computer setups, flash drives plugged into every available port. A bank of TVs on one wall flickered constantly through security feeds, all of it crisp and HD. A row of wireless printers sat lined up on a table. No file cabinets, but most dirty deeds were conducted digitally, these days; sin was easier without a paper trail.  
 
    The whole back wall was a window, and it must have been one-way glass, because he hadn’t noticed it down below. He thumbed the door lock, then made his way there. Several stools sat before the window, which offered a perfect vantage point of the dance floor.  
 
    Not at all unusual in a club. But… 
 
    He spared a glance at the dance floor’s current activity – Reese and Tenny were actively fighting with the bouncers, now – and then turned to check the monitors. 
 
    As expected, the bouncers in here had been pulled on short notice, and the browser windows they’d been looking at were still open. 
 
    “Where are you now?” Eden asked in his ear, hushed, like she was the one sneaking around. He knew she was getting a vicarious thrill out of this, and the thought warmed his insides pleasantly.  
 
    “Office,” he said, ducking down to the monitor. Three tabs were open, two live video streams of the dance floor, zoomed in so that he could see the blend of shock and horror on the faces of the kids gaping at the fight. Despite the darkness, the footage was clear enough to make out eye color; one girl leaned in to whisper to another and he could read her lips as she said, Like, I know this is so fucked up, but they’re pretty hot. 
 
    The third open window was an active chat of some sort. The last three messages had gone unanswered.  
 
    B: The blonde. 
 
    B: Did u get that?  
 
    B: Answer me!!! 
 
    Fox found the mouse and scrolled back up to the last sent message. 
 
    N: Which 1? 
 
    And, above that: 3 w/ fake IDs. Attached was a screenshot from one of the camera feeds, a glimpse of three girls coming in through the plastic strips at the vestibule, arms linked together, all of them fresh-faced, and shiny-haired, dressed more for a twirl on a pole than a night on the town.  
 
    Just like that, Fox wasn’t feeling so skeptical anymore. “Shit,” he murmured.  
 
    Eden said, “What?” 
 
    “Not sure yet.” He pulled out his phone and snapped a few pictures. “No reason to think this outfit’s involved with Abacus, but something’s not right, either.” 
 
    Little dots appeared in the chat window, and a new message popped up. 
 
    B: where the fuck are you? 
 
    Fox typed back balls-deep in your mom, then exited the window. He scanned the desktop tabs, and saw they were all saved to the flash drives. He pulled them out, and pocketed them.  
 
    “Fox,” Eden prompted on the other end of the line.  
 
    “Could be I’m just paranoid,” he said, as he started clicking through various camera feeds; there were a lot of them, far more than any other club he’d been inside. “But this chat I found – I took pics to send you – made it sound very sketchy. They’re keeping track of which girls are underage, and the cameras are…” 
 
    “Oh, shit,” she said. And then, when he didn’t pick his sentence back up, “What?” 
 
    “Hold on.” Fox pulled his phone back and switched it to speaker, and then camera mode so he could take another picture. The feed he’d landed on clearly showed the back of the building, all flat-faced, black-painted brick and ugly steel roof. There were several loading bays, as expected, and a heavy, metal pedestrian door at the top of a staircase. Beside it, small, but clearly visible, was an inverted, yellow triangle. 
 
    Yield. 
 
    The same sign Abacus had left them in the abandoned mill in Knoxville.  
 
    A marker for members. 
 
    And a taunt for anyone who would try to stop them.  
 
    “It’s them,” Fox said, words like lead in his mouth. His gut clenched, and he hated that this was related. He’d wanted it to be a coincidence, Eden letting her imagination get the best of her. 
 
    But when had she ever done that? 
 
    “What?” Her voice went shrill. “It is? You’re sure?” 
 
    “I’m looking right at that stupid tag of theirs.” 
 
    “Shit.” A beat passed. “Shit. Okay. Okay, okay. You need to–” 
 
    “I know. I’m pulling every file I can.” 
 
    “Okay, good. Okay, that’s–” She choked off with a muted sound, and Fox paused, finger hovering over the mouse.  
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    He could hear her gulp through the phone. Her voice came out thin and strained. “Fine.” 
 
    He frowned at the screen in front of him. “No, you sound like shit. What’s the matter?” 
 
    “No, it’s–” Whatever else she said – a near-whisper at this point – was drowned out by the quick beep of the lock being disengaged from the outside.  
 
    “I’ll call you back,” he said, hung up, and stood.  
 
    If he’d calculated right, and he always did, then he had three seconds to snatch every other flash drive in the place and lay the intruder out.  
 
    It was almost too easy, to be honest.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Ten 
 
      
 
    Reese ducked a clumsy punch, popped back up, and struck the man in front of him with the edge of his hand, one harsh strike against his throat. He fell back choking, stumbling over the man Reese had kicked in the face and sent free-falling backward like a felled tree, unconscious. He hadn’t meant to knock anyone out – but, well, there were eight bouncers converging on them, and while they could win, it didn’t mean they could leave everyone standing and uninjured.  
 
    The man he’d struck continued to choke, but he glared through the tears that filled his eyes. These were big men: thick-necked, broad-shouldered, barrel-chested. All of them bigger than Reese and Tenny. 
 
    But brute strength wasn’t as important as honed skill, and no matter how big, these bouncers hadn’t had so much as a quarter of his and Tenny’s training. In that sense, it wasn’t so much a fight as–  
 
    “Ha!” Tenny crowed, in his real voice, the American act dropped – not because of the heat of the moment, Reese knew, but because he’d deemed this whole adventure beneath him and wasn’t going to bother with a façade any longer. “Is that the best you’ve got?” 
 
    –a chance to let off a little steam.  
 
    The choking man surged in closer, determined, despite his streaming eyes.  
 
    Reese laid him out with a few quick blows. Pressure points were important: nerves, airways, eyes, nose. If a person couldn’t breathe, couldn’t feel, couldn’t see, he could be taken out of the equation. 
 
    The man fell.  
 
    Reese turned in time to see Tenny slide a knife out of his shirtsleeve.  
 
    “No knives,” he said, or, rather commanded.  
 
    Tenny’s gaze snapped to him, vacant a moment, face going lax with shock. When he grimaced, snarling silently, and slid the knife back from where it had come, Reese thought the expression didn’t seem quite right; that he didn’t look nearly as disappointed as his growled curse suggested.  
 
    Huh.  
 
    But, knifeless, Tenny straightened up into a ballerina spin, twirled, and kicked the oncoming bouncer in the hip – right at the flexor, which spasmed, and sent the man to the ground with a pained shout. The moment the movement ended, Tenny was striking again, with his hand, catching another bouncer in the soft padding under his chin, sending him reeling.  
 
    Movement in Reese’s periphery pulled his attention, and he ducked to avoid a swipe, and sprang up to deliver a swift kick to a groin that left a bouncer gagging.  
 
    They fought for a while. At some point, they ended up back-to-back. Reese felt the press of sharp shoulder blades against his own, once, and knew on instinct that it was Tenny – he knew his body as well as he knew his own, now, every hard line, and unforgiving point. The weight of him at his back was a comfort, a bolstering force. Reese could have handled all of these idiots by himself, but he didn’t have to, and knowing that, feeling that, sparked something warm in his chest.  
 
    He dropped three more, with minimal effort, and then the bouncers were all down, and groaning, and the civilians were pressing in close, shouting with excitement.  
 
    “Holy shit, dude!” 
 
    “Did you see that?” 
 
    “Oh, man! Fuck!” 
 
    “They just dropped those guys!” 
 
    “Should we, like, call the cops?” 
 
    “Whoa, somebody call nine-one-one!” 
 
    Time to move.  
 
    Reese turned – and found Tenny right behind him, grin wide and wild, blue eyes flashing beneath the colored lights. He looked ecstatic. He looked ready to take on the world. 
 
    He looked beautiful. He’d lost his glasses, and his hair was in disarray, and one sleeve of his shirt hung by a thread, but he looked beautiful.  
 
    Something crowded at the base of Reese’s throat – some pressure. He thought it might be bile, the likeliest explanation, but he didn’t feel sick, and the sensation wasn’t unpleasant, exactly. More like urgent. More like–  
 
    Fox appeared between them, and gripped each of them by the wrist. “Let’s go, boys.” 
 
    They went.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Blue lights and sirens were coming up the road by the time they pulled out of the parking lot, but Fox ditched his hat, slouched unbothered behind the wheel, and drove at a reasonable speed.  
 
    “Don’t act guilty, and no one will think you’re guilty,” he said, as three patrol cars flashed past them and turned in at the club.  
 
    “Do you seriously think we don’t know that?” Tenny asked, scoffing. 
 
    Reese let his head flop back against the seat and enjoyed the pleasant hum of adrenaline that still flooded his body. That had been fun, more than anything: not a true challenge but a chance to flex his muscles without holding back, like he had to at home, sparring with a still-hopeless Evan.  
 
    But that pressure still lingered at the base of his throat, and he found, when Tenny turned to sneer at his brother, and presented his profile in the glow of the stoplight ahead, that a restlessness hummed beneath his skin. He wasn’t done for the night – or, at least, he didn’t want to be. But he wasn’t sure if he wanted another fight, or if he wanted–  
 
    “…earth to Reese.” 
 
    Fox was trying to get his attention.  
 
    He sat up. “Yes?” 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    Somehow, lost in his own thoughts, introspective in a way that could get him killed in the field, he’d missed the fact that they’d made it nearly back to the hotel, and that they were currently sitting in the McDonald’s drive-through line.  
 
    “Oh,” he said, flatly, while his pulse jumped, because something must be wrong with him; he never failed to take note of his surroundings. “Fish sandwich.” 
 
    Tenny made a disgusted sound from the front seat. “Do you think that’s actually fish?” 
 
    “Fish sandwich, please,” he repeated.  
 
    They ordered, and made it back to the hotel, and up to their rooms without incident. No more lights, no sirens.  
 
    “No one had our tag number,” Fox said, self-assured, as he unpacked the food onto the small, round table in his room. “They won’t find us tonight.” 
 
    Rather than sit at the table with them – there were only two chairs – Tenny sat cross-legged on the edge of one of the beds and opened his Big Mac up on his lap, raining sesame seeds down onto the coverlet.  
 
    “Slob,” Fox accused. 
 
    “Wanker,” Tenny shot back, and took a bite; spoke around it, as he was wont to do. The real Tenny had horrible table manners, and Reese found that…something. Endearing, maybe. “So that was a complete waste of time.” 
 
    “You think?” Fox asked, mildly. He held three fries in one hand, and dug the other into his jacket pocket; came out with a fistful of flash drives.  
 
    Tenny affected only mild interest – a shrug as he took another bite. 
 
    Reese swallowed his mouthful of sandwich – maybe it wasn’t real fish, but he liked the taste all the same – and said, “You found something?” 
 
    Fox abandoned his dinner in favor of pulling out his phone, which he then held up for Reese to see across the table. It was a photo, blurry in the way of all cellphone pics of computer screens, but zoomed in so that the bright yellow, spray-painted symbol on a stretch of brick wall was clearly visible. An upside-down triangle. Yield. Abacus’s calling card.  
 
    “This was by the back door,” Fox explained, retracting his phone and picking up his burger. “It’ll take some time to sort through the files I pulled, but just based on what they had pulled up on their monitors, plus the whole security situation, I think it’s safe to say they’re involved. My guess, based on the sheer incompetence of the morons you two fought tonight, and going by what we’ve learned from Luis, Abacus outsources to small-time places like Nine. They probably fund the operation – chump change for the high rollers at the top – and arrange for transport of the girls, but they don’t have a hand in the day-to-day operations.” 
 
    Tenny snorted. “There won’t be a paper trail. They’re working through so many chains of intermediaries that we could go three levels up and still only have hold of a subordinate.”  
 
    Fox said, “You’re right. We won’t ever get all the intel necessary to make an arrest – but we aren’t making an arrest.” 
 
    Slowly, Tenny’s expression clouded – went from his usual show of flippant disregard to outright frustration. He set his Big Mac back in its box and licked sauce off his thumb, scowling. “So then why in bloody hell are we wasting time with all this?” He gestured to the room around them, to the night they’d just had. “Luis gave you that list of names. Let us” – he gestured to Reese – “kill them all, and then it’s problem solved!” 
 
    Fox’s answering gaze was patient. “You’re going to have to stop thinking like that.” 
 
    “Like what?” Tenny bristled.  
 
    “Like a government attack dog whose handlers can make any and all problems go away.”  
 
    “I got results. I didn’t just sit around with my thumb–” 
 
    “You executed hits,” Fox cut in, evenly. “And yeah, sure, you were good at it. But then they put you back underground, after, under lock and key, and no one could touch you. So what if the hit you carried out resulted in an embassy bombing? In a truck plowing through civilians? That wasn’t your business. You went out on assignment, and then waited for the next one.” 
 
    A muscle leaped dangerously in Tenny’s clenched jaw. “I–” 
 
    “How many times do we have to have this conversation?” Fox pressed. “Things aren’t like they used to be – they can’t be. You’re part of a club. If you ran up to New York and killed everyone on our list, do you think there wouldn’t be retribution? You think the Dogs wouldn’t have to face the blowback? Do you actually think you could pull it off without being caught on film? Recognized?” 
 
    “I never have before,” Tenny gritted out. 
 
    “Yeah? How sure of that are you? How could you have known, down in the basement, chained up and muzzled?” 
 
    Tenny sucked in a huge breath, chest lifting – and then stood and stormed from the room. The cheap prints on the wall rattled in their frames when he slammed the door.  
 
    Reese took one last bite of his sandwich, and made to stand.  
 
    “Wait,” Fox said. 
 
    He waited.  
 
    “Best to leave him be. Let him cool off.” 
 
    Reese hesitated, then said, “I don’t think he will. Not if he’s alone.” 
 
    “Hm. He is good at sulking.” Fox took a long, loud sip of his soda and contemplated Reese a moment, gaze inscrutable. “What do you think?” 
 
    It was going to take more time, he thought, before he grew used to having his opinion asked. “I think – no, I know I’ve never executed such a high-profile hit before. That creates complications.” 
 
    Fox nodded. “Right, right. But I was actually talking about Tenny. What do you think about him?” 
 
    Reese’s breath caught. He was still learning, always learning, but Tenny had said that MCs didn’t allow…or, at least, didn’t smile upon…whatever it was they were doing. Men sleeping together, without a woman present. All the other Dogs were either married, or slept exclusively with women. There was Ian, but Ian wasn’t patched; didn’t fly the colors.  
 
    And Fox’s expression was, as usual, impossible to interpret. What was he asking here?  
 
    When Reese didn’t answer right away, he said, “You’re protective of him – that was made evident in Texas, when you let Luis go in favor of tending to him. When you stepped up to challenge me about him.” The ghost of a smirk toyed with his mouth, a fleeting second. “And now: you’re ready to go after him. To help him see sense? To comfort him?” His head titled the opposite way. “Or perhaps to commiserate? Maybe you agree with his take on all this.” 
 
    That pressure at the base of his throat intensified, swelled hard and tight as a fist. He took a measured sip of his drink to try and dispel it, but no such luck. Choosing his words carefully, he said, “Tenny…is…he’s more emotional than me. Or you,” he added, because that was something he’d learned to be true over the past few months.  
 
    Fox’s brows lifted a fraction.  
 
    “He’s very well trained, and he’s very good at what he does – better than me. He can use accents and languages and disguises better than me.” He glanced down at the ridiculous outfit he still wore. “But when he isn’t working, he…feels a lot of things.” 
 
    Fox’s tone turned almost gentle. “What sorts of things?” He sounded, somehow, like he already knew the answer to that question – like he did when he was using interrogation to educate them.  
 
    “Anger,” Reese said, right away, frowning. If Fox knew this, then what was he getting at? “Frustration.” He hesitated again, though he knew what he was about to say was true; it felt like a betrayal, but he said, “Fear.” Because under the constant, trigger-hair anger and frustration was a wild fear that he caught in the quicksilver gleam of blue eyes. He’d seen it the night an interrogation went sideways and he’d had to take Tenny’s knife into his own hands; the night he’d kissed him, for the first time. I like your face. And Tenny had rolled away, and rejected him.  
 
    Fox took a breath, began to speak – and then nodded instead. Frowned, and drummed his fingers against his paper cup. He nodded again. “Might as well take the brat the rest of his dinner, then.” 
 
    Reese stood, collected the remnants of both their meals, bagged them, and turned for the door.  
 
    Fox said, “Reese.” A half-turn revealed that Fox’s expression had gone stony, serious. “Take care of him, yeah? He – he likes you, and God knows he won’t let me.” 
 
    The words followed Reese out the door, and the three steps to his own door. Inside, he found Tenny stretched out on the far bed, hands linked behind his head, staring mulishly up at the ceiling. He’d ditched the flannel shirt in the car, and was left now in a black t-shirt and jeans. He’d toed off his boots, socked feet flexing slightly, the only part of his body that moved, as he no doubt churned with anger on the inside.  
 
    “I brought your food,” Reese announced, lifting the bag. 
 
    Tenny grunted something noncommittal.  
 
    Their room was a mirror image of Fox’s, complete with its own cheap, two-person table. Reese unpacked the food there, and after a few long moments, and some muttered curses, Tenny got up and joined him, falling into his chair with a huff.  
 
    He lit a cigarette. 
 
    Reese caught his gaze over the flick of the lighter, and skated a pointed glance toward the small, but obvious No Smoking sign on the TV table. 
 
    “Shut up,” Tenny muttered, but tucked the cigarette away again and took an agitated bite of his now-cold burger.  
 
    They ate in silence for a few minutes. Reese was hungry from the fight, still buzzing faintly with an unusual amount of post-op adrenaline, and he wished he’d ordered two sandwiches, now. As he was finishing his fries, Tenny snorted and shoved his own half-eaten order across the table to him. He hadn’t finished his Big Mac, either, Reese noticed, absently, but didn’t comment.  
 
    “Thanks,” he murmured, over the shared fries, and dragged them closer.  
 
    Tenny picked up his drink and leaned back in his chair. “What sort of bollocks did he feed you over there?” A tilt of his head toward the wall they shared with Fox was all the explanation needed. Reese could read the unasked questions: What did he say about me? And, maybe: What’s your take on it all? 
 
    Reese swallowed and licked salt off his lips. “Why do you think he said anything?” 
 
    Tenny’s eyes widened. He smirked. “Listen to you – listen to you hedging. Who are you and what have you done with that hopelessly honest tit who just blurts shit out?” 
 
    “I’m not…hedging.” 
 
    “You’re doing it again!” Tenny laughed – and it wasn’t a happy sound. A sharp, harsh crack that spoke of nothing kind. “Christ, how bad could it have been?” 
 
    Reese’s stomach tightened, and he abandoned the rest of the food. He wasn’t entirely sure he knew what “hedging” meant, in a social context (he knew it had nothing to do with actual hedges, like the ones in front of Kris’s apartment complex, so that was something), but he was very aware of the fact that, before meeting Tenny, he’d never attempted to avoid answering a direct question.  
 
    The pressure in his throat swelled, pushed up, choking him – maybe the fish had been a bad idea after all… 
 
    But…it was words, he realized, as they finally formed on his tongue. This wasn’t a physical malady – he had something he wanted to say, and none of the skill or finesse with which to say it.  
 
    Well. He could try.  
 
    He said, “Fox asked me to look after you.” 
 
    “He what?” 
 
    “He’s worried about you, and so am I.” 
 
    “Worried?” It didn’t seem possible for Tenny’s brows to climb any higher. He rocked back so his chair was balanced on two legs, his sneer incredulous. “Why in the fu–” 
 
    “Your behavior’s been inconsistent,” Reese said, and winced internally, because this wasn’t how he’d wanted to approach it. He hadn’t wanted to fall back on sterile, analytical language, but his own emotions were still a new and tricky landscape, and he thought Tenny’s might be the same. “You’ve always acted like you hate everyone and you’re better than everyone – that’s not new.” 
 
    Tenny’s brows lowered into a fierce scowl. “Listen here, you idiot, I don’t need to be psychoanalyzed–” 
 
    “But sometimes you seem happy. Or, well, if not happy–” 
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
    “–then at least like you aren’t miserable. Like you don’t hate – well, like you at least don’t hate me.” 
 
    “I said shut up.”  
 
    “Like at the farm, in the old apartment. Or that night we had the party, and we were alone in my dorm–” 
 
    Tenny’s hand slapped the table with a resounding smack, and he heaved up out of his chair, leaning forward to shove his face toward Reese’s, snarling. “What part of shut up don’t you understand?” he growled.  
 
    It was a fearsome expression, but Reese wasn’t one for fear, and he could see the tangle of emotions that lay just beneath Tenny’s threatening veneer. He was a consummate actor in a way that Reese could never be, but his act always slipped, at least a little, when they were squared off from one another like this.  
 
    “I don’t want to shut up.” 
 
    Tenny’s lips stretched back, until all his teeth were bared like a cornered animal’s, and his sneer became a grimace. “You’re wrong. I do hate you.” 
 
    Reese met his gaze with a steady one of his own. “No, you don’t.” 
 
    “I just told you I did!” 
 
    “And I don’t believe you.” 
 
    Tenny shoved off the table with a curse and started to pace the width of the room, hands knotted in his hair, messing up the careful styling he’d done for the op.  
 
    Reese stood, and on his next pass, stepped into his path.  
 
    Tenny snarled down at his midsection. “For the love of Christ, why are you still wearing that?” 
 
    Reese spared his own exposed midriff a glance, and – oh.  
 
    Oh.  
 
    Maybe I really am an idiot, he thought, because several things suddenly made sense, most especially Tenny’s tight, downright skittish behavior ever since he’d emerged from the bathroom wearing this outfit.  
 
    When he lifted his head, and met Tenny’s gaze, he noted the faint dusting of pink along Tenny’s cheekbones. He’d thought he’d seen the same in the club, but it had been hard to tell; now, in warm, bright hotel lamplight, there was no mistaking it. 
 
    “This is the outfit you picked out,” he said.  
 
    “Yeah, but – you – not for–” Tenny pressed a hand to his face and turned away, muttering, cursing.  
 
    He was flustered.  
 
    He likes you, Fox had said, with that beat of hesitation. Like he knew; like he understood this wasn’t just club brothers, wasn’t just friends, the way Aidan and Tango were friends.  
 
    Reese almost felt like smiling – like teasing, maybe; a new impulse. He took a step closer. “If you don’t like it, I can take it off.” 
 
    Tenny’s hand dropped, and his throat bobbed as he swallowed; he didn’t look at him. “Jesus, you fucker.” 
 
    “Ten.” Reese took another step, and gripped his arm, lightly. His skin was warm to the touch – too warm. Clammy. Nervous. Softly, gaze trained on the way Tenny’s lashes flickered and shuddered against his cheeks, he said, “I’m not very good with words. Or feelings.” 
 
    “Fuck feelings.” 
 
    “So why don’t you just say it? For both of us?” 
 
    Tenny’s head whipped toward him. “Say what? What do you think it is I’m supposed to be saying?” The mockery was only the faintest film, and Reese knew he hated that; that he’d wanted to sound careless and strong – and instead only sounded cracked at the edges, on the verge of breaking.  
 
    Reese slid his hand up his arm, until he reached the tender inside of his elbow, and the wildly throbbing pulse there. He tugged, gently. “Tennyson.” 
 
    Tenny’s eyes gleamed wet. “Fuck you,” he hissed. “Fuck you.” 
 
    Then he twisted out of Reese’s grip – only to surge toward him. He gripped Reese’s hair in both fists, tight enough to sting, and dragged him into a kiss that was more like a fight than anything else.  
 
    Lips smashed into lips, and teeth clicked.  
 
    Tenny hissed, pulled back a fraction – then shifted his hold so he was cradling Reese’s skull, angled his head, and dove back in. Smoother this time; open-mouthed, and less aggressive…but hungry. So hungry.  
 
    Reese gripped his waist, in turn; slipped his hands beneath the hem of his shirt to get to warm skin, rewarded by an approving murmur against his lips. Tenny’s tongue slipped between his teeth, slick and hot over his own.  
 
    Inept though he might be when it came to behavioral conventions, Reese had never been one for denial. He could admit, freely, readily, that kissing Tenny was becoming a common thing – and a thing he looked forward to; a thing that he yearned for. It was nothing like kissing the club girls. That had felt nice, physically, and had shocked and excited him, a pure response to stimulation – but this…this flooded him with sparks and heat and a contentedness that made it all feel right. That made Tenny feel right.  
 
    Tenny palmed his nape, and urged his head back at a gentle angle so he could take his mouth more thoroughly, and that felt like Tenny felt that rightness, too – even if he was still snarling and snapping.  
 
    Tenny caught Reese’s lip between his teeth and bit. His hands ran rough and clumsy down his back, and then shifted to his front, one scratching through the pale hair that trailed down from his exposed navel, the other slipping up beneath his tank top and palming over his pec. He squeezed, hard, and Reese felt his nipples pebble in response; felt a shudder shake out across his skin as he chased a kiss that Tenny broke in favor of trailing hot, wet lips down the side of his throat.  
 
    “Christ,” Tenny murmured, fingers hooking in his waistband. “This bloody outfit is killing me.” Still restless, the hand on his chest trailed down and around, and closed over his ass, squeezing hard again. “These jeans,” he said between sloppy kisses against the juncture of neck and shoulder. “Who knew this ass was hiding under those hideous tac pants.” 
 
    “You’ve – seen – my ass,” Reese panted. He wanted to touch and fondle in return, to feel more skin, but he was dizzy under Tenny’s hands, overwhelmed with how quickly he’d gone from concerned to turned on out of his mind.  
 
    “Bloody” – scrape of teeth over tendon – “not the point.”  
 
    The low-riding, unforgiving waistband of Reese’s pants gave; Tenny had managed the button one-handed, and he wasted no time forcing the zipper and plunging that hand straight down the front of the jeans, only to groan when his fingers curled around the base of Reese’s bare cock. “Fuck, you’re not wearing anything under here.” 
 
    “They were too tight.” 
 
    “Fuck.” 
 
    Tenny kissed him again, messy and savage, then took him by the shoulders and spun him around.  
 
    Again, Reese marveled that his automatic instinct to resist, lash out, fight back didn’t so much as twitch, now, here with Tenny, as he urged him forward with a hand between his shoulder blades, until he was resting with his forearms braced on the edge of the bed. The sound he made, when Tenny shoved his jeans down far enough to expose his ass and thighs to the cool air of the hotel room, was neither voluntary, nor resistant.  
 
    Still, Tenny paused, his breath a ragged scraping, loud in the silence around them, his hands hot and flexing on Reese’s bare hips. “Want me to stop?” he asked, voice rough, strained.  
 
    Reese leaned back into his touch. Stop what? He didn’t even know what Tenny was after, only that he was willing. “No.” 
 
    A curse. Hands pulling away, sound of a zipper. Hands returning, one at his hip, one sliding beneath his tank top, pressing at his spine, urging him down further, further, until his cheek rested on the bedspread. Then the hot, hard press of Tenny’s cock, already wet, leaking, settling right in the cleft of his ass. Tenny let out a low, guttural noise at first contact, and then started moving, an uncoordinated rocking that slid them together, faster, wetter as the pre-come spread.  
 
    “Shit,” Tenny murmured, panting, hand gripping tight on Reese’s hip as he rutted against him. “Shit…shit…I wanted…next time. Later.” 
 
    Dense or not, idiot or not, there was no mistaking next time. Reese thought of Tenny beneath him, head thrown back, mouth open, the tight, hot, unrelenting grip of his body, and pleasure spiked white-hot through him when he thought of their positions swapped. Of him down on the cool sheets, and Tenny over him, glassy-eyed and red-cheeked with pleasure, sweaty and thrusting like he had so many times, with one of the girls. The thought of taking him inside his body left Reese reeling and overwarm – desperate, suddenly.  
 
    He shifted so he was balanced on one elbow and reached beneath himself so he could work his own cock with hard, fast strokes.  
 
    Tenny swore again, and his next thrust rocked Reese forward across the bedspread.  
 
    The whole thing was a graceless, uncoordinated affair, chasing bright pleasure, too starved to do anything but let it happen. Reese came first, all down the edge of the bed and the bedspread. When he was still limp and pulsing, Tenny turned him over, pushed his tank top up to his armpits, and came all over his heaving chest, and stomach, and softening cock.  
 
    He braced a hand on the mattress, after, beside Reese’s hip, head hanging as he gasped for breath.  
 
    Reese hooked two fingers in the neck of his t-shirt, and it was no effort at all to pull him down so they lay stacked on top of one another, ribs interlocked and the hot, sticky mess pressing between them. Reese felt pleasantly crushed, the heat of a strong body squashing him down into the mattress a comfort rather than a burden.  
 
    “Ugh,” Tenny finally said, after long moments spent catching their breath. “You got jizz all over my shirt.” 
 
    Reese petted his hair, working the last crusty bits of gel out with his fingers. “You helped.” 
 
    Tenny huffed a quiet laugh, and he sounded easier, so much less wound up, when he murmured, “Shit. Well. So much for self-control.” 
 
    “Why do you need self-control?” Reese asked, genuinely curious. “It’s just us.” 
 
    Tenny held still a moment, not breathing, then lifted his head and propped his chin on Reese’s chest, so they were face-to-face. All the sneering and grimacing had given way to a post-coital softness – one tinged with some other emotion Reese couldn’t place.  
 
    “Just us,” he said, after a moment. His pupils were large, his expression – something. Wondering? Hopeful? “You almost make that sound safe.” 
 
    Reese blinked at him. “Isn’t it?” 
 
    Tenny chewed at a kiss-plump lip and considered a moment. Then sighed and laid his head back down, chest swelling against Tenny’s stomach as he took a deep breath. “I don’t know,” he whispered. And then, so soft Reese thought he might have misheard: “I want it to be.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Eleven  
 
      
 
    “Congrats, you’re on the news,” Eden said on the other end of the line.  
 
    “Hm.” Fox picked the remote up off the nightstand and switched on the TV. He hadn’t heard anything in particular through the wall he shared with the boys – just a few muffled thumps that could have been anything, really – but he appreciated the chance to crank the volume up and drown out anything suspicious that might be forthcoming. “Hope the cameras caught my good side.” 
 
    Eden snorted. “They don’t have footage.” 
 
    “Obviously, since I nabbed all the files.” 
 
    “Obviously.” He could hear her eyeroll.  
 
    A little channel surfing found the local news, and its after-midnight repeat of the day’s main headlines. The screen filled with a dark parking lot, flashing lights, and scantily-clad young people huddling on the sidewalk, talking to police behind the yellow tape.  
 
    “Here we are,” he said, and bumped the volume another notch for good measure.  
 
    “…police investigating the assault of eight bouncers at local nightclub Nine. According to eyewitness accounts, two men started a brawl on the dance floor that quickly devolved into something sinister,” the grave on-scene reporter said to the camera, her chin tucked for effect.  
 
    Fox snorted. “They’re calling it sinister. Ten would love that.” 
 
    The footage cut to a kid in a backwards cap with a glazed, half-drunk expression: one of the oh-so-reliable eyewitnesses. “Dude,” he said into the microphone, shaking his head, “these were not, like, regular dudes. They were like, like, [beep] ninjas or something! They were all” – he mimed several clumsy karate chops – “kicking, and throwing guys around. It was insane!” 
 
    A girl who’d cried her mascara into dark streaks sniffled into the mic and said, “I thought someone was gonna die. It was so awful.” 
 
    Her friend, much more composed – and sober – leaned in to add, “I’ve never seen those guys before in my life. There’s no way they were students.” 
 
    Back to the reporter. “It seems the cameras inside the club were down at the time of the assault, but witnesses were able to describe the assailants.” 
 
    Fox choked back a laugh when the two sketch artist renderings flashed up on the screen.  
 
    “Yeah,” Eden said, her own chuckle soft. “Apparently Fabio and that guy from Green Day beat up those bouncers.” 
 
    “See? I told you.” He tabbed down the volume and started channel-surfing. It was silent a long beat from the other end of the line. He finally landed on a mindless cooking competition and set the remote down; dragged his laptop closer across the coverlet, open to the spreadsheet he’d been trying to decipher before Eden called. “You still there?” 
 
    “Yeah.” She sighed – and with a single breath captured all of his attention. The fine hairs stood up on the back of his neck. “I didn’t doubt that you could get in and out without being caught. I never think you’ll screw up an op, Charlie.” 
 
    His insides flashed cold, just for a second. A once-unfamiliar sensation that had been steadily creeping up on him the last few weeks. Something was off with Eden. She’d professed her sense of worry and helplessness about this whole Abacus business – but worry and hopelessness weren’t usually a part of her vocabulary. He’d found her in tears a few mornings ago, and she hadn’t come along on this op, though it was her idea.  
 
    Something very much like dread crawled across his skin.  
 
    Had this been part of an op, he would have known just how to play her. 
 
    But this was real life, and choosing his words carefully had never been his strong suit. “But you think I’ll screw up other things.” 
 
    Oops. So much for careful.  
 
    She huffed a laugh that sounded more sad than anything. “You know you do. But. I suppose you can’t really help it.” 
 
    “Eden–” 
 
    “Ugh, don’t mind me. I’m in a weird mood lately. It’ll pass.” 
 
    Okaaaay… 
 
    “How are the boys?” she asked. A teasing note crept into her voice, and she sounded like herself again. “Traumatized by their sinister night?” 
 
    If she wanted to drop it, he would drop it. Talking about moods and feelings wasn’t his forte, after all. “Hardly. They’re in their own room, hopefully resolving the unresolved sexual tension that’s had Ten in a snit all day.” 
 
    She sighed again – but it was her normal sigh this time, and not one that left him jittery and uncertain. “How do you think that’s going to turn out? The two of them?” 
 
    “Possibly with one or both in the hospital.” 
 
    “No, I mean – what’s the club going to say? Are they…God, I hate that I’m about to use the word allowed, but this is an outlaw club we’re talking about.” 
 
    He frowned at the TV. “Yeah, I know. But. It’s not the seventies anymore. And we’re not the Angels.” 
 
    “Ooh, does that mean I can patch in?” 
 
    “You wouldn’t want to.” 
 
    “Nope.” She popped the P. “What are the odds the others already know what’s going on with them?” 
 
    “High. And they patched them anyway. They’ll be fine,” he said, and actually believed it. “Ghost is an asshole, but not that kind of asshole.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    Silence descended again, but it wasn’t as uncomfortable. In fact, it was easy; they did this sometimes: stayed on the line without talking. The sound of each other’s breath, the knowledge of their presence, more soothing than any exchange of small talk. Fox had always appreciated that about her, the way she understood he wasn’t a talker, and never seemed to resent it.  
 
    Which made her recent odd behavior all the more alarming. Something was going on with her, and he had a feeling it would end the way it had years before, when they first broke up.  
 
    Not just a feeling, it turned out – but a worry. His stomach churned, faintly. He blamed McDonald’s, but couldn’t stop himself from saying, “Are you sure you’re okay?” 
 
    Immediately, tension stole down the line; the silence became charged.  
 
    “Fine,” she said, brusquely. “Send me the relevant files when you’re done going through them.” 
 
    “Ok–” 
 
    “Night, Charlie.” The line went dead.  
 
    He sighed. “Gonna mark you down as ‘not fine,’ then.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Tenny woke overwarm and with a mouthful of blond hair. He spat it out and cracked his eyes open to find that it was morning, soft light spilling between the gap in the blackout curtains. The air conditioner hummed away, but Reese lay boneless and snoring on top of him, face jammed in his throat, hand curling reflexively against his ribs.  
 
    He dimly remembered stripping down to his underwear in the hazy afterglow, and crawling beneath the covers. Reese had settled on him right away, touching hips to shoulders to toes, legs entangled. He’d been too tired and pleasantly buzzed on a post-coital high to insist that Reese roll away and give him some space – space he didn’t want, but felt compelled to insist on anyway, for propriety’s sake.  
 
    I don’t need anyone. I’m not needy. This is just sex – it just feels good. 
 
    Lies that made his stomach hurt.  
 
    He trailed fingertips lightly down the knobby bumps of Reese’s spine. He fought like a wildcat, steel-strong and unforgiving, but at rest like this, vulnerable and bare, Tenny marveled at how fragile he felt; just baby-fine skin stretched over too much bone, muscles sleek and lean. Just a boy, now, and not a killer.  
 
    Reese shifted, knee hiking up higher over his hip, and breathed noisily against Tenny’s pulse point, but didn’t wake.  
 
    “I never wanted this,” he whispered to himself, and hated that a lump formed in his throat. “It wasn’t something I ever – and now – I don’t know if can hold onto it. I’m not built that way.” 
 
    Reese stirred again. “Hm? What?” 
 
    “Nothing. Go back to sleep.” When Tenny tried to extricate himself, Reese’s hand curved around his ribcage, fingertips digging in. “I’m going to see Fox. Go back to sleep,” he urged again. 
 
    Reese hummed something noncommittal, but rolled over and curled back up.  
 
    Tenny sat perched on the edge of the bed, marveling a moment, because people like them? They’d been trained to wake quickly and fully. It was eyes open, body up, ready for a threat. But here was Reese snuffling into the cool pillowcase and breathing deep again. A bite mark on his bare shoulder and a looseness to his limbs that shouldn’t have been possible in a killer trained to be a weapon, rather than a person. 
 
    Tenny’s eyes stung as he hastily snatched clothes out of his bag and tugged them on. He’d managed to compose himself by the time he slipped from the room, and knocked on Fox’s door.  
 
    Unlike him, Fox was not in sleepy lover mode. He answered the door dressed, with damp hair, already holding out a paper cup of coffee. “Sleep well?” he asked with a knowing smirk.  
 
    “Fuck you,” Tenny said, but without any heat. He accepted the coffee and stepped inside, inhaling fragrant steam and noting that Fox’s bed was made with military precision, bag packed and waiting at the foot of it.  
 
    A box of doughnuts sat on the café table, and he moved to sit down and help himself. He’d expected uniform rows of sugar glaze, but was met instead with a variety; he selected the maple-frosted and wondered if Fox had managed to glean that those were his favorite, or if it was a happy accident.  
 
    The man himself settled in across from him, scrolling on his phone. “I stayed up looking at files half the night. With a few exceptions, it all looks legit: order and shipping receipts, inventory lists, sponsors, applications for local bands. I’m sure there’s coded shit buried in there, but digital stuff’s not my area of expertise. We’ll pass it off on Ratchet, let Eden have a look, and see where to go from there.” 
 
    Tenny licked frosting off his thumb and grunted an assent.  
 
    “We’ll head back to Knoxville soon as you two get your shit together. Where’s Reese? He in the shower?” 
 
    Doughnut got stuck in his throat, and he took a long sip of coffee to clear it. “He’s still asleep,” he said, as casually as he could manage. 
 
    Which wasn’t that casual at all if the way Fox slowly lifted his head, and then his brows was any indication. “He’s still asleep?” 
 
    Hot breath against his throat, warm skin pressed to his, chafing where the mess had dried. A hand against his ribs, and a hand squeezing his heart to pulp. 
 
    He sipped his coffee again. “That’s what I said, isn’t it? I’ll go wake him up in a second.” 
 
    Fox held his gaze a long moment, then shrugged and returned his attention to his phone. Disinterested. Unbothered.  
 
    And that bothered Tenny, a little, because, yes, he wasn’t behaving normally. He was being soft. And Fox should have been berating him for that, rather than letting it slide.  
 
    The sun crept higher, its light brightening across the carpet, and he imagined what it must look like in the room next door, pooling in the gaps between Reese’s rib bones; turning his skin to alabaster. His hand tightened on his cup, threatening to crumple it. Last night had been…Reese had been… been so easy. Easy like all the stupid civilians, without any thought for his own wellbeing: willing, and pliant, and soft, when Tenny pushed him down to the bed and rutted against him. He hadn’t resisted, hadn’t done anything but accept him, and what he wanted; if he’d been less impatient, if he’d bothered to dig through his bag, he’d had no doubts, in those frantic moments, that Reese would have let him inside, without even having to ask. The resultant headrush had been sharper than the friction, and he’d come fast and messy as a schoolboy.  
 
    He released his cup, and realized his breathing had become harsh and fast, scraping through open lips. Fox hadn’t responded, but the bastard had to know, had to hear him.  
 
    “How do you stand it?” he gritted out, too rattled to maintain his usual façade. When Fox cocked a brow, he added, “How do you stand…caring?” He spat the last word, hating it, hating himself.  
 
    (Hating how he didn’t hate feeling this way at all, but was terrified by it.) 
 
    Fox’s expression turned thoughtful; he studied him a moment. And then said, not unkindly, “Why does it bother you so much that you do?” 
 
    “I…” He trailed off. 
 
    Fox locked his phone and set it on the table, fixing him with a direct, no-nonsense look. “Does caring about somebody make you a less effective fighter? Does it erase all of your skills and knowledge?” 
 
    Tenny opened his mouth to respond, anger tumbling over uncertainty in his chest, giving him heartburn, but this time he couldn’t even get out a single syllable.  
 
    Fox’s expression became almost pitying, and Tenny glanced away from it, grinding his jaw. “Caring is only trouble if the other person doesn’t care back. And that’s certainly not what’s happening here.” 
 
    Tenny hated the hot flare of hope in his chest; the flutter of wanting. Hated it.  
 
    (Hated that he couldn’t get his head on straight and just talk about it.) 
 
    A knock sounded at the door, and Fox got up to answer it.  
 
    Reese’s voice was sleep-rough and low, when he said, “Good morning.” The sound of it sent chills rippling down Tenny’s spine.  
 
    He braced himself, before he turned in his chair, but still wasn’t ready for the sight of Reese, haloed in sunlight, in boxers and a wrinkled white shirt, his hair tousled from the pillows, the imprint of a fabric seam on one sleep-puffy cheek.  
 
    He turned back around, heart lurching and stuttering in his chest, and let Fox’s order to shower and pack wash over him. Palms prickling, stomach constricting. 
 
    The door shut, and Fox returned. He sighed, when Tenny didn’t meet his gaze. “Take it from someone who’s been there, kid. What you’re doing right now? Beating yourself up and trying not to care? It’s worse. That makes you stupid. Better to love and live, than to pretend you don’t and fuck shit up, you know?” 
 
    Tenny didn’t respond. But… 
 
    Love and live. As soon as he figured out what that meant, what it entailed, maybe he could get his head out of his own ass.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Twelve 
 
      
 
    Headed back, Fox’s text read.  
 
    Ride safe, she texted back, and hit send before she could do something incredibly stupid and type anything else.  
 
    The low growl of a strong engine out in the driveway heralded Axelle’s arrival. A moment later, the back door opened, and slammed shut, and wooden bootheels clicked down the hallway toward the office. Eden heard the crackle of a plastic bag as she spun her desk chair around.  
 
    “Do you know they keep these things under lock and key now?” she asked, pushing her shades up into her hair with one hand, and tossing the bag with the other. Eden’s hands went nerveless, and she nearly dropped it.  
 
    “I had to ask for it.” Axelle made a face and shuddered dramatically. “The pharmacist had to get out his little key, and he gave me this look, like, ‘sorry you’re such a slut,’ and I wanted to die. Thank God I ditched Albie before I went in. He was all pouty about it, too. Gave me the puppy eyes.” She demonstrated – or tried to; she wasn’t capable of looking as pitiful as her boyfriend when he got moony over her.  
 
    At another time, Eden would have laughed. Now, she tightened her fingers until the bag crinkled, and managed a tense, “Thanks. I owe you one.” 
 
    Axelle’s eyes widened. “Shit. You’re serious, aren’t you? You really think you are?” 
 
    Eden swallowed around what was fast becoming a permanent lump in her throat. “Do you think I’d have asked you to pick these up if I didn’t think I was?” 
 
    Axelle blinked at her a moment. “Shit.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Are you not on–”  
 
    “Obviously.” 
 
    “Then, how–” 
 
    “I ran out,” Eden admitted. “I’m due for my annual, but with moving over here, and everything that’s happened. I…I forgot.” 
 
    It wasn’t possible for Axelle’s eyes to get any wider. “You ran out?” 
 
    Eden squeezed her own eyes shut to block out her friend’s judgmental, shocked stare. “I know, I know, I’m an idiot.” 
 
    Doubly so, considering how long it had taken her to figure out what was going on. The fatigue, the queasiness, the spontaneous urge to cry over work: none of it was normal. She’d known she was out of pills, technically, but she just hadn’t thought that this could be the reason.  
 
    The epiphany had broken last night, when she curled up beneath the covers, surprised to realize that sleeping alone was an unusual state these days; that Charlie slept over more often than he didn’t. She’d missed him, a quiet pang in her chest…one that had quickly turned to a full-blown nauseous stomachache, and then the thoughts had started clicking together, rushing against one another like dominoes. A cascade of sudden understanding that had led her to spend most of the night on the bathroom floor between bouts of retching. 
 
    Or maybe that was just the morning sickness.  
 
    When she opened her eyes, Axelle was giving her a sympathetic look in a role reversal that left her stomach doing cartwheels.  
 
    She stood, bag clenched tight in a shaking fist. “Well. Guess there’s only one way to know for sure.” 
 
    Twenty minutes later, she cracked open the bathroom door, but could only invite Axelle to take a look with a flick of her fingers, voice caught in her throat. 
 
    “Oh,” Axelle said, when she gazed down at the sticks lined up on the edge of the counter. Only one syllable, but it had been uttered with the air of someone who’d just received terrible news. “All of them, huh?” 
 
    Eden swallowed down a surge of bile, and nodded.  
 
    “Shit.”  
 
    The air conditioning kicked on with a low hum and rattle.  
 
    “So…what are you gonna do?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Eden choked, because she really, really didn’t.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    For Fox, no place had ever felt like home. Not in the way the rest of his brothers meant it. I’m headed home, Mercy would say with an offhand wave, off to his little white house, and his old lady, and his kids. I’m going home, Ghost would mutter, frustrated with the day, and Fox knew that Maggie had something hot in the oven and the baby would be crawling around like a fiend, a carbon-copy of his father. Walsh’s home was a huge, sparse kitchen, and a petite wife, and a barn full of horses; it was Violet with those big, blue eyes that were calculating on Devin, unreadable on all the man’s offspring, but soft as cornflowers on Walsh’s little girl.  
 
    But Fox had always been the transient type. He’d never had his own place. Whichever city he was in – London, Amarillo, New York, Atlanta, Knoxville, New Orleans – he lived in a clubhouse dorm. Given his specialty, and his constant movement, it wouldn’t have made sense to rent a place all on his own. Plus, he wasn’t big on housekeeping.  
 
    No, he’d never had a place he called home, so it surprised him to pull into Eden’s driveway and feel an unfamiliar knot loosen in his chest. Relief, he realized, with something of a start. He was relieved the trip was done, and they were back here now, in front of the house where she lived, about to see her again.  
 
    Huh.  
 
    “What the hell are you smiling about?” Tenny asked sourly. 
 
    Shit, he was smiling? Oh well. 
 
    He hooked his helmet on his handlebars and fluffed his hair with a few passes of his hand. “Maybe it’s just because I’m not the most miserable bastard in the world,” he shot back, offering his brother his fakest, most blinding grin. 
 
    Tenny rolled his eyes and swung off his bike.  
 
    Reese, when Fox looked to him, was simultaneously tugging off his gloves and gazing at Tenny with something like fondness. It was a subtle expression on him, nothing overt nor noticeable to anyone who hadn’t spent any time around him, but for Fox, who’d grown used to the boy’s blank, automaton stares, it was striking.  
 
    Well, the two of them would have to figure things out on their own. That, or, if they tested his patience much further, Fox would clap their idiot heads together and confess for each of them by proxy. See if he wouldn’t.  
 
    Axelle’s car was parked in front of the garage door, and she was the one who greeted them when they trooped into the kitchen. “Hey,” she called, from her place at the sink, where she was filling a glass already loaded with ice.  
 
    “Hey,” Fox returned – and then pulled up short when she caught his gaze and pinned him with a look. It wasn’t the sort of look he’d seen on Axelle personally, but it was one he knew all-too well.  
 
    He’d just walked in the door and he was already in trouble.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Nothing.” She shut off the tap and turned away, heading for the hallway. “We’re all set up in the office.” 
 
    “Heh,” Tenny said behind him. “What did you do?” 
 
    Fox ignored him, and followed Axelle to an office that looked like it always did, with its contained chaos of corkboards, computer monitors, and spread of paperwork on the desktop. But to an office inhabited by an Eden who looked so despondent he hardly recognized her.  
 
    Her normally sleek ponytail was instead a sloppy bun, loose strands falling around a face that was pale and smudged beneath her eyes with sleepless shadows. She sat with her legs folded up in her chair, barefoot, and rather than her usual jeans and fitted shirt combo wore loose sweats and a slouchy tank top. When she glanced over her shoulder at him, he thought he caught a flash of fear in her eyes, there and gone again before she offered a tired, fleeting smile and said, “Welcome back. Have a good trip?” 
 
    He gave himself a mental shake and took one of the room’s spare chairs. “Uneventful.” Which was the best kind of trip in his line of work. He motioned to the papers spread before her, and her dueling computer monitors, both of which appeared to be open to spreadsheets. “Already digging into what I sent you?” 
 
    Axelle and Reese took the remaining chairs. Tenny leaned back against the wall, arms folded – and lowered his foot with a grumble when Fox shot him a look. He could be a little shit all he wanted, but he wasn’t going to put the dirty soles of his boots against Eden’s freshly-painted wall. 
 
    “Yeah,” Eden said, turning to her computers. “I’ve been comparing the order list with the receival receipts – they logged those at the loading dock. Digital sign-offs on delivery.” She reached to hover a finger over the screen. “There’s some pretty major discrepancies on a few line items. 
 
    “Like here: four-thousand dollars spent at a place called Simon & Son Paper Products last month. And here, the delivery receipt says that a single pallet of cocktail napkins was delivered.” 
 
    Fox popped a brow. “How much does a pallet of napkins cost?”  
 
    She snorted. “Not four-thousand dollars, that’s for sure. There’s more examples of a similar nature: orders from Light up the Night, which claims to be an electronics company, a liquor supplier called Innovate, and a frozen food delivery company called Lysin.”  
 
    “We checked, and all have functioning websites and phone numbers where you can place orders,” Axelle said.  
 
    “Which means,” Eden said, “Nine was using those line items as a way to disguise business dealings with more nefarious parties.” 
 
    “Or,” Fox said, “those companies disguise nefarious business under legitimate business.” 
 
    Eden nodded. “I already called Ratchet. He thinks he can do some digging and find out who the parent companies for all three are. If that ties back to one of the names Luis gave us, then I think it’s a safe assumption that we’re dealing with top-down corporate sponsorship of sex trafficking.” 
 
    Fox nodded, thoughts already spinning. “This is going to have to be a root and branch operation. I don’t think eliminating the powers at be at the top will solve the issue.” 
 
    “It would create a power vacuum,” Tenny chimed in, surprisingly even-toned. “One that someone else could fill. Not to mention the underthugs have grown used to this sort of life: they’ll move on and operate elsewhere, in smaller organizations that would be harder to find.” 
 
    “But easier to eliminate,” Reese offered. 
 
    Fox nodded. “True – but I don’t want to spend months or years on a wild goose chase. Better to get everything in order now and launch strategic strikes that hit the whole operation at every level.” 
 
    “Good,” Eden said. “That was my thought.” 
 
    Tenny snorted. “How very alphabet agency of us all.” 
 
    “Yes,” Fox said, lifting a finger, “but we don’t answer to a buncha bureaucratic asshats or foreign governments, so…” 
 
    Tenny tipped his head in concession, smirk tweaking his mouth.  
 
    “I’ll keep looking for more instances,” Eden said, swiveling back to the monitors. “It’s going to be a slow process, by the looks of it.” 
 
    Fox shrugged. “Did you expect it not to be?” 
 
    She didn’t respond, shoulders tense.  
 
    He frowned.  
 
    “Hey, at least the trip to ‘Bama wasn’t a total waste of time,” Axelle said.  
 
    “Hm,” Tenny murmured, noncommittal.  
 
    Hey, you got laid out of the deal, Fox thought, but kept to himself. Even if Ten was a little shit, Fox wasn’t that terrible of a big brother.  
 
    “We won’t take up any more of your highly valuable time, then,” Fox drawled. “You two go do – whatever it is you do when you aren’t kicking bouncers in the face.” 
 
    Tenny pushed off the wall immediately, and Reese offered a small, hesitant wave before he followed him.  
 
    “Welp.” Axelle slapped her thighs and made a show of standing. “I better get going, too. I’ve got to run to the store.” 
 
    Eden turned – rather, she whirled. “You don’t have to–” 
 
    “Oh, no, I do. See ya!” She breezed out of the room with a slap of wavy blonde hair against her back, bootheels rapping on the hardwood.  
 
    The back door opened, closed. The bikes started up, then the GTO. It sounded like a thunderstorm in the front yard.  
 
    “Okay,” Fox said, when the grumbling engines had retreated down the street, and it was silent again. “That was…odd.” 
 
    Eden’s chair creaked, faintly, as she spun it back around – and then promptly put her elbows on the desk and dropped her face into her hands.  
 
    “Alright,” Fox said, sitting forward. “Something’s wrong. I’ve been thinking that for a few days now, but when I first walked in a few minutes ago, you looked–” He cut himself off before he could say like shit. Bad at relationships though he may be, that wasn’t the sort of thing you said out loud.  
 
    Eden heaved a deep, shaky sigh, and lifted her head. Turned to look at him with a glimmer of wetness in her eyes. She said, “I don’t guess there’s anything to do but rip the plaster off.” Inhale, exhale, lower lip trembling. “Charlie,” she said, meeting his gaze fully for the first time since he’d arrived. “I’m pregnant.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Fox’s mind went very, very blank. He wasn’t sure that had ever happened before. Because there was the sort of wiped-slate state he could push himself into in the heat of battle, at a crisis point during an op: a controlled sort of mental lockdown that kept him emotionless and engaged in only the most practical aspects of the moment. 
 
    There was that. 
 
    And then there was blank blank. Blue screen. A frozen hourglass. 
 
    Eden’s tired face scrunched up, and her eyes glimmered, and she looked exhausted and more than a little hopeless. He noted this, but wasn’t able to feel any way about it at all.  
 
    I’m sorry, Charlie can’t come to the phone right now… 
 
    He blinked. “I’m sorry,” he said, in a flat voice. “It sounded like you said you were–” 
 
    “Pregnant.” 
 
    “Yes. That.” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “Pregnant?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He blinked some more. “Okay.” 
 
    “Okay? Okay?” 
 
    Oh. He’d said the wrong thing, hadn’t he?  
 
    In his defense, he’d never expected to hear that word directed at him, though. He was always careful, never left anything to chance. 
 
    At least, before he’d gotten back together with Eden. Before he’d gotten comfortable.  
 
    Abe’s voice sounded in his head: It’s okay to do indulgent things, but people like us, we can’t ever get too comfortable. We can’t ever forget how quickly things can go tits-up. 
 
    Eden stood, hand held out as if to ward him off, though he hadn’t moved. “No, you know what? Forget it. It’s fine. I don’t know why I expected you not to be you.” 
 
    He could hear the checked tears in her voice, hear the hitch in her breath – but he sat stone-still in his chair, and listened to her bare footfalls hurry to the staircase and up them. Listened to her bedroom door slam shut.  
 
    Well. Bollocks. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    For most of his life, Reese’s understanding of sex had been this: that it was something the men who owned him partook in, and that there was a lot of grunting and swearing and repetitive motion involved. He knew that his sister had never wanted it, when Badger and his ilk had pressed it upon her, but that she’d lied still and compliant because they’d threatened to hurt him if she didn’t. Those had been empty threats, because of the two of them, Reese had been the greater asset, and he’d known, when Badger leaned into his face, breath reeking of whiskey, and vowed to make it hurt worse next time for Kris if Reese didn’t allow himself to be locked into his room like a good little weapon, that he wasn’t lying. 
 
    Sex was for handlers; for owners. Sex had never been for weapons like him. 
 
    But Tenny had changed all that. Reese had thought he might prove indifferent to sex, but once he’d tasted it, he’d started to understand why it was something regular people got addicted to. He’d enjoyed being with the club girls, their curves, and their perfume; their soft sounds, and the plush heat of being inside them. The release that came with coupling always left him as loose-limbed as if he’d taken a muscle relaxer; he woke the next day easy and centered, focused in a way he’d never expected. He hadn’t ever thought of himself as someone who was “pent-up,” but the sex always seemed to clean him out, so to speak, and he was sharper, after the immediate post-coital haze wore off. 
 
    Sex with Tenny, without the girls as intermediary, was a whole new kind of revelation. It left him feeling light; left him waking with a sense that he had a secret, one he wanted to guard fiercely. Everyone else saw Tenny’s smirks and snarls, but Reese got to see him soft. Got to see his doubt, and his hesitance; Reese got to know him, and that felt like something precious.  
 
    He’d awakened that morning more slowly than he ever had, already aware of the warm body pressed to his before his eyes opened; had known he was safe, that Tenny would have roused him if there was a threat, and so he’d been drowsy and in no hurry to spring out of bed and splash cold water on his face, like normal. He’d never been around anyone whose instincts and training matched his own, who he could trust – not until Tenny. He’d always had to sleep light; to be the watchdog; had trained to let himself run on as little rest as possible. But if Tenny was there, and awake, he didn’t have to worry.  
 
    Tenny had been quiet, as they packed their things and checked out of the hotel, but it was a pensive sort of quiet, rather than the brooding one of last night, and so Reese didn’t let himself fret about it.  
 
    The ride back was pleasant, the steady drone of their engines and the constant buffeting of the wind keeping the heat of late summer at bay.  
 
    Something was wrong with Eden; that much had been immediately apparent upon seeing her.  
 
    “Not dealing with that,” Tenny had muttered, when they were back out in the driveway and buckling on their helmets. “That’s Fox’s business.” 
 
    Reese had nodded in agreement – women were still the greatest of mysteries to him – and they’d ridden back to Dartmoor. Home, he supposed.  
 
    To be met by all the prospects, camped out at the picnic tables beneath the pavilion, eating a late lunch.  
 
    “Look,” Deacon jeered as they headed for the door. “It’s the special boys. Too good to even do their prospect year.” 
 
    And just like that, Tenny’s calm, unbothered energy shifted. Reese saw his shoulders lift, his arms tense. His face had been blank before – but a soft blank. A relaxed mouth, and eyes round and observant, rather than calculating. Reese could see all of that, even if no one else could – I know him, I know him, only me, he’s mine – and so he could tell right away when Tenny dragged a mask down over his face, and it twisted into something derisive and haughty.  
 
    Reese knew a sudden urge to hit Deacon, and that surprised him. Violence had never been about want before, at least not until Tenny. When I hate you, I hate you, I hate you became something very different.  
 
    Reese waited for a cutting retort – but Tenny only shot the group a nasty sneer and kept walking.  
 
    “Hey, guys,” Evan called, and there was a scramble of noise as he clambered up from the table and tried to follow them.  
 
    Tenny lengthened his stride and shoved the door open when they reached it.  
 
    Reese hung back, and turned to intercept Evan in the foyer.  
 
    “What is it?” he asked.  
 
    Evan was a good few inches taller, but still hapless; he reeled back the way he always did in the face of Reese’s full attention. “Oh. Um. Well.” He scratched nervously at the back of his neck, and fluffed his soft brown hair. “I haven’t really seen you guys since the whole patching-in thing. I wanted to say congrats. You guys are both way, way ahead of the rest of us, as far as, you know, everything goes. Don’t listen to Deacon. You deserve this.” 
 
    A beat passed before Reese realized he’d just received a compliment. “Oh. Thank you.” 
 
    “Yeah, man, totally.” He brought his hands together and laced his fingers in an unmistakably nervous gesture. “Um. Actually, I wanted to ask you guys something. Or” – he skirted a look around Reese’s shoulder, into the common room; Reese heard the thump of leather couch cushions and then the TV cut on – “maybe just you, and you can ask him for me? Sorry, man, but he still freaks me the hell out.” 
 
    Reese blinked. Never before had anyone confessed to him of all people that someone else “freaked them out.” First time for everything, he guessed. Also, were people learning to read him? Or, as Tenny had suggested when he ragged him about “making faces,” was he giving more away than he used to?  
 
    “I was wondering,” Evan continued, oblivious to Reese’s small internal crisis, “if you – or you guys – would mind helping me with a little more sparring practice.” 
 
    Sparring with Evan had, so far, been an exercise in futility. Despite his long reach, he threw only half-hearted punches, flinched easily, and got tangled up in his own feet so often it wasn’t necessary to sweep his legs. The sessions always ended with Fox dryly insulting him while a red-faced, panting Evan tried to hide in a sweat towel, shoulders drooping in defeat. 
 
    “Really?” Reese asked.  
 
    “Yeah, I mean…” His expression turned sheepish. “I know I suck at it, but I want to be valuable around here, you know? And I can wash a mean bike, and pull a beer like a pro, but…I dunno. Boomer and Deacon just kinda sit back and let whatever happen. They do what Ghost tells them to, but they…shit, they don’t wanna get better at anything, you know? And you guys are so valuable you got patched early. I know I can’t ever get on that level. But.” He shrugged. “I can try.” 
 
    In another life, trying had never counted for Reese. Each try was met with a punishment – each success with an absence of such.  
 
    But. Well. It was just that: another life. In this one, he was special, apparently, and someone was seeking out his help. 
 
    “Okay,” he said. 
 
    Evan grinned. “Okay? Really?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Uh, what about…?” He nodded toward the couch. 
 
    “I’ll handle him.” Because I know him, because he listens to me, because he’s mine, mine, mine.  
 
    “Sweet! Okay, cool, um, tomorrow okay? I still gotta unload a buncha pallets down at the nursery.” 
 
    “That’s fine.” 
 
    “Awesome! I’ll text you, yeah?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    He bounded off like an excited child.  
 
    Reese turned around to find that the common room was empty save the two of them. This was the time of day when the girls ran errands, or went to work elsewhere. Now that Jasmine had stepped down as head Lean Bitch, Chanel had taken her place; the others, like Stephanie, cycled in for parties and the occasional request, but didn’t hang around on a day-to-day basis.  
 
    After a long ride, Reese was glad of the quiet. The clubhouse was cool, and fresh-smelling from a recent mopping. Tenny had found a sitcom rerun to watch, the volume low, his posture relaxed now that they were away from the prospects. 
 
    Reese went to the kitchen, gathered two sodas, and went to sit beside him.  
 
    To his surprise, Tenny took the offered Coke, leaned forward to set in on the coffee table, and, when he sat back, slung his arm casually around Reese’s shoulders and dragged him across the couch cushion and half into his lap.  
 
    This was new.  
 
    Tenny was surprisingly touchy during and right after sex. Reese had fallen asleep last night with Tenny heavy and sweat-damp beneath him. But they didn’t touch out in the open like this, audience or no. They didn’t sit entangled, arms around shoulders, hands resting on thighs.  
 
    Reese tensed a moment, shocked, and then relaxed, because touching Tenny was nice, even if it wasn’t leading anywhere.  
 
    He settled against his side, opened his drink, and then let it rest on Tenny’s knee as he leaned against him. Tenny’s fingers fiddled with the sleeve of his t-shirt on the far side, his arm heavy and warm against the back of Reese’s neck.  
 
    They watched TV in silence a moment, before Tenny sucked in a shallow breath and said, nonchalant, “I want to go to dinner tonight.” 
 
    “Okay,” Reese agreed. “Where?” 
 
    He could hear him swallow. “I don’t know. I’ll think of something.” He sounded nervous, which was silly, because they ate dinner all the time. What was there to be nervous about? 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Fourteen 
 
      
 
    How’d he take it? Axelle texted about ten minutes after Fox’s bike had started up in the driveway and pulled down the street.  
 
    Eden dashed the last of her very unwanted tears with a fingertip and responded. As expected. Typical Charlie. 
 
    Yikes. Sorry :( 
 
    Sorry indeed.  
 
    She tossed her phone onto the bed and slumped back into the chair at her dressing table. The tears she could blame on hormones. But the tightness in her chest, the crushing weight of disappointment, was all her – and really, she should have known better. Fox might as well have had Daddy Issues stamped across his forehead in bold block letters. His loathing of his father had, she’d always suspected, translated into a disinclination to fatherhood. Theirs had never been the sort of relationship in which picket fences and babies were discussed. She’d never had much of an opinion about children; when she worked for the government, she hadn’t had time, and now that she was private, but working alongside the Dogs, it seemed a dangerous liability.  
 
    The other old ladies had children…but their husbands were good fathers. 
 
    Charlie was…well. Indifferent, she supposed.  
 
    She wasn’t sure yet how she felt about it.  
 
    Her phone trilled with a Facetime call. Michelle.  
 
    Eden tried in vain to tidy her hair before he answered. “Hullo, you.” 
 
    Michelle looked tired, but her eyes widened and her smile slipped the moment she caught sight of Eden. “What’s wrong?” Though feminine, in times of high alert, her voice had a certain cold, snappish quality that reminded Eden of Fox. That bloodline ran strong.  
 
    “Wrong?” Eden tried to play innocent.  
 
    Michelle wasn’t having it. Her gaze narrowed. “You’ve been crying.” 
 
    “I–” Oh, what the hell? “Yeah. I just told your oh-so-charming uncle that I’m pregnant.” 
 
    Under different circumstances, Michelle’s face journey would have been priceless. But Eden didn’t have it in her to laugh at the moment.  
 
    Finally, Michelle shook her head, and schooled her features. “Okay,” she said, voice surprisingly level. “That’ll do it.” 
 
    Eden sighed. “Yeah.” 
 
    “I don’t want to make any assumptions, but…” 
 
    “No, it wasn’t planned. And, honestly, I could have been more tactful about telling him.” 
 
    Michelle frowned. “No doubt you’ve been dealing with it on your own. Tact doesn’t matter to Charlie. He needed to know.” 
 
    Michelle wasn’t the first person Eden had thought of telling, but she realized she was the right person to have told – aside from Axelle – as some of the tension down her spine eased. Michelle was as practical as a number-cruncher should be, and analytical like her uncle, though gentler. More than anyone, she was equipped to cut through whatever bullshit Eden was feeling at the moment.  
 
    “Right,” she said.  
 
    Michelle said, “Is he still there?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Michelle snorted. “Of course not. Stupid sod. Well. You’re pregnant, then.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Congratulations.” Offered softly, sincerely, and with a smile.  
 
    Eden sighed again. “Not sure if those are in order at the moment.” 
 
    The smile melted away, straight off, replaced by a serious, attentive expression that made Eden want to squirm, just a little. Michelle would have made one hell of an agent – if not for the entirety of her family running a criminal enterprise. “Whatever you decide, you’ve got support, yeah? Me, and Jenny, and everyone here. I know you’ve got Axe there. And Emmie’s a good shoulder to lean on if you need it.” 
 
    Eden nodded, a lump forming in her throat. “Thanks.” 
 
    Michelle let a beat pass; let her get her breathing under control. Then said, “Tell me about Alabama.” 
 
    Gladly, Eden did. 
 
      
 
    ~*~
  
 
    Fox didn’t do shell-shocked, as a general rule. A therapist would probably have something to say about the way he decompressed after ops, but he wasn’t ever going to go to a therapist, so he didn’t care about their opinion. 
 
    But the last time he’d felt this way, he was reading the letter the coward Devin had sent him. That had been a gut punch, and so had this – albeit it didn’t taste like acrid betrayal.  
 
    He didn’t know what it tasted like.  
 
    Just like he didn’t know why he found himself parked in front of the barn at Briar Hall when he killed the engine.  
 
    He blinked, and his vision cleared as if he was emerging from fog, and found, to his surprise, two bikes already parked beside Becca’s truck. Familiar bikes: Tenny and Reese’s.  
 
    Curiosity pulled him down the wide barn aisle, past empty stalls. He threw a wave to Emmie’s groom, George, and went out the back doors, down the gentle slope toward the tree-shaded arena. He paused partway down, and took in the scene before him.  
 
    Reese stood at the rail, in jeans and cut, breeze toying with his now-shoulder-length hair. He had his arms folded over the top board, gaze trained unwaveringly on the figure cantering a leggy black horse around in the arena: Tenny, he realized with a lurch. A Tenny he didn’t recognize, in riding clothes, and tall boots, with his shirt tucked in, and a long whip held easily in one hand.  
 
    Fox didn’t know the ins and out of equitation, but he could tell that Tenny had been trained well, somewhere; that the horse responded to him, and that his seat was steady and relaxed. He was good at this. And the softness of his expression said that he enjoyed it.  
 
    As Fox watched, Tenny slowed the horse to a walk, let out the reins, and headed to Reese’s spot on the rail. Reese lifted a hand to intercept the horse’s questing muzzle, and Tenny’s look got even softer when he looked down at him.  
 
    Behind him, Walsh said, “They’re sweet, aren’t they?” 
 
    Fox whirled, frowning. No one snuck up on him. 
 
    Though, he supposed he wasn’t quite himself at the moment.  
 
    He scrutinized Walsh’s face, as he moved to stand beside him, searching for mockery, more than a little shocked by the surge of protectiveness he felt for the boys. Yeah, they were screwed up – show him a trained assassin who wasn’t – but he wasn’t going to tolerate anyone pointing that out.  
 
    But Walsh was impassive; not in the same way that Fox was, not in a trained way, which had always made him hard to read.  
 
    “They’re little shits,” Fox countered.  
 
    Walsh snorted. “Yeah. But the puppy love is kinda cute, you gotta admit.” 
 
    Fox shot him a narrow, sideways look. “Mr. Sentimental over here.” 
 
    Walsh shrugged.  
 
    At the rail, the horse had hung his whole neck over, and was rubbing his ear on the shoulder of Reese’s t-shirt. Reese stared on, dumbfounded, and Tenny laughed, the sound sharp and aggressive, his smile anything but.  
 
    “You know, after everything with Tango…Ghost won’t care,” Walsh said. “And if anyone else does, well. He’s our brother. They’ll have to answer to us.” 
 
    Fox turned back to him, surprised. “Yeah,” he agreed, at last, as he watched Walsh’s profile settle into firm resolve.  
 
    Watching the boys, Walsh said, “So why are you here? To check on them?” 
 
    “Nah. Not sure, really. My bike just sort of brought me here.” 
 
    “Ah. So it’s advice you’re after.” 
 
    “Fuck you, no I’m not,” Fox said, without any heat behind it. 
 
    He watched Tenny rein the horse away from the rail and set off at a swinging walk, twisting around in the saddle to call something back to Reese, whose response was too quiet to hear. 
 
    Fox prided himself on his self-control, but he tossed it over his shoulder, now, when he said, “What did you do when you found out Emmie was pregnant?” 
 
    To Walsh’s credit – not that Fox would ever tell the bastard – he didn’t react. Didn’t snort, or chuckle, or make so much as an inquiring sound. After a moment of thought, he said, “We were married already. I knew I loved her. But after she fell asleep one night, I spent a long time in the study with a bottle of vodka, hoping Devin’s paternal instincts skipped a generation.” 
 
    “You doubted? You?” 
 
    “I doubt all the time. We all do. He fucked us up, Charlie.” 
 
    Fox breathed a laugh. “Can’t argue with that.” 
 
    “But all of us turned out better than him, so there’s that. Even you.” His boots scraped faintly on the path as he turned to leave.  
 
    Fox stood with his hands in his pockets, watching Reese gaze at his little brother with more life in his face than he’d ever shown.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Tenny didn’t do nervous, as a general rule. But there was no other word for the faintly sick feeling in his stomach now as he stood shirtless and shower-damp in front of his bathroom mirror and contemplated how much product to put in his hair. He usually worked a fat glop of pomade into it and styled it with a comb until it sat just right: that perfect blend of effortless and artful.  
 
    But as he raked a hand through his wet hair, now, he remembered lying on Reese’s chest last night, body still buzzing, and Reese’s fingertips carefully picking the strands apart until none of the sticky product remained. He scowled at himself. “Stupid,” he told his reflection. “You’re bloody stupid, you know that?” 
 
    The mirror had no answers.  
 
    And it was stupid, asking Reese to dinner. His head was as mushy as his heart lately, and he’d put too much stock in what Fox had said earlier, about loving while you had the chance, no matter the outcome. The common room had been empty, he’d been feeling reckless – almost panicky, in his sudden urge to show Reese that he was wanted, even if he didn’t know how to go about saying so yet – and when he’d put an arm around him, he hadn’t been able to resist pulling him close; the invite to dinner had just slipped out, like a sneeze.  
 
    Going riding had been an effort in calming his nerves – except, stupidly, he’d invited Reese along, and seeing him at the rail, rapt and watchful, had only worsened things.  
 
    Now he stood with a towel around his waist, scrutinizing his broad-shouldered, leanly-muscled form through a new, ugly self-critical eye.  
 
    He knew he was handsome by a dozen different standards. That wasn’t bragging, it was a simple fact. One of his old handler’s voices sounded in his head, an echo of memory: It’s good that you’re so good-looking. Pretty enough for the men and strong enough for the women. A versatile weapon. Followed by a leering smile. Thick hands in his hair, hard floor under his knees.  
 
    But Reese didn’t look at him like a weapon; like a conveniently open mouth. Reese stared at him like he couldn’t bear to look away. Eyes round and guileless and full of a quiet wonder that left Tenny’s cheeks hot. It was innocent, the way Reese wanted him; dirty, yes, in the practical, physical aspects. But for someone who’d dealt with the lascivious, smirking, knowing looks of his targets for years, he still had no idea what to make of Reese’s simple, honest admission that he liked looking at him. Didn’t know how to rectify those gentle fingers in his hair, or it’s just us.  
 
    Just them. 
 
    Out to dinner. 
 
    On a date. 
 
    God, he’d gotten so sappy he’d invited his lover out on a date, and was starting to think the word boyfriend with increasing frequency, and, just…ugh. Bollocks. He hated the person he was becoming. 
 
    (Not really, though, not at all, because that person was named Tennyson and not Number Ten, and that person got to see Reese drop his guard, abandon all his training, and snuffle quietly against his throat in his sleep.) 
 
    Cursing himself, and his nerves, he raked a tiny amount of shine spray through his hair, left it to dry naturally, and dressed. Dark jeans, black shirt, his usual boots, his cut. This was stupid. Stupid, stupid, stupid, stupid… 
 
    But then he opened his door, and there stood Reese in the hall, and the self-conscious voice that had plagued him all through his shower quieted to an indistinct murmur.  
 
    Reese hadn’t changed clothes; still wore the jeans and white shirt he’d had on all day, the right sleeve still smeared with faint traces of green horse slobber where it hadn’t all wiped off with the paper towel Becca had offered. He’d scraped his hair into a tiny little low bun, his neck brown from the sun underneath.  
 
    Reese had no idea this was a date – might not even know what a date was. He thought this was normal, just another dinner like all the rest they’d shared, and, really, wasn’t it? What about tonight made it so different? Aside from Tenny’s ridiculous nerves? 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    It’s just us. 
 
    He let out a deep breath that went a long way toward easing the tension in his chest. It was a date, and he was going to try to show Reese the way he felt, at least a little. Baby steps and all that. But he shouldn’t have been so worried. Everything between them had always been easy as breathing.  
 
    “Ready?” 
 
    Reese nodded, and they fell into step side-by-side as they walked down the hall, their legs a near-perfect match.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Reese waited for the inevitable what do you want to eat, but it never came. When they reached their bikes, the sky all in streaks of sherbet overheard, he asked, “Where are we going?” 
 
    Tenny hummed to himself as he straddled his bike and reached for his helmet. The river breeze ruffled his hair – not gelled down like normal, but loose, and soft, and shining as it dried. Reese’s fingers twitched with the urge to push through it, to see if it felt as fluffy as it looked. “You’ll see. Just follow me.” 
 
    O…kay. 
 
    Curiosity piqued, Reese hung a half-length back as they rode out of the property and into town, letting Tenny lead the way.  
 
    The sun had set by the time they reached Main Street, the shops and restaurants lit up, light reflecting off the high, dark windows of the taller buildings. A hot, late summer night, pedestrians shifting in slow tides up and down the sidewalks, shopping bags hooked over their arms. Reese spotted several couples walking hand-in-hand, fingers laced together. On dates, he thought, and remembered Kristen’s hopeful face when she’d encouraged him to date someone. To do something normal.  
 
    Reese shifted from curious to surprised when Tenny bypassed all their usual haunts – burger spots, greasy spoon diners, and that one bar that was serving as a poor stand-in until Bell Bar had its grand re-opening – and finally turned into a small parking lot trimmed with manicured boxwoods.  
 
    The building was tall and concrete, an office building with tall windows, but the ground floor boasted black-and-white striped awnings and a fenced patio with umbrella-covered café tables set with flickering candles in glass lamps. A restaurant – and not the sort where they crammed burgers down their throats in a hurry.  
 
    They parked both bikes in one spot, close enough that, when Reese turned to him, he caught a faint flush of pink along Tenny’s cheekbones. He took his helmet off and spent a long moment tidying his hair, and then rubbing at the back of his neck, after. Nervous, Reese realized, with a start.  
 
    He unbuckled his own helmet. “I’ve never been here before.” 
 
    “Yeah, I didn’t figure.” Tenny let out a slow breath, then swung off his bike. He stood, facing the restaurant, hands in his pockets, as Reese followed suit; when Reese stepped up beside him, he walked across the parking lot toward the door, head ducked, cheeks still pink. 
 
    It was strange.  
 
    The front doors were glass edged with bright gold, and inside they found an airlock with coat racks, and a host station where a man in a white shirt and black tie greeted them with a quiet “good evening, gentlemen.” 
 
    Tenny cleared his throat. His voice came out strained. “It’s, um, it’s under Fox.” 
 
    The host checked a list, then nodded. Gathered up two leather-bound menus. “Of course. Right this way, if you please.” 
 
    Reese scanned the restaurant as they were led through it; noted the white tablecloths, the low lighting, the votive candles. Soft music played from a speaker system, and people sat in couples or small groups; he didn’t notice any children; everyone spoke in low tones, so that the noise was only an indistinct murmuring, punctuated by the clink of flatware and the soft pop of a wine cork as a waiter poured at one table.  
 
    The host led them out through a side door and onto the patio, to a table tucked in a corner of the fence, overhead string lights glittering in the cut crystal of the water glasses.  
 
    Reese felt a bit like he’d stumbled into the sort of op Tenny was better-suited for, as he sat and was offered a menu heavy as a book. The sort of op where you dressed up and pretended to be someone else and did recon on a rich mark.  
 
    But there was no mark, no fancy clothes, no pre-prescribed roles, and when the host departed, it was only them, the quiet conversations of other diners like the rush of white noise around them.  
 
    Tenny opened his menu on the tabletop and stared down at it, fiddling with his rolled silverware. “This place is reservation-only after five. So.” He shrugged, a restless, tense gesture.  
 
    “Oh.” Reese paged through his own menu, overwhelmed by the variety of choices. He couldn’t remember ever going to a restaurant that didn’t have pictures on the menu. “Have you been here before?” 
 
    “No. The website said the shrimp scampi was good. Or the chicken parm.” 
 
    “Okay.” Reese studied him: his cheeks looked even pinker in the candlelight, and he’d shifted so that he was playing with his hair, now, tugging at it in front, chewing at his lip. So nervous. And why? It wasn’t like they didn’t eat together every day…albeit usually a sandwich in the kitchen, or something simple and greasy from a restaurant that didn’t bother with candles and tablecloths.  
 
    He twisted side to side in his chair, searching the other diners. Couples. Foursomes of two couples. A few wore jeans, but most looked as if they’d come straight from an office somewhere, in slacks, or skirts. The two women seated nearest them clinked their wine glasses together, and smiled warmly at each other, as if… 
 
    Reese turned back to Tenny, who was about to chew a hole in his lip. 
 
    …they were on a date.  
 
    “Tenny,” he said, and Tenny finally picked up his head, his gaze hunted beneath long lashes. He looked caught-out; Reese would have said frightened if he didn’t know better. “Are…are we on a date?” 
 
    His pulse gave a little kick, and he wasn’t sure, suddenly, what he wanted the answer to be. 
 
    Tenny blinked, then grimaced. Wiped a hand down his face. “Shit,” he muttered. “Shit…yeah. Yeah, we’re on a date.” 
 
    His pulse kicked again, and then settled; warmth pooled in his belly, and Reese supposed he had the answer about his own wants. “Okay,” he said, and went back to his menu. “What are you going to eat? There’s a lot to choose from.” 
 
    When he glanced up at him again, Tenny was slack-jawed and gaping.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “’Okay’? Just like that?” 
 
    Reese’s turn to shrug. “Kristen kept saying I needed to date. So. Now I am.” Back to the menu. “What’s coq au vin?”  
 
    Silence a beat. And then a low, soft laugh. Quietly, Tenny said, “You’re a marvel, aren’t you?” Then he cleared his throat and spoke at a normal volume. “Chicken braised in wine. You’ll like it.” 
 
    Reese looked up, doubtful – and found Tenny gazing at him with eyes so soft they were barely recognizable.  
 
    His pulse wasn’t done doing tricks, it turned out, but now, at least, they were nothing but the pleasant sort.  
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    As it turned out, Tenny was even stupider than he’d initially thought, because all the things about the mundane, ridiculous concept of dating that had so repulsed him were things that Reese – simple, straightforward Reese – would never expect, want, or ask of him. Having a romantic relationship with him would never require flowers or jewels; would never require tersely muttered “fine”s or manipulative emotional games. No anniversaries, no Valentine’s.  
 
    Shame and embarrassment warred in his belly, because what a fool he’d been to think he needed to bring Reese somewhere like this, with candles, and tablecloths, and normal people all around them. But that feeling had ebbed as the minutes ticked by, and Reese assumed his usual guileless, unbothered air, asking about the rest of the menu, making a face at the wine and saying he preferred beer. He ordered the croq au vin, though, and when Tenny asked how he liked it, he slid his plate across in offering.  
 
    Tenny smiled to himself, as he pushed his own scampi across to the other side of the table. He’d been on an op once, one in which he’d wined and dined a government official to get his hands on the flash drive she’d stupidly carried in her handbag; they’d tasted food off one another’s forks, and linked hands over the table while she murmured about the color of his eyes.  
 
    Tonight, he cut a wedge of chicken from Reese’s plate himself, watched Reese spear a shrimp on his own fork.  
 
    Reese said, “It’s good. I like mine better.” They swapped the plates back, and Reese said, “What?” 
 
    “Nothing. You want some more wine?” 
 
    The second glass tasted better than the first, Reese said. Tenny said that was how it usually went.  
 
    Tenny started to refuse when the waiter asked them about dessert, but he’d seen Reese eyeing the little round, three-tiered chocolate cakes at the neighboring table, so he ordered one of those.  
 
    It was easy, the whole thing. The way time melted and the food and wine warmed his belly, and, once those initial nerves had been chased away, talking was as effortless as it always was between them – which was to say, their own, comfortable brand of unusual.  
 
    “But I don’t understand why they like them so much,” Reese said, notch appearing between his brows as he carefully halved the cake and nudged one side across the plate, closer to Tenny. “The scenes are all staged. None of it's real.” 
 
    “That’s the whole point, you tit,” he said, without heat, and apparently petty insults were on the table when he was dating Reese. “People like that it’s make believe.” 
 
    “But…why?” 
 
    “You’re the one who reads poetry books, and you’re really asking me why the rest of those braindead idiots like action movies? Really?” 
 
    “Poetry,” Reese said, seriously, “is the writer reflecting on real things. It isn’t fake.” His nose wrinkled. “Like that one chase scene Aidan always rewinds. We’ve been involved in actual chases. Why watch a fake one?” 
 
    It was a testament to how weak he’d become that his first inclination was to laugh rather than lob an insult and bolt. He managed not to do either, and said, “I don’t think you understand how fiction works.” When he only earned a blank stare in response, he sighed. “It’s a vicarious experience without any of the real-life risks. All the excitement without actually almost dying.” He shrugged. “People find it entertaining, or some such.” 
 
    “Do you?” 
 
    A benign question, but one that set him back on his heels. People didn’t ask him questions – certainly not throughout his upbringing, and not really now, either. No one ever asked his opinion, or wanted to know what he thought outside of his professional take on a situation. He bit back his automatic, flippant answer, and gave the question some thought.  
 
    “Well,” he said at last, a little bit stunned by his own introspection. “I suppose it’s…soothing, in its own way. Knowing it isn’t real. Pointing out all the ways they’ve gotten it wrong.” 
 
    Reese gave a low chuff that would have sounded like a sigh on anyone else, but which Tenny had come to learn was a kind of laugh; rare and startling every time, hard-earned and fleeting. “You do like making fun of people on television.” 
 
    “Darling, that’s because they make it so easy.” 
 
    His own words hit him a beat late, and he faltered, fork poised above his half of the cake. Darling. A baby, or a love, or a sweetheart would slip out in the throes; that was only natural, when the blood was pumping and he was feeling good; he’d been trained not just to have sex, but to have the kind of sex that catered to whoever he was paired with at the time. Create a fantasy, one of his handlers had said; make them believe you’re invested. An old habit.  
 
    But he didn’t use pet names outside of the bedroom; certainly not in public.  
 
    Honestly, what was happening to him?  
 
    He realized he hadn’t taken a breath for a long spell, and did so now, drawing it in with forced slowness; when he flicked a glance up at Reese, he expected to find him watching, scrutinizing, and wasn’t wrong.  
 
    “What?” Reese asked.  
 
    He put his fork down, cake no longer appealing. “Nothing. You can have all of that.” He nudged the plate over onto Reese’s side of the table. 
 
    Nothing, except it suddenly started feeling like a proper date again and I still don’t know how to handle that. Because I’m weak, and stupid, and– 
 
    “Are you ready to go?” Reese asked. He licked a bit of frosting off his lip. “The cake’s not as good as Maggie’s. We can leave if you’re ready for the sex part.” 
 
    Tenny choked on nothing. “What?”  
 
    Reese set his own fork aside, expression very serious. “It’s a date. You go to dinner, you drink wine, and then you have sex. Right?” 
 
    Tenny steeled himself, took a few steadying breaths – and still couldn’t contain the laughter that bubbled up in his throat. 
 
    Reese frowned. “That’s what Kris said–” 
 
    Tenny waved him to silence, still laughing. “No, no, it’s fine. Your sister’s correct. Wine, then dinner, then the sex.” 
 
    Their waiter returned, face carefully schooled in a way that said he’d overheard their conversation – of course he had, Reese never bothered with social proprieties, talking as loud and casual as if they were discussing the weather. God, but Tenny loved the idiot.  
 
    “Can I get you gentlemen anything else?” 
 
    Tenny gave the poor man his most lecherous grin. “Just the check.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Tenny insisted on paying for both their dinners, and told Reese to put his wallet away when he tried to get it out. That’s not how a date works, love. Reese had no opinion on words like that – words like darling. He knew they were affectionate, but he knew you stupid tit was affectionate, too, in Tenny’s mouth. Darling had affected Tenny earlier, though; he’d watched him stiffen all over, gaze drawing inward and a little panicked for a moment.  
 
    He seemed to have decided something since then, though, much more relaxed as they left the restaurant. He seemed settled, now, the smirk on his lips more of a smile, his eyes bright with an emotion Reese couldn’t begin to parse.  
 
    A touch landed on the small of his back, under his cut, when they reached the bikes, and another on his arm, halting him, drawing him around until they faced one another. The picture Tenny made, backlit by a streetlamp, hair tousled by the wind, face smooth and free of his usual scowls or sneers hit Reese right in the chest; left a physical ache behind.  
 
    Then Tenny raked his fingers through Reese’s hair, messing up his bun, cupping his skull gently. He tilted his head to the angle he wanted, leaned in, and kissed him. Slow, and deep, and full of promise. He drew back only a fraction, after, noses brushing, breath warm on Reese’s lips, his voice low and velvet. “This is how it is on a date,” he murmured. “It isn’t just straight to the main event.” Another clinging kiss. “We have to test the waters.” Reese could feel the shape of his smile at the corner of his mouth. “I have to make you want it.” 
 
    Swallowing took a remarkable amount of effort. “I do.” 
 
    Tenny kissed a slow trail along the edge of his jaw, until his lips were at his ear, and Reese had goosebumps. “Then, you say, ‘Let’s go back to my place, baby.’” 
 
    Reese had never said anything of the sort before. His breath hitched in his throat. “Let’s…go back to my place. Baby.” 
 
    Tenny hummed, and kissed the hinge of his jaw. “Good boy.” 
 
    The praise washed through him like a warm tide. He’d been told he was good before: when he’d killed someone; when he’d successfully completed an op. A terse, unfeeling good.  
 
    But no one had ever been pleased with him, before Tenny. No one touched him, and kissed him, and purred in his ear, and wanted him. Only Tenny.  
 
    He reached to grip Tenny by his waist; liked the way his thumbs fit just right in the grooves of his abdominals. He turned his head, chasing another kiss – but Tenny drew back, blue eyes glittering.  
 
    “You want to take me home?” 
 
    “Yes.” He wanted that desperately.  
 
    Tenny’s grin was like a knife-wound, narrow and sharp-edged. “So, take me.” 
 
    The ride back to the clubhouse seemed to take forever. Reese kept sneaking glances over at Tenny as they went, buzzing with anticipation, imagination laying out scenarios that left his fingers flexing on the handlebars.  
 
    There were bikes parked in front of the clubhouse; it was so rarely empty these days.  
 
    Tenny didn’t say anything, but slanted a low-lidded, unmistakably smug glance at him before they headed inside. Reese could do nothing but follow; it felt like there was a hook in his belt, dragging him along behind, desire a steady pulse inside him.  
 
    Boomer, Deacon, and Evan sat in front of the TV with beers and snacks. Reese didn’t spare them a thought. But Tenny leaned over the back of the couch to take the remote from Deacon – “Hey! What the hell?” – and thumbed the volume higher. “You’re gonna want that pretty loud,” he said, smirking, as he dropped the remote into his lap and continued on.  
 
    “Aw, no, ew,” Boomer complained, making a face.  
 
    “Meanwhile, you sound like a symphony of angels when you’re shagging,” Tenny shot back as he headed down the hall. “Reese, come on.” 
 
    “Wait, do they have a girl, or…” he heard Evan wonder aloud. 
 
    Reese didn’t stick around to enlighten him.  
 
    Tenny led the way to Reese’s room, and Reese was hot on his heels as he went through the door, expecting to be grabbed at, ready for it to go fast, and reckless, and hurried, tripping over their clothes as they strove to get out of them.  
 
    But when Tenny closed the door, and turned to him, it was unhurried. His gaze was hooded, anticipatory – and something else. A little bit wicked, maybe. He closed the distance between them with deliberate slowness, movements telegraphed as he once again reached for Reese’s head. He stepped in close enough that their chests pressed together, and reached to pull the tie free from Reese’s hair, combing it out with his fingers, after, arranging it along the sides of his face.  
 
    It was the gentlest he’d ever been.  
 
    “You’re shaking,” Tenny observed, and tucked his hair behind his ears; swept his thumbs along his cheekbones, his jaw.  
 
    Reese’s throat felt tight. “I thought…” He didn’t know what to think.  
 
    “Is it because you’re nervous, love? Because this is our first date? Because you want me so badly?” 
 
    Well. Now he knew a little of what to think. Reese frowned. “You’re acting,” he accused. He poked him in the side with his finger. “You’re not being the real you.” 
 
    Tenny’s fingers stilled, a moment, and then resumed, pads trailing lightly down the sides of his throat. Something flickered in his expression. “A little bit,” he admitted. “But I’m flattered you think there’s a ‘real’ me.” 
 
    Reese huffed a protest, and a frown tugged at Tenny’s mouth, there and then gone. Then he was all suave Date Night Man again.  
 
    “It’s okay to be nervous, darling.” 
 
    “I’m not nervous.” 
 
    Tenny laced his fingers in the hair at his nape, and drew him in closer; he was a fraction taller, so Reese had to tilt his head back to meet what he hoped would be a kiss – but which was only the warm press of Tenny’s lips to his cheek. “Relax, sweetheart.” Real or fake, that tone of voice was doing things to Reese. “I promise you’ll like it.” 
 
    Reese stopped resisting, because he really didn’t want to at this point. He let the tension melt out of his body. Tenny smiled against his skin, gripped his shoulders, and turned him around.  
 
    That was no good: Reese wanted a kiss, wanted a whole mess of them, wanted to see Tenny’s face.  
 
    Tenny chuckled, as if reading his thoughts. “It doesn’t always have to be all rush-rush to the main event.”  
 
    “What–” 
 
    Warm fingers pushed up his hair, and Tenny kissed the back of his neck, warm lips, hot breath. 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Mmhm. Relax,” he said again, and drew Reese’s cut down off his arms. It hit the carpet with a soft sound. “I’ve got you.” He lay the flat of his tongue against skin that Reese had never before known could be so sensitive, and slid his hands up beneath his t-shirt, mapping bone, and muscle, and skin. His lips trailed down, until his mouth fastened at the join of neck and shoulder, and he cupped Reese’s chest, thumbs flicking over his nipples.  
 
    Reese startled forward into the touch with a sharp inhale. He knew the club girls liked to be touched there, but he hadn’t thought it would send pleasure shooting through him like this; that it would make his cock twitch in his pants.  
 
    Tenny muffled a chuckle against his skin, and pressed with his teeth; trailed his thumbs back and forth, and then pinched at his nipples until they were stiff and aching. He tucked his hips in close against Reese’s ass, and he could feel his growing erection, an aimless grinding through their clothes.  
 
    Reese thought of last night, and the hotel room, and wondered if that would happen again tonight, if it would go further, now that they had time, and were at home.  
 
    Home. It didn’t matter if it was a dorm room in a communal clubhouse; this place was home, here with Tenny, and his books, and his weapons, and the fire kindling low in his belly.  
 
    Tenny raked his nails lightly down his stomach, teasing at his ribs, and then the trail of pale hair that snaked down from his navel. Lips brushing Reese’s skin, he whispered, “As much as I like what you had on last night, I like you like this better – when nobody else can see what I know’s underneath.” 
 
    Reese had no idea what to say to that, so he kept silent, enjoying the teasing touch. 
 
    Tenny unbuckled his belt. “You don’t even know, do you?” Unfastened his jeans. “That you’re pretty.” Reached beneath the waistband of his boxers and palmed his half-hard cock. “That you look like a fucking underwear model. Do you?” A wet, sucking kiss to his throat, and a sure, steady grip, stroking as well as was possible within the confines of his jeans. “And your face. Christ, your face. And you’re good in bed because you’re good at everything, aren’t you? It doesn’t matter if you can’t carry on a conversation, and you don’t like movies – you don’t miss a bloody thing, do you, darling?” 
 
    Reese was panting, hips twitching forward in aborted little thrusts. “Tenny…” There was a whine caught in the back of his throat, and he’d never made that sound before, but, well, all of this was new, wasn’t it? New, and exhilarating, and he wanted so much more of it.  
 
    “What, love?” Right in his ear. “What do you need?” 
 
    “More.” 
 
    Tenny spun him back around, and Reese caught only a glimpse of his face – flushed, feverish, pupils blown – before they were finally, finally kissing properly. Hungry and fierce. Sloppy and wet. Kiss after kiss, with hushed words pressed between. “Do – do you – want me?” 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    Tenny gripped his hips and ground them together, through their clothes. “Tell me.” He drew back just far enough for Reese to see that he looked more than a little wild – he looked possessed, all his sophisticated acting vanished. “Tell me. Say, ‘I want you.’” 
 
    The buttery lamplight caught the faint shine of the scar on the side of his throat, the place where Reese had tried to hold his blood inside his body. Reese ducked his head and pressed his lips there. “I want you.” He felt Tenny’s pulse leap against his tongue, felt the sharp intake of breath. “Tennyson. Baby. I want you.” 
 
    “God.” Tenny shoved him back – and started stripping off his clothes with too-fast, shaking hands.  
 
    Reese peeled off his shirt and ditched his boots and jeans in short order. The second he kicked his socks free, Tenny was crowding into his space, hands on his shoulders, kissing at his chin, his jaw. Frantic. “Show me.” His voice shook. “Show me that you want me.” 
 
    Reese had always been better with actions than words. Better at reading people than chatting with them. When he caught Tenny’s face in his hands, and forced their gazes to meet, he could see what Tenny wanted – what he needed and was asking for. He wanted Reese in charge. 
 
    “Okay,” Reese said, and pulled him into another kiss, one that he kept slow, and light, until Tenny huffed an amused breath through his nostrils and eased into it, arms looping around Reese’s neck, some of the coiled tension bleeding out of his body.  
 
    Reese walked him back to the bed, and laid him out across it, so his head was on the pillow, properly supported.  
 
    “Aren’t you sweet,” Tenny said, his tone mocking – but his gaze anything but, as he looked up at Reese poised above him. There was that flicker of fear again, of vulnerability and uncertainty. Tell me. Show me.  
 
    Plenty of people had wanted Number Ten, and his aliases, for all sorts of reasons.  
 
    Reese wanted Tennyson Fox, in all his snarling, snapping, impatient glory, and he could show him that. He would.  
 
    He placed a hand on his chest and pressed gently. “Stay.” 
 
    Tenny’s eyes got wider. His throat bobbed as he swallowed.  
 
    Reese leaned over and fetched the lube and a condom from the nightstand, and then set them on the bedspread; settled over his lover again, and kissed him.  
 
    He called on everything that Tenny and the club girls had taught him, shoved doubt aside, and set about trying to make Tenny feel good.  
 
    He kissed his mouth, and his throat, and his collarbones. Sucked lightly at his nipples, and teased them with his fingertips, the way Tenny had done to him. He catalogued each quiet gasp, and murmured curse; relished the hard clench of fingers on his shoulders and against his ribs. He warmed the lube in his fingers, shouldered muscled thighs apart, and took Tenny in his mouth while he opened him up, slowly, carefully. Until Tenny was cursing in a constant stream, spread on three fingers and chanting, “Come on, come on, that’s enough, I’m ready. 
 
    “No rubber,” he said, when Reese leaned up to kiss him again, lips red from biting at them and gaze glassy with mounting pleasure. “I just want you.” 
 
    Reese’s chest squeezed hard. “Okay.” He lined up, and pressed in slow, and Tenny’s throat arched beautifully when he pressed his head back into the pillow and murmured, “God, like that, yes.” 
 
    Reese knew the benefits of doing things quickly, efficiency ingrained in him since his earliest memories, but tonight, wet heat squeezing around his cock, Tenny sweat-slick and lovely beneath him, he found he wanted to go slow. So he did. Wanted to kiss him, so he did: lush, messy kisses as he started to thrust.  
 
    He felt drunk.  
 
    He felt – so much. Things he couldn’t begin to describe, not even to himself.  
 
    Tenny gripped his ass and pulled him in, harder, harder, until the bed rocked, and they were both grunting, sliding sweaty against each other, too hot, and too close, but not nearly close enough.  
 
    Tenny was getting close, hitched little panted breaths that sounded almost pained, brow furrowed and eyes shut. His lashes threw long shadows on flushed cheeks and Reese wanted a picture of him like this, so he could look at it later.  
 
    He gasped like he’d been punched when Reese took his cock in hand and stroked him. “Oh, God. God. Fuck, I love you.” 
 
    He came with a hiss, hot and wet all over Reese’s knuckles, and his own stomach. 
 
    Reese thrust in hard, not meaning to, all his thoughts screeching to a halt while his body went yes.  
 
    I love you. 
 
    He braced both hands on the mattress, leaned down and bit Tenny on the shoulder, vision sparking out as his climax gripped him all over.  
 
    I love you.  
 
    It was earth-shattering, inside and out. His entire being centered on one notion: mine. A single thought, an instinct, a word like a detonation.  
 
    As sure as when he pulled the trigger, or launched a strike, or asked his body to do the impossible, he knew in that moment that this person was his.  
 
    He collapsed on top of Tenny, both of them exhausted, struggling to catch their breath. Tenny carded trembling fingers through his hair.  
 
    When he could form words, Reese croaked out, “I like dates.” 
 
    Tenny took a breath, and then laughed, light and happy. “I guess so.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Sixteen 
 
      
 
    Fox felt like doing something cliché and pathetic, so he bought a bottle of cheap bourbon, and rode out to Walsh’s old place by the railroad tracks. Walsh still owned it, but it sat empty and dark, now; a glimpse through the window revealed drop cloths on the furniture, but the porch was swept clean and the tiny yard mown. Walsh took care of the things he owned.  
 
    A sickle moon grinned at him from over the trees, and the breeze held the first promise of fall, streamers of colder air whispering in the porch eaves. A dark, idyllic night, full of katydid calls, the hoots of owls, crowned by an unpolluted sky netted with stars. Neither it nor the bourbon was helping him find any sort of clarity.  
 
    Cliché and pathetic had never been his forte.  
 
    Walsh’s offered wisdom – and, God, but it pained him to think wisdom and Walsh in the same sentence – kept echoing through his head on loop. And, yeah, well…maybe he could admit that Walsh might know something more about having an old lady and a kid. But he didn’t know Eden, and he didn’t know a thing about what it was like to be Fox. 
 
    He might have second-guessed calling someone in a time zone five hours ahead when it was already after nine in Knoxville, but Abe wasn’t just someone.  
 
    After the second ring, his familiar, smoke-scratchy voice said, “Charlie.” He sounded wide awake.  
 
    Fox hadn’t been sure exactly what he’d say when he dialed. But Abe had never been the sort of agent that Tenny had been trained up to be – that Devin had been trained to be. No charm school or dialect coaches. Abe had been a weapon and a weapon only, more like Reese. Quick, quiet, straight to the point. So Fox tapped cigarette ash onto the porch floor and said, “I knocked Eden up.” 
 
    “Hm.” Sound of a lighter, rush of an inhale, exhale. “That’s not like you not to be careful.” 
 
    “No.” He shrugged, though Abe couldn’t see him; a persistent tension had been lying across his shoulders since he left Eden’s place. He knew leaving had been a dick move, but staying there, blank-faced and unfeeling, when she was emotional, would have been just as bad, he thought. He had to process first, and then he could go back to her with whatever face, voice, personality best suited the situation. “Guess I just got…comfortable.” 
 
    Abe hummed and took a noisy drag. Coughed. “And what’s comfortable look like in your world? What’s that feel like?” 
 
    Just like that, he was a kid again, bruises blooming on his arms, nose running from exertion. Abe standing over him, arms folded, calm and unimpressed. What are you hoping to achieve, Charlie? Are you trying to defend yourself? Or are you trying to disable me? Those are two very different things. 
 
    The tension spread; shivered out through his chest cavity and laced tight between his ribs. His voice came out steady, unbothered; but he thought, of all people, Abe would be able to hear the note of uncertainty in it. Honesty had always left his belly squirming – but the man who’d taught you how to kill would accept nothing less.  
 
    Devin had taught him how to be a chameleon.  
 
    Abe had taught him to kill. Killing was always honest.  
 
    “I guess I’m supposed to say it’s not having to wear a mask. To not be on an op all the time,” he said. “But, to tell the truth…I’m not sure I’d recognize that feeling. It’s…” He didn’t like hesitating. It wasn’t him. Hadn’t he just been chastising Tenny for this? Trying to steer him in a more human direction?  
 
    It was different on the inside. Trying to sort out persona from self. The years of cultivated lies from the real heart of him.  
 
    Did he have one? He’d always thought not. But he did feel things. Things that he knew were selfish and personal, and not part of any bigger picture.  
 
    Abe made a phlegmy sound on the other end of the line, while Fox took a drag on his own cig, knowing he’d sound like that one day, but not able to kick the habit. One of those selfish, personal decisions at play.  
 
    “I like my flat,” Abe said, seemingly apropos of nothing. “I like my old sofa, and my afternoon tea. I like my gym, and I like training soft boys who only want to impress their girlfriends – it’s easier on the old bones these days.” Another drag. “I suppose that’s comfortable. You never really leave the life behind – you’ll still startle in coffeeshops sometimes, and reach for a gun. But. You stop looking over your shoulder all the time. You stop thinking all your neighbors are surveilling you.” 
 
    Fox took another drag of his own, nodding to himself. “Yeah.” 
 
    “You’ve been comfortable longer than you think. Going soft over there with all the Yanks, doing MC work.” He said it with a derisive snort. 
 
    “Hey, now.” 
 
    “Oh, come off it. Do you mean to tell me that what you do is like what me and your dad used to do?” 
 
    Mention of Devin had him reaching for the bourbon. He didn’t answer. He envisioned Tenny’s nasty sneer, his claims of boredom. Maybe it wasn’t too late to pawn the brat off on Abe. 
 
    Abe sighed. “The way I see it, Eden’s got the say in all this. She’s a smart girl – though she did take you back, so, maybe not as smart as I thought–” 
 
    “Listen here, old man–”  
 
    “She knows what you are, Charlie.” His voice was still rough, but his tone softened; a tone Fox had heard only a few times in his life, one that had him sitting up straight, spine stiff. “She knows who you are. Who you really are. I won’t lie and tell you you’ll make a good father. That’s for regular people.” 
 
    Fox snorted.  
 
    “But you won’t be your father. That’s something. Decide what you want, and leave the big decisions up to her. And don’t go to her trying to be what you think she wants you to be. Just be honest.” 
 
    “Some help you are,” he said – but it was only words. He hadn’t called Abe because he wanted someone to tell him exactly what to do; to pat his hand and assure him love would find a way, or it would all work out, or some such bollocks.  
 
    “Now, then,” Abe said. “I’ve an early lesson, so I’m going back to sleep.” 
 
    “Yeah. Ta.” 
 
    He couldn’t say he felt better, after he hung up – but he felt surer, and that was the best he could ask for, he thought. 
 
    He stubbed out his cigarette, picked up his bourbon…and then, before he left, gathered the little pile of ash off the otherwise clean porch and tossed it into the wind.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Tenny woke alone in bed, but a quick reach with his hand showed the sheets beside him were still warm. The clock on the bedside table told him it was 10:30. He hadn’t been asleep long; just a post-coital nap. The lamp was still on.  
 
    He rolled over so he faced the other way, toward the open bathroom door. Reese stood in front of the sink, naked, drinking water out of a paper cup. Tenny took the opportunity to let his eyes drink their fill, admiring the new, red scratches on his hips and shoulder blades. He reached on instinct to touch the tender place on his own shoulder, a bite mark that would bruise.  
 
    Reese pushed his hair back, drained off the cup, throat moving in an alluring way as he swallowed. He turned, then, found him awake, and tipped the cup in offering.  
 
    Tenny nodded.  
 
    He refilled it, and rejoined him on the bed, sliding beneath the covers to sit propped against the headboard.  
 
    “Thanks.” Tenny propped up on his elbow so he could take a few swallows – and then drank the whole thing down when he realized how thirsty he was.  
 
    Reese took the cup from him when he was done, and set it on the nightstand. He looked drowsy, the line of his mouth soft, eyes hooded, hair gloriously tangled. He seemed content, as ever, with silence.  
 
    But Tenny had told him I love you, had delivered an admission, and he was freaking out a little. Because even if people tended to make declarations or say wild, careless things in the throes, Reese didn’t know that. And, also, Reese missed nothing. Would sense that he was awkward now.  
 
    Slowly, Reese turned to look down at him, and even if he was sleep-soft and content right now, Tenny felt pinned like a butterfly specimen. His pulse accelerated.  
 
    “What’s it feel like?” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “What’s it feel like?” 
 
    “Getting fucked–?” 
 
    “No,” Reese interrupted with a sigh. His hand ghosted toward his chest, and then settled back in his lap. “Love,” he said, guileless and unselfconscious as a baby. “How do you know that you feel it?” 
 
    Tenny sucked in a breath. “Jesus,” he swore, under his breath. He might as well have been slapped.  
 
    Under different circumstances, he would have tried to back away from his confession. Oh, you know, I was just…out of my head. You were hitting that good spot dead on and the L-word just slipped out. People say it, but it doesn’t have to mean anything. 
 
    He thought of Reese frowning before. You’re acting. That poke in his ribs. He would see through a lie; telling him he hadn’t meant it would hurt him. And this, whatever it was between them, was the truest experience of Tenny’s life.  
 
    Be brave, Ian had said. He was a bit of a smarmy bastard, but he was probably right about some things. One mask-wearer to another: be brave.  
 
    So Tenny took a deep breath and said, “Well, you’re the one who likes poetry. One of those old, dead bastards can say it better than I can.” It was a cop-out, yes, but not a lie. An important distinction, in his mind.  
 
    Reese frowned. “There’s lots of…sunsets, and rivers, and canyons, and that sort of thing. Mercy calls it ‘metaphor.’ Sometimes I think I understand that, but…” The frown deepened. Bless him, he was adorable. “A lot of them talk about it hurting. It’s a pain, they say. It makes them crazy.” 
 
    Tenny swallowed, and wished for another cup of water.  
 
    “Does it hurt for you?” He looked worried, now, and whatever Tenny’s own fear was doing to his heartrate, that worry was entirely unacceptable.  
 
    Tenny lifted his hand. “Come here. You’re too far away up there.” 
 
    Reese scooted down in the bed until he lay beside him, and then rolled over onto his elbow so they faced one another. Close enough that Tenny could see all the dark striations in his blue eyes, and read each facial twitch; close enough that Tenny couldn’t hide behind any sort of mask, and was petrified because of it.  
 
    Be brave.  
 
    He took a less than steady breath and reached to tuck Reese’s hair behind his ear; thumbed his cheek and let his hand settle against his throat, and the strong, slow pulse there. Reese wasn’t afraid; he was curious, and trusting, and Tenny didn’t think he would ever need to hear those three words in return, because he already knew they were true.  
 
    He ached.  
 
    “Yes,” he admitted. “It hurts. Sometimes.” 
 
    Reese’s brows knitted.  
 
    “It’s like…you hated me at first, didn’t you?” 
 
    Reese blinked. “Yes.” 
 
    Tenny traced his pulse with his thumb, slow back and forth sweeps. He felt a grin tug at his mouth. “I could tell. The look you gave me. It was only understandable, because I swept in, handsome and much more skilled than you–” 
 
    “You are not more skilled than me. Not in the way that counts.” 
 
    Tenny bit back a laugh. “The way that counts? And what way is that, love?” 
 
    “Fighting, shooting, climbing, killing–” He faltered, brow smoothing. “Well. I can’t do voices. Or faces.” 
 
    Tenny patted his cheek, the ache in his chest tightening, and that was what he wanted to tell him; it did hurt, but in a good way. “You’re getting much better at the faces.” 
 
    Reese’s gaze flitted away. “I didn’t know how to have sex.” Not so unselfconscious, now.  
 
    “Well, now you’re a champ, so who cares. Listen. Reese.” He held his throat again, and gave him the lightest squeeze until Reese’s gaze returned. “You are the better operative. I told Fox so myself.” 
 
    His eyes widened.  
 
    “It doesn’t matter what sort of training I have, or what I can do with it when I’ve been a royal cock too good for this place. Too good for…everything. I almost got myself killed because I was bored. And you saved my life, even though you hated me.” 
 
    Reese stared at him goggled-eyed, and Tenny felt like he’d lanced something open inside himself, that sludge was pouring out. He’d never been this honest before, not ever, and he was starting to shake, but he kept going, because this was the one person who deserved such honesty.  
 
    “You saved me because you take being in this club seriously, and a brother doesn’t leave another brother behind, right?” 
 
    Reese’s mouth worked silently a moment. “I…” 
 
    “I hated you for that,” Tenny continued, words pouring out of him, painful and too plentiful, but the wound was open, and it had to drain, now. “I didn’t want you to be better than me. I wanted it to mean something that I’d been raised the way I was. I wanted it to mean that I was better because of it. I was perfect, and I–” Oh, shit, he was hyperventilating.  
 
    Reese’s hand touched his chest. “Tenny.” 
 
    He shut his eyes, shook his head, and felt an ugly smile twist his mouth. “I still hate you sometimes, you know? Because I can’t make you angry anymore, because you don’t hate me anymore, and you should, because I am–” 
 
    Lips pressed against his own. His eyes flipped open as Reese was drawing back, expression determined, now.  
 
    “Stop,” he said.  
 
    Tenny stopped.  
 
    “I only meant: do you wish you didn’t? Love me? If it hurts, is it worth it?” 
 
    Tenny swallowed and found he had a lump in his throat. Typical Reese: winnowing all the bullshit down to what truly mattered. “Yes,” he said, voice a rough scrape. “It’s worth it.” 
 
    Reese nodded – and then settled down on the pillow and wrapped both arms around him; gathered him in close to his chest, where his heartbeat was still steady and slow. “Go to sleep, then.” 
 
    Tenny let out a deep breath, exhausted, suddenly, but boneless. More peaceful. “Okay, then.” 
 
    As far as confessions went, he supposed it hadn’t been so bad. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Eden knew she wouldn’t be able to sleep, so she didn’t try to go to bed early, despite the physical exhaustion dragging at her. She made herbal tea and sat up in her office, in front of her computer monitors, refreshing her email in case Ratchet had made a breakthrough and forwarded along fresh intel. She’d never missed her old government job quite like she did now, stuck using message boards and a hacker’s shady contacts. With outlaws, she’d found that the intel was usually a goldmine – if it could be found, that was.  
 
    When she heard a motorcycle engine in her driveway, she sat up so fast she nearly spilled her tea. She checked the time on her monitor, heart lurching into a gallop: 10:40. It wasn’t that unusual for him to come by this late, but after earlier, after his total lack of reaction, and her storming off… 
 
    For one awful moment, she thought she might be sick.  
 
    Then there was the click of a key turning in her back door, and booted footfalls in her kitchen – made loud intentionally, because Fox moved quiet as a cat most of the time.  
 
    She gripped the edge of her desk hard, willed her stomach into submission, and held still, vibrating, barely breathing, as his footsteps moved down the hall and finally stopped in the open doorway of the office.  
 
    Her mind went straight to books, to movies. To the big man returned home with a you should be resting, let’s get you to bed. Something asinine and soothing, talking down to her. She’d never handled coddling well, and she could blame her mother and her upbringing for that, sure, but it didn’t change the fact that she hated it.  
 
    That was one of the reasons she and Charlie had always rubbed along so well together.  
 
    She could hear the creak and shift of leather – his cut – as he propped a shoulder in the doorjamb. “Any luck?” he asked, offhand, as if it was any other night.  
 
    Eden took her next breath – and found that it was deeper. That her lungs could expand a little further. “No,” she said, less shakily than she might have. “Ratchet’s still trying to run down those companies, so I’ve been researching our marks.” 
 
    She heard him move forward into the room, tension flicking through her as he sat in the chair beside hers, where Axelle had spent most of the evening. A glimpse from the corner of her eye proved that he’d settled with his elbows hooked casually over the chair arms, eyes forward on the screen. In the glow of the computer, he looked a little blurred at the edges, a little softer and less blank, like he got when he’d been drinking.  
 
    She debated saying something about it, and then didn’t, focusing on the website she had pulled up instead. Deep breath, reroute.  
 
    “New Way Home?” Fox asked. 
 
    “Yes, it’s Dennis and Paula Kelly’s non-profit.” 
 
    “The one in Chicago for troubled teens?” 
 
    “Mmhm.” She scrolled back to the top of the page, where a photo of the grounds – a pretty, tree-shaded lawn surrounded by an iron fence and an old, four-story brick building with a sprawling back patio – headed a page that detailed the organization’s offerings. “They do all sorts of after-school programs for ages ten and up. Everything from tutoring, to swim lessons, to archery, to movie nights.” She scrolled past photos of the lounges, and kitchens; the tutoring rooms, indoor pool, and basement bowling alley.  
 
    Fox whistled. “Look’s like a kid’s paradise.” 
 
    “Yeah.” More photos: smiling children of varying ages in the pool, on the patio, on the lawn, with books spread out before them at long library tables. “A safe place for someone with an ugly home life to spend their afternoons. Some of the older teens even earn a little money helping the younger ones with their homework.” 
 
    She waited, wondering if he would spot what she had. 
 
    “Wait, who’s this?” His finger hovered over the screen. “He’s in almost every picture.” 
 
    She smirked to herself. “That’s Dennis Kelly.” She hit the bottom of the page, and then clicked on the site’s other tabs, one after the next.  
 
    “Damn,” Fox murmured. “Every picture he’s in, he’s got his arm around a teenage girl.” 
 
    “The wife, too,” she said, pointing her out. 
 
    “Shit, you’re right.” 
 
    “Could be nothing. I mean: would an innocent think twice about hugging their charges? If you’re not doing anything untoward, why try to regulate your behavior?” 
 
    “True,” he said. She could hear the unspoken but. Waiting for her to expand, trusting that she wasn’t pointing out frivolities.  
 
    Because he trusted her competence, her reasoning skills. Because even if she’d left him once upon a time because she didn’t trust his emotional investment, and because she thought getting tangled with an outlaw was the fastest way to wind up in hot water at work, she’d never felt like he doubted her abilities.  
 
    Her eyes started to burn. She blinked hard, and swapped to a new tab. “I did some Googling. If you mine deep enough, you can find anything about anyone. The prime minister likes to dress up like a parrot and have his bum spanked, if you believe the page ten Yahoo question and answer results.” 
 
    He snorted.  
 
    “But I found several things of interest.” 
 
    The first was a Yelp review, of all things, in which someone claiming to be a parent said she’d sent her daughter to volunteer at New Way Home in her senior year of high school. The woman was a single mother working two jobs, who’d worried about her daughter getting into trouble after school if left to her own devices. Her daughter, though, complained of the owners being “creepy” and “invasive” toward her. They’d asked her lots of personal questions, and even bought her clothes.  
 
    “Okay,” Fox said, “that’s not great.”  
 
    “But just one case,” she agreed.  
 
    So she showed him seven similar stories. Two more were on Yelp, the rest were on a Chicago-based site on which women could warn other women of dangerous places and suspicious persons around the city. All sorts of crazy theories and accusations were thrown around there, but five people accused the Kellys of shady behavior – including one young woman who claimed Dennis had penned her into a corner in the library and groped her at length, his hand over her mouth, until someone else came into the room and she was able to break free.  
 
    “Fucking creeps,” Fox said. “That’s the story of the world: the rich and powerful with ugly predilections prey on the very people they claim to help.” 
 
    Eden said what he hadn’t: “It doesn’t prove they’re selling girls into sex slavery, though.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    She turned to him, then, only belatedly realizing it was the first time she’d done so – and was brought up short.  
 
    He was staring at her. In a way he never had before.  
 
    It was such a foreign expression that it took her a long, breathless moment to place it. He looked…soft. Open, but tense in the shoulders, lips trying to quirk downward into a frown, because he didn’t do open, not ever, and he wasn’t sure how to begin, but he was trying, here, glowing blue in the light of her computer, eyes big and unshielded.  
 
    “I’m sorry I took off before,” he said.  
 
    Sorry. Had he ever said that word to her?  
 
    “I don’t do this sort of thing very well.” 
 
    She managed to swallow. “I know.” 
 
    “I had to…” He gestured to the side of his head. “For a few hours. Talk to someone smarter than me.” 
 
    She was startled by her own snort of laughter. “You’re humble enough to think someone out there is smarter than you?” 
 
    “Shut up,” he said without heat. “At least one. And he said – well, it doesn’t matter what he said. Because this is my own decision. No one pushed me into it.  
 
    “Whatever you want to do, however you want to handle things, I’m here. I’m not going anywhere. I like what we have, even if it looks strange to normal people. I’m not normal, and neither are you, or we wouldn’t be sitting here in this situation right now.” 
 
    Her eyes started to burn again. Coming from him, abnormal was a compliment of the highest order.  
 
    “What do you want to do about the baby?” 
 
    She sniffed, and began to lose the battle against the forming tears. Just hormones, she told herself. And Charlie Fox. “I – I want to keep it.” 
 
    He nodded. Then cocked his head to the side, trace of a rueful grin touching his mouth for the first time. “I’ll be a shit dad.” 
 
    “Not as shit as you think you will be. Not as shit as your dad.” 
 
    “God, no one could be. He’s the gold medalist in that sport.” 
 
    She laughed – and the tears spilled down her cheeks.  
 
    “Do you want a hug, or would you like to remain stoic?” 
 
    “Oh, fuck you,” she muttered, dashing at her cheeks. But she was smiling when she climbed out of her chair and into his, settling on his lap and hiding her tears in his throat. He smelled of cigarettes and bourbon, and that faint whiff of pavement that came with being on it all the time on his bike.  
 
    His arms came around her, and his deep exhale stirred her hair. “Creeps and kidnappers. What a wonderful world we’re bringing new life into.” 
 
    They both chuckled, and she was terrified, but it would be okay, she thought. He believed in her more than anyone ever had, and if he was in her corner, she could face the whole world, ugly or not.  
 
    Her computer pinged with an email notification, and she jerked upright. “Oh, maybe that’s Ratchet.” 
 
    It was. They read the message standing shoulder-to-shoulder at the monitor, and Fox chuckled, low and dark. “Well, would you look at that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Seventeen 
 
      
 
    Luis demanded a shower, first, and something hot to eat. He did so with his head tilted back against the rusted steel of the trailer, a spark coming into his gaze. Self-satisfied, Reese thought. As if he believed he was back in control again.  
 
    A self-satisfaction that melted quickly when Mercy tore down the shower curtain and braced a big shoulder in the open doorframe. “I’m not doing it while you watch, you fucking perv,” Luis spat, half out of his crusted clothes and contemplating them with a mix of disgust and horror.  
 
    Mercy shrugged, unbothered, his grin slow and pleased in a way that brought to mind a tiger lazing in a sun patch. “It’s this way, or no way at all. Can’t risk you cutting your pretty little wrists all alone in here.” 
 
    “There’s not even a razor!” 
 
    “You might be creative. Who knows. Get going before Ghost rethinks the offer. Be sure to wash behind your ears.” 
 
    Luis huffed and sputtered, but finally cranked on the water and finished undressing.  
 
    Mercy turned sideways, so he could see him from the corner of one eye, and tossed Reese a friendly look. “How you been, kid? We don’t catch up anymore.” 
 
    Reese tried and failed to recall the last time he’d wound up in Mercy’s back yard after dark, adrift, needing a nudge in the human direction. It was so much, sometimes, being him, an alien amidst humans, and Mercy was very good at helping him untangle whatever knots something as simple as a movie night or a dinner with Kris and Roman had snarled in his brain. He never laughed or grew awkward when Reese wanted to understand some basic social custom.  
 
    But he’d not sought Mercy’s guidance lately. Not with Tenny always there, with an elbow in his ribs, and a you stupid tit, and a sigh – sighs that were, Reese now knew, more fond than anything. I love you.  
 
    Whatever his face did, it had Mercy’s smile sharpening.  
 
    “Oh. Sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be sorry. I was just curious. You’ve been busy lately.” 
 
    “Yes. Busy.”  
 
    Mercy’s grin became a smirk, and he tapped the side of his own neck. “Real busy, looks like.” 
 
    Reese’s hand twitched, but he restrained the urge to clap it over the mark on his throat. It was faint, just a hint of a bruise, a souvenir from Tenny, when he’d roused Reese in the small hours and urged him over onto his back so he could ride him, lips and teeth attacking his throat the whole time.  
 
    Mercy chuckled. “Good for you. Guess you guys worked things out.” 
 
    “We…” Reese’s insides went cold at the idea of talking about…whatever it was he had with Tenny. It had been Tenny who’d expressed nerves before, about being together in an outlaw MC like this, and Reese who’d reassured him that it didn’t matter – but standing here, now, with Mercy acknowledging it–  
 
    “Breathe, kid,” Mercy said, nudging Reese’s boot with the toe of his own. “You’re fine.” 
 
    He nodded, breath leaving his lungs in a rush.  
 
    “Hey,” Tenny said behind him, leaning into the spare dorm where they’d dragged Luis, “what’s taking so long?” 
 
    Mercy said, “Luis’s gotta make sure he’s squeaky clean.” He turned toward the shower. “You need me to wash your back, Luis?” 
 
    Tenny snickered.  
 
    The water shut off, and Luis stood sopping wet, scowling, pushing his hair off his face with one hand and shielding his crotch with the other.  
 
    “You don’t gotta hide that,” Mercy said. “There’s not even that much to hide, really.” 
 
    “Can I at least have a towel?” Luis snapped.  
 
    “Nah. Shake off like a dog.” 
 
    But a towel was proffered; clean, borrowed clothes were offered, and the three of them marched a less-smelly Luis down the hall to the common room.  
 
    Every Dog who’d been able to get away from work for a few minutes was ranged around the room, on barstools, or leaning back against the bar, or sitting on the tabletops, feet in chairs. Ghost stood by an empty table, arms folded, stern-faced, waiting. That was where they deposited Luis; Mercy shoved him roughly down into a chair and squeezed his shoulders so hard he winced.  
 
    Ghost’s nostrils flared as he inhaled. “At least he doesn’t smell like shit anymore.” 
 
    A few chuckles moved through the room. Luis’s gaze followed the sound, shifting from Dog, to Dog, to Dog, to Dog. He hitched himself up straighter in his chair, but Reese could read the fear in his eyes. There were a lot of outlaws with guns on their belts between him and every avenue of escape. And the three closest to him – Mercy, Tenny, Reese himself – were the most likely to kill him. He knew that. It was why he looked up at Ghost without any of his former venom and said, “Why am I in here?” 
 
    Ghost motioned, and Deacon stepped forward, face tweaked with disgust, to set a plate of leftover barbecue and a steaming cup of coffee on the table before Luis. “Do us all a favor and choke on that, asshole,” he hissed.  
 
    Ghost snapped his fingers, once, and Deacon retreated – only to be cuffed upside the head by Roman. “Ow, man!”  
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
    The room settled.  
 
    Ghost leaned a hip against the edge of the table, cool and unbothered, and nodded toward Luis’s plate. “You better eat that while it’s hot.” 
 
    Luis’s throat jumped as he swallowed – Reese imagined his belly was tight and jumpy with nerves – but he reached for his silverware.  
 
    Ghost said, “It turns out that at least some of your intel proved true. Or, it looks that way, right now.” 
 
    Luis shoved pulled pork into his mouth and nodded vigorously. “I told you,” he said, when he could.  
 
    “I said some,” Ghost stressed. “We’ve got a long way to go before I actually believe you.” 
 
    Luis sipped his coffee, expression guarded.  
 
    “We’ve been looking into the list of names you gave us. Dennis and Paula Kelly. What do you know about them?” 
 
    Luis shrugged. “They’re high-up. On the board.” 
 
    “Abacus has a board?” Walsh asked from his perch on the neighboring table. He snorted cigarette smoke.  
 
    “Why not? You have a president.” Luis gestured to Ghost with his fork.  
 
    “Their place for kids,” Ghost said, tone sharp enough to recapture Luis’s attention and have him shrinking down over his plate. “Is it just a front to get hold of girls?” 
 
    “They use it for that, sure. It’s easy enough to pick out the ones you want, the ones with junkie parents who don’t care if they ever come home, and put them into the trade.” 
 
    Reese saw grimaces on more than one face.  
 
    “But they offer legitimate after-school services, too. They have to. A good front has to be convincing – just like all of your fronts, Ghost. Your garages, and nursery, and your–” 
 
    “Yeah, point taken,” Ghost said. “But three sets of parents tried to bring charges against Dennis with the Chicago PD. Why didn’t that go anywhere? The cops up there on the payroll?” 
 
    “A few locals, I’m sure, same as you. But.” He stirred his coleslaw, a sly glint edging into his gaze. No matter how nervous he was, he couldn’t help but lean toward smug. “It wasn’t the PD that had the charges disappeared. It was the feds.” 
 
    “Your dad?” 
 
    Luis’s lashes lowered, and a muscle clenched in his jaw. “No. But his kind.” 
 
    Ghost shared a look with Fox, who nodded.  
 
    “You’re looking at this too small,” Luis went on. “And with an adorable amount of naivete.” He grinned, wide and sharp. “They have more money and resources than you can imagine, and a wider reach than you can dream of. They have a gift, all of them, for ingratiating themselves. They have hundreds of spies and rats: they find things out about people. They pay them or threaten them, whichever is most effective, until they have them by the balls and otherwise ordinary, decent people have no choice but to go along with them.” 
 
    Ghost didn’t look impressed, expression flat. “Everyone has weaknesses I can exploit. You leave the difficult shit to us. Right now, your job is to keep proving yourself.”  
 
    Mercy cracked his knuckles, loudly, for emphasis.  
 
    Luis’s gaze darted to him, seemingly unbidden. “What – what do you need me to do?” 
 
    Ghost pulled a prepaid cellphone from his cut pocket and slid it across the table toward Luis. “You’re gonna call whoever’s next up the food chain from the mayor.”  
 
    Walsh leaned far enough off the table on which he sat to set a piece of paper down at Luis’s elbow. “And you’re going to tell him this.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    The plan, such as it was, wasn’t without risks – but when were they? It wasn’t anything Fox hadn’t handled before, so he left Ghost and the others to pressure Luis into cooperating, and went outside to make a phone call.  
 
    The other line picked up after the third ring, brimming with the whir and hum of loud machinery in the background. Fox frowned to himself, as the voice on the other end shouted, “Hello?” 
 
    “Agent Maddox.” 
 
    More machinery noise, and then a sharp breath, and an angry tone: “I’m not ‘Agent’ anything anymore. Whoever this is–” 
 
    “It’s Charlie Fox.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Fox. With the Lean Dogs MC.” 
 
    More silence punctuated by the clack and whine of mechanics. Then Maddox said, “Hold on.” Seconds passed, and then the noise cut off, and the only sound was Maddox’s rapid breathing against the phone speaker. “What do you want?” he bit out, and sounded like his back teeth were clenched.  
 
    “Well,” Fox said mildly, “something’s got your knickers in a twist.” 
 
    “I’m on the phone with a felon. Is that supposed to make me happy?” 
 
    “Hey, now, some of these idiots might have rap sheets, but I’ve never done time.” 
 
    “No. You only should have.” 
 
    “You’re sounding an awful lot like a cop for someone who turned in his badge and gun.” 
 
    A beat. And then a sigh. When Maddox next spoke, he sounded like a man who’d been ground under life’s bootheel, and then left to dry in the blazing Texas sun. “What do you want, Fox?” he asked, wearily.  
 
    “We have Luis Cantrell in custody.” 
 
    “You…you what? How? When did you – you’re keeping him? How are you–” 
 
    “If you’ll stop flying off the handle,” Fox drawled, “I’ll explain it to you.” 
 
    “Shit,” he muttered, but quieted, and Fox gave him the main gist of it all, leaving out the most incriminating parts – namely that they were holding him in a cattle trailer on Dartmoor property. Plausible deniability and all that. 
 
    “Shit,” he repeated, when Fox was done. “Why are you telling me all this? I’m working in a fucking cereal factory these days.” 
 
    Ah. That explained the noise.  
 
    “Because if this operation is as big as Luis claims it is – and our research so far is leaning that way – then we’re looking at a massive sex trafficking ring. National and international. And your friends at the Bureau are caught up in it, according to him.” 
 
    “I don’t have any friends left there,” Maddox said, tone hardening.  
 
    “No? Not even a few?” 
 
    “Fuck you, no. They’re corrupt up to their fucking eyeballs. It’s why I got out – and why I’m never gonna get a job that pays half as fucking well from now on.” 
 
    Fox felt his brows go up. “They’re blacklisting you?” 
 
    “That, or else having Quantico and ten plus years on the force doesn’t count for much with hiring managers.” 
 
    Fox dug out a cig to stall for time. He’d been thinking to ask a few questions, see if he was willing to give up any of his old co-workers to point them in the right direction. Now, his thoughts spun elsewhere. “Tell you what,” he said, once he’d lit up and taken his first drag. Ghost might not like this, but Fox would help him see the wisdom in it later. Better to ask for forgiveness than permission, right? “Where are you?” 
 
    “Odessa.” 
 
    “Right. Pack your things, take a few vacation days – or quit, I don’t care – and fly to Knoxville. I’ve got a job for you, and it’ll pay better than line work.” 
 
    Maddox snorted. “And be completely illegal, right?” 
 
    “Maybe it will, maybe it won’t,” Fox hedged. “I won’t make you get your hands dirty. You can say you honestly had no part in what follows – unless you want one, that is.” 
 
    “You’re unbelievable,” Maddox said. But he held onto the line, and, after a minute, he breathed out a sigh. “You know you guys can’t bring down an organization this big, right? Not that I don’t admire the whole honorable outlaw thing, but this is way, way beyond the reach of an MC.” 
 
    “You’d think that,” Fox said. “Give us a chance to prove you wrong.” 
 
    Another long beat passed. Then: “What the hell. Do I need to rent a car, or is one of you losers gonna pick me up?” 
 
    Fox grinned to himself. “Don’t worry, sunshine. I’ll send someone.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Eighteen 
 
      
 
    “How’d it go?” Axelle asked as Eden slid into the passenger seat of the GTO.  
 
    Eden let out a big breath that did nothing to ease the tightness she’d been carrying in her chest all morning. She wouldn’t say that she was panicked anymore, but had a feeling her nerves were about to become her constant companions for the foreseeable future. “I’m definitely pregnant.”  
 
    “Uh…and you feel…?” Axelle said in a sad attempt at tactful.  
 
    Eden managed a smile. “Not bad. Just nervous.” 
 
    “Well, yeah. I’d be shitting myself.” 
 
    “I think that part comes later, when I’m too big to move.” 
 
    Axelle’s eyes bugged – and then she snorted, and they both laughed. It smoothed the rest of Eden’s tension away, and she flopped her head back against the seat as Axelle cranked the car.  
 
    “I’m tired,” she said, seriously. “And worried. But. I don’t know.” She pressed a hand over her still-flat stomach and felt a fluttering within – not the baby, she knew, still too tiny to feel, but a few butterflies that hinted, faintly, at something like excitement. “We’ll take it one day at a time, I suppose.” 
 
    Axelle piloted them out onto the street with her usual deft touch, and Eden melted down into the plush leather of the seat. She knew that she needed to take a driving test and get her American license; could most certainly afford a car of her own, but there was something comforting about riding along with Axe, the idea that she was in the company of an expert. A familiar, reassuring sensation, at this point.  
 
    “You hungry?” Axelle asked.  
 
    “Famished, actually.” Doubtless she’d get halfway through her meal and her stomach would sour, but at the moment, she was ravenous.  
 
    “Anything sound good?” 
 
    “You know…I could go for Taco Bell.” 
 
    “Ha! Whatever baby wants, huh?” 
 
    She fired off a few texts as they made their way through the slow crawl of morning downtown traffic: a doctor’s appointment update for Michelle, a confirmation to a client, an idea she’d had in the waiting room for Ratchet, and a request for a progress report from Charlie. As they settled at the back of the drive-through line, her phone trilled with a Facetime call.  
 
    “Huh,” she said aloud.  
 
    “Who is it?” 
 
    “Raven.”  
 
    Fox’s sister filled the screen when she accepted the call, artfully disheveled in a no-doubt designer hoodie. A white-trimmed window allowed late afternoon sunlight to frame her from behind, and somehow, despite the rounded camera angle of her phone, she managed to look as beautiful as she did in person. It wasn’t fair, honestly.  
 
    “Eden, darling,” she greeted. “How was the appointment?” 
 
    Eden blinked. “How do you know about my appointment?” 
 
    Raven lifted a hand in a breezy gesture. “Michelle told me.” 
 
    Eden bit back a retort. So much for privacy. Then again, she supposed this family she was now permanently linked to shouldn’t be expected to behave within the bounds of polite discretion – not about some things, anyway. “Ah,” she said, instead, the best she could do.  
 
    In the driver’s seat, Axelle was shifting through a comical series of surprised and outraged expressions on her behalf. What the hell? she mouthed.  
 
    Raven grinned, a sharp, white flash of teeth that opened like a knife wound, and which brought her resemblance to Charlie to the forefront. Tenny, too, she supposed: those three were the most glamorous of the bunch, when they wanted to be. The most dangerous, too. “‘Ah,’ she says. Sorry, love, but news travels fast.” 
 
    “I see that,” Eden deadpanned.  
 
    Raven laughed. “I’d offer my congratulations, but I wonder if condolences are more in order, given that it’s Charlie’s. Anyway,” she pressed on, before Eden could respond to that, “I’m very happy for you. Expect a large parcel in the post when it’s time.  
 
    “The reason I’m calling, though, is to let you know that I’ll be in town tomorrow.” 
 
    Eden felt her brows fly up. “As in Knoxville? Tomorrow?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s right,” Raven said, smoothly, as if that wasn’t an absolute bombshell. “Cassandra’s landed a spot in this apparently rather prestigious visual arts clinic in New York, and since we’ll be in the States for that anyway next week, she’s absolutely adamant about seeing King’s farm and visiting with all of you over there.” 
 
    Axelle was gesturing from behind the wheel, trying to get her attention, but Eden felt frozen in her seat, surprise warring with dread. “Okay,” she said, woodenly.  
 
    “Okay, right then,” Raven breezed along. “Sorry it’s such short notice, but don’t you worry, Mummy, I’ll have King pick us up at the airport and clear a space for us at that mansion of his, and you won’t have to lift a finger.” 
 
    “Raven. It’s not that no one wants to see you – or Cassie – but it’s…not the best time around here.” 
 
    Raven waved her off. “Oh, darling, I know how this club business works. It’s never a good time. If I waited for anyone wearing a patch to give me permission to do something, I’d do nothing but sit on my arse all day.” 
 
    “But–” 
 
    “Gotta run, but we’ll see you tomorrow night.” Raven blew her a kiss, and the call disconnected.  
 
    Eden stared at her phone screen until it went black.  
 
    “What the fuck?” Axelle asked. 
 
    “Uh…” a crackly voice said from the drive-through speaker, in front of which they now sat. “We don’t have any fucks? Only tacos?” 
 
    “Shit, sorry. Oops, um, lemme get…” 
 
    Eden spaced out for a little while, trying to decide why in the world Raven thought now was a good time to visit. Something had seemed…off about her. Admittedly, they’d never been close, but Raven was, at heart, a rather vicious, straightforward sort, and just now, it felt like she’d been presented with Raven the Model and Talent Agent, rather than Raven, Charlie’s Ruthless Sister. There had been an air of brisk disconnect there. Almost as if… 
 
    With a lurch, Eden’s years as a government agent rushed to the forefront. To anyone listening in or watching, she would have seemed shallow, and fly-off-the-handle.  
 
    But in the world of the Lean Dogs, and all their enemies, she’d acted like someone who knew she was being watched.  
 
    A warm paper bag landed in her lap, and the scent wafting up from it nearly made her gag.  
 
    “What are you thinking?” Axelle asked, astute as ever – even in the way she nicked the bag away and set it in the backseat.  
 
    “Not here.” Eden shook her head. “I want to wait until we’re at the clubhouse.” And after they’d swept for bugs. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Tenny found himself a man torn. He’d been patched in – early, at that – which conveyed some level of trust from his betters (and, God, what a horrid thing to consider people like Ghost Teague; his better; shudder at the thought). But, like it or not, the Dogs didn’t patch those they felt didn’t fit in some way. So he’d been accepted. And, so far, he’d not been wasted on floor-mopping, or collecting money from dealers, or any such menial tasks best left to the Deacons and Boomers of the crew. Even if they paled in the face of his former work, he was sent on more important errands, very nearly ops. That appealed to his ego; if Ghost had sent him after groceries, he would have snapped at the man.  
 
    But the second edge of that sword cut a different way. Because between the Important Tasks, like invading night clubs and forcing Luis to talk, there was…nothing. Loose ends. Be back here at such-and-such o’clock, and he was neither wanted nor needed during the hours in between.  
 
    This was, in fact, fine. It was good. He didn’t want Walsh to pour him a drink at the bar, or shoot pool with Boomer and the idiots; didn’t want Aidan to ask if he felt like going out to that ridiculous UT-themed restaurant with the tolerable hot wings. He wasn’t friends with any of them.  
 
    He trained. He trained quite a lot. But the days were still padded with extra hours, and, until the fiasco in London, he’d never been someone with free time to enjoy. Or, at least tolerate.  
 
    Luis did as told, went back in the trailer, and then it was a matter of waiting until the op – which wasn’t until tomorrow night.  
 
    He blamed boredom as the reason he’d agreed when Reese turned to him, utterly guileless, eyes clearwater blue in the morning sun, and said his sister had asked for help in her “garden,” and did he want to come along? Boredom…and, well, he was in love or some such rot.  
 
    Which was how he found himself toting bags of potting soil through Kristin’s apartment to what was definitely not a garden, but actually a little terrace with too many terracotta pots cluttering its corners.  
 
    “If you could set that one right there – yes, perfect, thank you!” She smiled with too many teeth, expression one of strained gratitude, when Tenny dropped the Miracle Grow onto an ever-growing heap of other bags. It seemed like too much dirt, but what did he know?  
 
    Her throat jerked as she swallowed, smile fixed, turning her otherwise pretty face unpleasant, and maintained eye contact in a way he could tell was forced. “Thank you so much for helping Reese – and me! This is for me, after all.” She chuckled through her teeth, a pushed-out, tense sound.  
 
    She was a tense woman, in general. She had a right to be, given what Tenny knew about her from Fox: tied-up, kept hostage, used, always leveraged against Reese when his old masters had feared he wouldn’t comply with their orders. Whoever’d gone to great lengths to turn Reese into a walking, breathing machine with only two settings – stay, kill – hadn’t bothered at all with Kristin. She’d been left wholly human…and wholly traumatized.  
 
    Tenny knew he made her nervous, but he’d not ever been any good at putting people at ease in his natural state. He could have slipped on a mask, given her a lazy smile and said something charming, disarmed her.  
 
    But the moment they’d arrived, and her gaze had widened when it landed on him, he’d thought of Reese poking him in the ribs and pouting, accusing him of pretending. So. Shit. He was trying to be real, whatever that meant.  
 
    “You’re welcome.” 
 
    Reese arrived – she let out a big breath and jerked her gaze toward her brother, gladly – and dropped another bag. “That’s the last of them.” 
 
    “Great,” Kristin said, a little less tense. “Thanks, guys. I really appreciate it.” 
 
    Tenny was also a man torn because he wasn’t the sort to be nice, but, being in love or some such rot, he figured it was imperative that he at least attempt niceness with the object of said love’s sister.  
 
    He scanned the terrace, its profusion of pots, and the flats and flats of pansies they’d brought over from Dartmoor’s nursery and already carried inside. “There won’t even be room to have a smoke out here once you’re done,” he said. Damn. That wasn’t very nice, now, was it?  
 
    If it bothered her, she didn’t let on – the King of Bluntness was her brother, after all. She gave a little wave and tugged on a pair of garden gloves. She had a stool, and she sat on it, dragging soil, trowel, and a flat of flowers within reach with the air of someone who’d done this before: probably in spring. Undemanding physical labor was supposed to be therapeutic, and if anyone needed it, it was Kris.  
 
    “Oh, I won’t mind. Or, well, Roman won’t.” She chuckled as she bent her head to work – a true chuckle. “I let him smoke inside, even though I shouldn’t. Don’t tell my landlord.” 
 
    “Where is Roman?” Reese asked. Then, to Tenny’s shock, he folded himself down to sit cross-legged across from his sister. She handed him a pot of his own and he started filling it with fresh black soil, bare-handed.  
 
    They were doing this, then. They were planting.  
 
    Tenny pushed up his sleeves and sat down beside him.  
 
    “He’s over at Bell Bar today,” Kristin said. “The electrician backed out and he’s finishing the wiring for Ghost.” 
 
    “He rewired that camper we stayed in, one time,” Reese said, and Kristin beamed at him.  
 
    “That’s right.”  
 
    Her tone set Tenny’s hackles to bristling. The way she was looking at Reese, and speaking to him – like she was rewarding him, like he was a child who’d done well on a spelling test – rubbed him every wrong direction. He’d thought child before, but never in this – this maternal way. Never like Reese wasn’t capable of something as simple as recalling a memory of the past and making connections. Reese was untutored in life, but he was smart, he was sharp, he was–  
 
    Kristin’s gaze shifted toward him, flickered with nerves, and shuttered. She offered him an empty pot. “Um. Did you want to?” Save the premature worry lines, her face was very much like her brother’s; her hair had the same natural wave to it as Reese’s, now that he was growing it out.  
 
    Tenny took a breath, and took the pot. “I must admit,” he said, with forced levity, “that planting flowers is not one of my many accrued skills.”  
 
    She blinked, and, for some reason, her expression softened a fraction. “It’s really easy,” she said, “and, I dunno, I find it relaxing.”  
 
    Reese dragged the bag of soil around in front of himself so Tenny could reach it.  
 
    Kristin bent her head to her work again, sunlight turning her tawny hair pale white-blond, like her brother’s. “You were raised like Reese, huh?” she asked, softly. “You didn’t get to…do things like this.” 
 
    His flare of anger died down, a little. “No.” He reached into the bag. “I did not.” 
 
    Silence reigned heavy a moment, save the puff of soil landing in pots.  
 
    Then Kristin said, “Reese, did I tell you Maggie wants me to work at the restaurant when it’s open?” Her voice ticked up with excitement, and Tenny settled himself to plant fucking flowers in silence, while Kristin chatted at her brother and Reese answered in monotone. 
 
    It wasn’t not relaxing. He’d give her that.  
 
    “Kris,” Reese said, after a natural, unbothered sort of silence had fallen, and Tenny had decided his mix of pansy colors was far superior to theirs. “I want to tell you something.”  
 
    She stilled, and the way she went rigid, and slowly lifted her head had Tenny going on alert. As did the way Reese hitched himself up beside him, straight-backed and serious, expression something like determined.  
 
    Kristin swallowed, the pendant she wore around her neck trembling above her pulse point. “Okay.” 
 
    “You told me that Roman was your boyfriend. Eventually.”  
 
    Her eyes popped wide.  
 
    “So I’m telling you about mine. Tenny and I have sex.” 
 
    Kristin made a choking sound. 
 
    Tenny’s heart cartwheeled up into his throat.  
 
    “We have sex,” Reese continued, oblivious to the fact he’d just sent them both into cardiac arrest. “And he loves me.” 
 
    Oh, you bastard… 
 
    “So we’re boyfriends.”  
 
    “I – um, well, Reese, that’s–” 
 
    “For the love of Christ,” Tenny groaned. His face was on fire, and he dropped his forehead into his palm, belatedly realizing the latter was coated with dirt. “You can’t just say it like that, you idiot.” 
 
    “Why not?” When he turned his head just far enough to peep at his expression, Reese was giving him that doe-eyed, truly curious look that left his mouth dry and the pit of his stomach aching. “I want my sister to know I have a boyfriend. That I have you.” He tilted his head toward Kristin. “I have two people, and they should know about each other.” 
 
    Tenny was going to die. The swell of affection that boiled up inside him was going to choke him entirely.  
 
    With a sigh, he sat up, and wiped his forehead with his sleeve. Kristin was looking between them with goggle-eyed astonishment…but a smile was slowly plucking at her mouth.  
 
    “Reese.” Oh, God, her eyes were welling up. “I’m so glad you told me.” She took a few unsteady breaths, and fixed Tenny with a look that, though it obviously took some effort, seemed very brave, suddenly.  
 
    “Thank you,” she said, with an alarming amount of gravity, “for loving my brother. He’s very loveable.”  
 
    This was a sister who worried about her brother’s social skills; about his ability to fit in. One who still wrestled her own demons and worried that Reese’s might be worse, might be insurmountable.  
 
    Tenny understood that. Now, he did, now that he’d become someone whose belly clenched and palms sweated when he looked at the person sitting beside him, who was smiling, a little, as he looked between the two of them.  
 
    “Yes,” Tenny said. “He is.”  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Nineteen 
 
      
 
    “They’re coming here? Now?” Fox sounded as close to alarmed as he ever got…which was to say, mildly. But Eden could read the subtle tells in the way his posture shifted toward tense, back straightening, fingertips pressing harder against the tabletop where he leaned.  
 
    Ratchet had been performing a sweep of the common room, bar, and kitchen, and returned now to his chair, in front of his open laptop with its ash tray and several Red Bull cans. That was where he’d been when she and Axelle entered, Fox leaning over his shoulder and gesturing at the screen.  
 
    “Did you tell her shit was upside down right now?” Ratchet asked as he settled, and reached for the smoking cig in the tray.  
 
    “Not in so many words, but I said it wasn’t the best time.” She looked to Fox. “I got the impression I shouldn’t tell her anything specific over the phone.”  
 
    A single dark brow lifted a fraction, and she knew right away that he’d caught the gist of her suspicion. “You think she’s being monitored?”  
 
    “I’m not sure. But she didn’t seem herself. I know I don’t know her as well as you–” 
 
    “But she doesn’t do things on a whim. She’s planned and punctual down to the decimal point.”  
 
    Eden nodded. “There’s a reason she didn’t let us know before now.” 
 
    “And a reason they’re not flying direct to New York,” he said. “She doesn’t give a fuck about Knoxville. She’s coming to talk to us in person.”  
 
    The butterfly twist in her gut now held nothing of excitement. She glanced down at her phone, blank-screened, as if it might offer more information. She’d been feeling more and more helpless the longer this case stretched on – the farther it stretched. Every day – every minute, it seemed – the web expanded out, gaining new threads, some tangled, some leading off into impenetrable shadows. She’d blamed some of it on her pregnancy hormones, unrealized at first, but now…with even Raven acting strangely… 
 
    She didn’t realize she’d swayed sideways until a familiar, deceptively strong arm caught her around the waist and eased her down into a chair. She blinked away black spots and glanced up to find Fox looking down at her with a strapped-down sort of worry.  
 
    “Here, baby,” he murmured, so low she wasn’t sure if the others had heard it. “When did you eat last?” 
 
    She swallowed down a surge of nausea at the idea. “I haven’t.” 
 
    “Taco Bell turned out to be less than appetizing,” Axelle said. “I’ll go see if there’s something better in the kitchen.” 
 
    “And tea,” Fox added.  
 
    “Right.” Booted footfalls receded across the hardwood – and, oh, when had she shut her eyes? 
 
    “Eden,” Fox prompted.  
 
    “Fine. I’m fine.” She braced her hands on the edge of the table and gathered herself, embarrassed and worried by the amount of effort it took. “Just…” She waved. “Hormone bollocks.” 
 
    One corner of his mouth twitched, briefly. “I hear that’s shit.” His gaze slid toward Ratchet – tapping away on his laptop – and back. His voice lowered another fraction. “How was it with the doctor?” His gaze fixed on her, serious, focused. Truly asking, wanting to know, and not simply making conversation.  
 
    Her throat tightened with sudden force, and warmth kindled in her stomach, smoothing away some of the jitters. “It was good,” she said, and heard the catch of emotion in her voice – saw the spark of surprise in his face in response. “Doctor said all the at-home tests were correct. Prescribed vitamins and a clean diet. We set up an appointment for an ultrasound.” 
 
    He nodded, expression calm – save his eyes, which went fever-bright and hectic.  
 
    “Don’t freak out.” 
 
    “I’m not freaking out.” 
 
    She bit back a smile. “What are you and Ratchet working on?” 
 
    He knocked the table and motioned to Ratchet, who picked up his laptop and moved around to show her.  
 
    “I can stand up,” she groused, but neither man acknowledged her. Ratchet set the laptop down and leaned over her shoulder to point at the screen.  
 
    “I’ve been going down the rest of Luis’s list of names and digging into their local police precincts’ records. Some hacking, some string-pulling and favor-asking, and it’s taking for-freaking-ever, but I’ve made some progress.” 
 
    “I can see that.” 
 
    “All of them – do you mind?” When she shook her head, he leaned closer to click through open tabs: police reports. “All of them have had charges brought, even the model chick. This is Matt Moretti – the restaurant guy. Back in 2005, four women accused him of ‘unwanted touching,’ and, in one case, ‘rough sex without consent.’ This was all within a six-month span.” 
 
    “Slow learner, that Matt,” Fox said.  
 
    “Yeah, and according to this, he was still only managing one of his father’s restaurants at the time, and wasn’t loaded like he is now. In 2005, he was accused of raping a model at a club opening. This was in January. The charges got dropped two weeks later, and in March, he announced he was opening his first solo restaurant.” 
 
    “He came into some money,” Eden said. 
 
    “Yeah. And then all the other charges got dropped right after.” 
 
    “Feds get involved?” Fox asked.  
 
    “I can’t tell that, but look at the guy’s meteoric rise ever since.” Ratchet had other tabs open: glossy magazine spreads, guest appearances on cooking shows across several channels; a cookware line and a line of needlessly chic chef aprons.  
 
    Eden stared at the man’s face on the screen: his thick, black hair, and smooth complexion; the white teeth, the mischievous smirk that looked calculated to draw women in, moths to a flame. There was something about his eyes, though, that gave her goosebumps: a flat, sharklike disconnect. His entire appearance, his photograph poses, were calculated – and not with the skill that someone like Fox or Tenny could apply to such a task.  
 
    “And here’s Terry Windmere, the senator,” Ratchet continued, opening a new tab. “Half a dozen campaign aides have said he groped them and solicited sex, which they declined. One woman said he shoved his hand up her skirt in the back of a limo – and then there’s the photos.” 
 
    “Ugh,” Fox and Eden said in chorus.  
 
    Windmere looked like Central Casting had gone searching for a pomaded Reagan lookalike, and wound up with a smudged photocopy instead. Bad teeth, rough skin, a bald spot forming in the back, and a cut of suit that failed to hide his paunch. Your standard aging, unhandsome politician.  
 
    But in most of his photos taken at fundraisers, speaking with constituents, posing in front of charitable organizations, he’d managed to get an arm around a woman, a hand on a waist, on a breast, in more than one case, and he seemed to like to kiss strangers – of the female variety – on the mouth.  
 
    “Nothing out of the ordinary as far as politics go,” Ratchet said. “Women cry foul, dude looks hella sketch in a bunch of photos, and God knows what’s really going on. But….” He expanded a photo, one in which Windmere grinned too-wide at the camera, a young woman tucked under each arm. The pulse of revulsion she felt caused her to notice the banner behind them a beat late.  
 
    “Dreams in Flight,” she read aloud.  
 
    “It’s a charity for battered women,” Ratchet said. “In his home state.” 
 
    “Thought he’d do a little donating to smooth his reputation,” Fox said, clucking his tongue in disgust.  
 
    “Yeah, and guess who owns Dreams in Flight.” 
 
    Eden’s stomach dropped when she realized who he must mean. “The Kellys?” 
 
    “Yep.” Ratchet sounded pleased. “And they have a sister organization called Back on Your Feet – shit name, by the way – in NYC. Guess who always makes a big deal of donating meals to them.” 
 
    “Sal and Matt Moretti.”  
 
    “Damn, Ratchet,” she murmured. “How did I miss all this?” 
 
    “You didn’t,” he assured. “I just never sleep.” 
 
    Fox patted the top of her head. “Also might have something to do with pregnancy brain, love.” 
 
    She snorted.  
 
    “That connects all of them, at least,” Eden said, “though, loosely, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “Stop thinking like a government agent,” Fox said. “We don’t need an airtight case.” 
 
    That was both reassuring – and also terribly frightening. She nodded. “Right.” 
 
    “There’s more, though,” Ratchet said, opening yet more tabs. “Those companies you had me look into? The ones making deliveries to Nine in Tuscaloosa? Well, look. Moretti gets his liquor from Innovate – they’re a national brand. Same with Lysin, which lists charitable donations on their website: they donate a ton of food to all three of the Kellys’ organizations. Light up the Night isn’t national, though, but I was able to get hold of a work order for a campaign event, one where Windmere spoke on behalf of a congressman running in Alabama? They did the lighting.” 
 
    Fox sighed. “All of that could be coincidental. What about parent companies?” 
 
    “All different, sorry.” 
 
    Axelle returned with a plate of – yes, those were Nutter Butters, and they looked amazing at the moment – and a cup of steaming tea that smelled of oranges. Eden’s stomach made happy noises in anticipation.  
 
    “God, you’re an angel,” she said, accepting the cup.  
 
    “Any luck?” 
 
    “Yes and no.” 
 
    Fox paced over to the bar and pulled a Coke out of the cooler; leaned against the bar while he took a long, noisy slurp of it. “Not to be a pessimist–”  
 
    “No, you’re always so cheerful,” Axelle said, and Eden chuckled.  
 
    Fox lifted his middle finger from the can and Axelle snorted. “Not to be a pessimist, but I don’t think I spoke too son about this being a root-and-branch situation. I think it needs to be a hit, clean and simple. The boys and I can take care of every person on Luis’s list, we’ll dump Luis himself, and so be it.” 
 
    Eden frowned. “If the Dogs kill high-profile targets like this, the fallout could potentially be catastrophic. Not just for this chapter, but the entire club.” 
 
    He scrubbed his face, weary-looking suddenly. “Honestly, fuck Ghost and his white knight bullshit, sometimes. We shoulda killed Luis that first night and left well enough alone.” 
 
    Eden was glad Ghost wasn’t around to hear that. Even Ratchet picked his head up, brows furrowing. 
 
    But, as far as the safety of the club went, he wasn’t wrong.  
 
    Then she thought of the missing girls, of the mothers crying in chat rooms; thought of Michelle and Axelle kidnapped, and that barn full of terrified young women in Amarillo.  
 
    She set her teacup down. “Doing the right thing is always more difficult and painful than looking after your own self-interests.” 
 
    He lifted his finger in her direction, but softened it with a smirk, and the gleam of a smile in his eyes.  
 
    “What about Jack Waverly?” Eden asked Ratchet.  
 
    “Actresses have been accusing him of being a sex fiend since the nineties,” Ratchet said. “More than a dozen sets of charges brought against him, and none of it ever sticks. Guy’s like Teflon.” 
 
    “Guy’s got deep pockets,” Fox corrected, “and sometimes money’s more attractive than justice.”  
 
    “Maybe Maddox will know more, when he gets here,” Axelle said.  
 
    “Here’s hoping.” Fox took another swig of Coke. “Speaking of–” 
 
    The front door squealed open, a fat bar of afternoon sunlight sliding across the floorboards. Tenny and Reese entered, walking close together, elbows overlapping. Tenny pulled up short when he saw them, stiffening, expression – open and animated moments before – closing off sharply. Wary, guarded. He leaned his upper body subtly away from Reese, and it broke her heart a little bit. He was still so cagey and nervous; still wrestling with the idea of caring about someone in front of others – and probably worried about everyone’s reaction to that care.  
 
    “Ah,” Fox said, “just the two dickheads I wanted to see.” He frowned. “What happened to your face?” 
 
    Tenny smeared the sleeve of his black long-sleeve shirt across his forehead, and Eden noticed a smudge there. “None of your fucking business.” 
 
    “We were helping my sister with her garden,” Reese said.  
 
    From the corner of her eye, Eden saw Axelle bite down on a smile and slowly cover her mouth with her hand. Tenny noticed, if the sharp narrowing of his eyes was any indication.  
 
    “It’s not a garden, you tit,” he told Reese. “It’s barely even a patio.” 
 
    Reese, of course, was totally unbothered by this. He looked to Fox. “Did you need us?” 
 
    “In the morning. You’re gonna help me pick Maddox up at the airport.” 
 
    Tenny rolled his eyes and groaned theatrically. He was never more petulant and childlike than in front of Fox.  
 
    “We’ll have to take one of the vans, because we’re picking up Raven and Cassandra, too.” 
 
    Tenny said, “Who?” 
 
    Reese said, “Oh. Cassandra. She’s the one who thanked me.” 
 
    Tenny stilled, and his gaze slid toward his lover slowly, and Eden wanted to laugh, because that was clearly going to be a conversation between them later.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Tenny had something on his mind. Reese wasn’t exactly sure what it was – though he’d been oddly tense ever since Fox mentioned his, their, sisters coming into town – but he could tell that it was something thorny, because Tenny kept furrowing his brows and chewing at his lip and getting distracted.  
 
    After Fox and Eden left, they hit the gym, just the two of them, the effort of handling the weights pressing all the words right out of the room. They didn’t talk when they worked out; it wasn’t necessary. Then Evan had shown up, and they’d sparred with him – which meant Reese had given him pointers while Tenny hurled insults from the sidelines, only grudgingly offering his own very sound advice when Reese gave him a certain look. 
 
    He could do that, now. At least a little. Give looks. Speaking glances that others could interpret – or, at least Tenny could interpret.  
 
    All the while he was mulling over something, but it didn’t come out until that night, when Reese was sitting up in his own bed watching Tenny brush his teeth through the open bathroom door. He went about it more aggressively than normal, the motion of his arm causing his torso to flex prettily. Reese was wondering how he might go about asking for sex, thinking that, with Tenny, he could probably just say I want sex, when Tenny leaned forward and spat toothpaste angrily.  
 
    He scowled as he straightened and wiped his mouth, turned a glare on Reese. “What do you mean she thanked you?” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “That girl. The one who’s coming tomorrow.” 
 
    “Oh, Cassandra? Your sister?” 
 
    “Don’t call her that, I don’t have any sisters,” he said with a sneer.  
 
    “You have two, actually.”  
 
    The sneer widened and Tenny slammed his toothbrush back into the cup.  
 
    “They’re Fox’s sisters, and he’s your brother,” Reese pressed, “so that means–”  
 
    “I know what it means,” Tenny snapped. “Why was she thanking you?” 
 
    They’d found Tenny on that mission to London, but he hadn’t been a part of it. Fox had come face-to-face with him, and incapacitated him, in the conference room of a high-rise building, when Tenny had still belonged to his old masters. Reese had dropped out of a ceiling to rescue little Cassandra, and then, later, she’d wanted to come and thank him, shy and blushing, for doing so.  
 
    Tenny stalked out of the bathroom and came to sit on the edge of the bed, way down at Reese’s feet. Reese wanted to lean forward and press his thumb to the groove between his brows, smooth it away… 
 
    And then it all clicked together in his brain. He felt the urge to smile. “Are you jealous?” 
 
    Tenny bared his teeth. “Fuck no, answer the bloody question!”  
 
    Oh, he was very jealous. Reese wanted to kiss him.  
 
    Instead, he said, “The people you used to work for took Cassandra as a hostage. When he we got inside the building, I went up into the ceiling to access the room where they were keeping her. I extracted her, and then she thanked me for it.” 
 
    “Thanked you how?” 
 
    Reese decided to put him out of his misery before the vein in his forehead burst. “By saying ‘thank you.’ Mercy was there. Nothing else happened.” Tenny started to respond, and Reese said, “It was the first time anyone had ever thanked me for doing what I do. It was…it was nice.” 
 
    Tenny opened his mouth – and then closed it. He let out a long, slow breath through flared nostrils, tension smoothing from his face. He glanced down at his bare feet on the carpet. “Shit,” he muttered.  
 
    “You don’t have to be jealous.” 
 
    “I’m not.” He huffed another minute, then found Reese’s foot beneath the blanket, and squeezed it. Cheeks pink, voice a little rough, he said, “Can I suck your dick now, or what?” 
 
    “Yes, please.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Twenty 
 
      
 
    Ten a.m. the next morning saw them stationed at baggage claim at McGhee Tyson airport. Tenny had gum, and he cracked it loudly in between obnoxiously perfect bubbles that never popped too soon and wound up stuck to his chin. He really was good at everything, the little shit.  
 
    Fox twisted another look toward him over his shoulder, where he and Reese stood propped against a tiled support pillar like light and dark bookends. Tenny had his arms folded, breathing with slightly flared nostrils – agitated. Reese stood loose and placid as a still pond in winter.  
 
    Fox nearly grinned when he recalled what Reese had said to him earlier, outside the clubhouse, when they were collecting a van. I think he’s nervous about meeting them. Just a murmur, his expression unusually animated. Then, even quieter, I told him not to be jealous, but it didn’t work.  
 
    Jealous? Fox was baffled. Even more baffled to have been spoken to about emotions by Reese of all people. Those two were either a wonderful, or a hideous influence on one another – jury was still out.  
 
    What are you hens clucking about? Tenny had snapped, and they’d broken apart.  
 
    Fox still didn’t understand why he’d be jealous – he’d made faces yesterday at mention of Raven’s arrival but that was just his normal asshole schtick – but there was no mistaking the tense looks Tenny kept skating sideways at an oblivious Reese, who scanned the baggage claim with a more relaxed version of his usual attentiveness.  
 
    Walsh’s phone pinged, and Fox twisted back around to find his other brother smirking at the screen. “That’s Ghost. He wants us to pat Maddox down before we let him on property.”  
 
    Fox snorted. “The old man’s getting paranoid.”  
 
    Walsh’s smirk faded as he typed a reply and slipped his phone away. “Aren’t you?” he asked, single brow lifting.  
 
    Yes. But he had been long before Ghost arrived there, or Walsh either, for that matter. He shrugged.  
 
    Walsh leaned in close enough to ask, “What’s wrong with our littlest brother?” 
 
    “No clue. Reese said something about him being jealous.” 
 
    “This is a fine welcoming party,” a familiar voice called out, far too loud for baggage claim. Heads turned, and Fox took a moment to be amused by the way men’s jaws physically dropped when they spotted his sister striding toward them. Then he turned to the woman herself.  
 
    Raven shlubbed around her flat in Chanel sweatsuits and slippers, but out in public, she was always on. Today she wore a clinging, chocolate-colored dress and matching ankle boots with spike heels, a Burberry trench hanging open over it, tasseled scarf artfully loose around her shoulders. Gucci sunglasses and not a hair out of place, manicured hands with taupe nails towing her wheeled carry-on. She walked like she still worked the runway, the clip of her bootheels drawing every eye, her smile pleased. 
 
    Fox secretly thought that her presence, her carriage, her pride, all the things that had made her an elite model, and now a forceful presence in the business, were Devin’s genes shining through. That cockiness, that ability to work any room, and any situation to her advantage. He’d never told her this; probably she’d thought it herself, when she caught sight of her own blue eyes in the mirror.  
 
    Behind her, Cassandra – slighter, younger, fresh-faced and unpolished – skipped in excitement, head swiveling every direction so she nearly trod on the back of Raven’s shoes with her chunky Docs. She wore striped leggings under black cut-offs, and an oversized hoodie splashed with a print of a K-pop group Fox was too old to know the name of. Her hair had gotten longer since he’d seen her last, her face leaner: she was starting to look like a young woman and not the kid he’d always seen her as; it was a bit shocking, a bit worrying. 
 
    Damn, was that what fatherhood felt like? Turning around and watching the child you’d diapered try on prom dresses?  
 
    He shoved those thoughts aside, just as Raven reached them and wrapped him up in a tight, Chanel-scented hug. With her heels on, his face wound up pressed into her shoulder, and he was not bitter about it.  
 
    “Charlie, you demon.” She brushed a kiss to his cheek and then moved on to Walsh. “And here’s my favorite brother.” If Walsh’s face did something smug, Fox couldn’t see it around Raven’s coat, because fuck you very much, King, but you’re even shorter, ha.  
 
    “Foxy!” Cassandra launched herself at him and he was forced to catch her or let her eat terrazzo. Her hair still smelled of coconut, like he remembered, but when she drew back, he noted eye shadow and rouge that definitely had been there last time.  
 
    “What’s on your face? What are you wearing?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “It’s makeup, Charlie. Everyone wears it.” 
 
    “Everyone grown up.” 
 
    “She’s seventeen,” Raven said, pulling back from Walsh, and propped her free hand on her hip. “Let the girl live. Or are you feeling a little extra paternal right now?” 
 
    Walsh smirked.  
 
    Fox smoothed his face and said, “Fuck you.” 
 
    Raven’s grin was sharp and very like his own – until her gaze shifted toward the two assassins leaning against the pillar. Before Fox could motion them over, Raven squared her shoulders and strode forward. “Hullo, Reese. Nice to see you again,” she said, without any of the teasing note she’d given Fox and Walsh.  
 
    “Hello.” He didn’t reciprocate, but stood quiet and big-eyed while she kissed his cheek.  
 
    Fox tried to catch Tenny’s eye, to remind him for the fifth time this morning not to be a complete asshole, but his attention was fixed on their sister. On the hand she extended.  
 
    “It’s Tennyson, isn’t it? It’s good to finally meet you.” 
 
    Fox had a distinct memory of Raven standing in the threshold of the room where they’d held Tenny at Baskerville, back when he’d just been Ten, silent and defiant, bound in enough chains to restrain a circus elephant. He’d had two black eyes, the blue of them livid in a schooled-blank face. He’d hated them. Hadn’t been a person then, still an attack dog whose masters had been killed in front of him.  
 
    But here stood Raven, using his new name, the name that he’d chosen for himself, offered to him by his favorite and most trusted person. She was giving him – them, really – a chance to start fresh, strangers meeting for the first time.  
 
    Tenny’s gaze raked over her, shrewd and unfriendly, but Raven didn’t waver. Finally, he accepted her handshake, a brief, polite press, and said, “Hi.”  
 
    Raven gave him her perfume billboard smile. “God, the cheekbones on you. If you ever decide you want to do commercials, give me a ring.” 
 
    “Down, girl,” Fox said.  
 
    “Hush, you. He’s too pretty to be wasted on heathens like the Dogs.” 
 
    Cassandra stepped up to Reese, then, head tipped to a shy angle, and, suddenly, Fox understood what he’d meant earlier by jealous.  
 
    “Hi, Reese.” She looked up at her one-time rescuer with nothing short of teenage adoration; he might as well have been one of the idols printed on her shirt given the way she blushed and fidgeted.  
 
    Reese’s expression softened; Fox thought he almost smiled. “Hi.” He was still awkward as shit, though; didn’t know the first thing about pleasantries and small talk.  
 
    Then Fox glanced toward Tenny and nearly laughed. He’d refolded his arms, after shaking Raven’s hand, had clutched them tight over his chest, and he glared at Cassandra like he wanted to set her on fire telepathically.  
 
    Jealous. Of a seventeen-year-old girl Reese had once evacced from a hostage situation.  
 
    Who was the stupid tit now, Tenny? 
 
    Fox traded a glance with Walsh and caught the gleam of amusement; Raven pressed her lips together tightly as she witnessed the whole thing, eyes dancing.  
 
    “I like your hair,” Cassandra said, blush deepening. “It looks really good like that.” 
 
    It hung to his shoulders in ungroomed waves that Fox wanted to take the scissors to.  
 
    Reese touched it, brow furrowing. “Oh. Thanks.” 
 
    Tenny’s jaw could have cut glass.  
 
    What a delightful disaster.  
 
    “Cassie, I believe those are our bags, dear,” Raven said.  
 
    “I’ll get those,” Walsh said. He flicked Fox in the arm, which meant come along and help. Probably with a shithead tacked on.  
 
    But Fox stood rooted, watching as Cassandra turned away from Reese, reluctantly, and stopped dead when she got caught up in Tenny’s gaze.  
 
    “Hi,” she said, quailing visibly. “You’re – you’re Tenny.” 
 
    “Obviously,” Tenny said through grit teeth.  
 
    Cassandra wet her lips. “I’m – I’m Cassandra. I guess we’re brother and sister, huh?” Her laugh puffed airless and tight. “At least now we’re an even number. Ten. Oh, is that why your name is–”  
 
    Tenny dragged in a breath that was half a growl, and opened his mouth to cut her off.  
 
    “Tenny,” Reese said, low and even – a warning – and Tenny’s teeth clicked together as his jaw snapped shut.  
 
    Interesting.  
 
    “Come on, Cass.” Raven draped an arm over Cassandra’s shoulders and led her away. “We can’t make King carry all the bags.” 
 
    Walsh had come in a separate vehicle so that he could take the girls straight back to the farm, and so they didn’t have to interact with Maddox – who was due to arrive any minute. “You’re all coming to dinner tonight, aren’t you?” Raven asked, as they left.  
 
    “I’d never miss a chance to sit at Emmie’s table,” Fox said, just to be a prick, and earned a look from Walsh as reward.  
 
    “You’re both invited as well,” Raven told the boys, and then Walsh ushered them off toward the escalator before Tenny could start growling again.  
 
    When they were gone, Fox turned to his brother, no longer trying to check his smile, and said, “Please, please take this the wrong way when I say that you’re unbelievable.” 
 
    Tenny smirked. “Always room in the fan club.” But his expression lacked its usual self-pleased sharpness; was nearly a grimace instead.  
 
    Fox glanced toward Reese, who gazed on Tenny with something like concerned fondness.  
 
    Dinner, Fox decided, was going to be more entertaining than this evening’s op. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Maddox showed up fifteen minutes later, ballcap pulled low over his face, boots scuffed and jeans tattered at the hem, carrying nothing but a worn, leather duffel over one shoulder. Nothing of the polished, suit-clad FBI agent remained; even his chin was scruffy, his hair curling too long behind his ears under his cap. He looked older, his face lined – but younger, too. Lost.  
 
    Fox would have felt sorry for him if he was in the habit of feeling sorry for anyone.  
 
    Maddox spotted Fox and shifted course, tugging the brim of his cap lower like he was trying to hide from the cameras. For their part, none of them had worn their cuts, but Fox wasn’t worried about the airport; that wasn’t the place that would trip them up. 
 
    “Agent,” he greeted, when Maddox arrived, offering his hand. 
 
    Maddox sighed. “Stop calling me that.” He accepted the shake, though.  
 
    Fox felt the boys close in, one on either side of them, and Maddox’s head lifted, eyes widening as he glanced between them. His Adam’s apple jerked as he swallowed. “Shit. Not you two.” 
 
    “Yes,” Tenny said, a nasty smile in his voice. “Us.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    They gave Maddox the full pat-down and bug sweep treatment outside the clubhouse, to which he made affronted noises, but tolerated. He was in their house, now, and Fox knew he wouldn’t have made the flight if at least a part of him didn’t want to be here.  
 
    Inside, the prospects had tidied, the surfaces all gleamed, and nothing incriminating had been left lying around. Maddox paused a moment, surveying faces: it was a full room. When Ghost stepped forward and introduced himself with his usual lack of charm, Maddox shrank back a little, though he accepted the offered hand. Ghost wasn’t as physically large as Candy, but where Candyman possessed a certain golden boy friendliness, Ghost was a lean wolf, every line of him unforgiving. 
 
    Then Mercy leaned over the bar and said, “Hey, there,” and everyone burst out laughing when Maddox actually jumped.  
 
    It cut the tension, at least.  
 
    “I’m not sure what I can offer you,” Maddox said, once Boomer had poured everyone drinks and they were all scattered around the tables.  
 
    Across from Maddox, Ghost tipped his head and said, “Then why did you come?” 
 
    Maddox dragged a thumb through the condensation on his glass, frowning.  
 
    “Start with what you can tell us,” Ghost said. “Why are you working in a factory with a resume like yours?” 
 
    He let out a breath so deep and harsh it sounded as if he’d been holding it in for a long, long time. He shook his head. “I applied to Austin PD. That’s where my family’s from, originally. I went in for the interview, and everything was looking good – the chief was thrilled someone with my experience was applying; we were talking task force – but, then I got a call that they’d gone another direction. Said I didn’t need to apply for any further openings in the future.” 
 
    “Shit,” Aidan muttered.  
 
    “Same thing happened in Dallas. In Houston. Little dinky-ass sheriff’s departments in BFE wouldn’t take me. I got turned away from a mall security guard job.” 
 
    Ghost whistled. “You put your old CO down as your top reference?”  
 
    “Of course. That’s the truth. I wasn’t going to lie.” He sounded repulsed by the idea, though the lines etched around his eyes and mouth spoke of an understanding that, in reality, the truth rarely set anyone free. “I quit, I wasn’t fired.” Stress crept into his voice. “I’d never had a disciplinary action taken against me.” 
 
    “And yet,” Fox said, “clearly, your reference was talking you down so badly that no one would risk hiring you.” 
 
    Maddox slumped down a little in his seat.  
 
    “You knew too much,” Ghost said. “You were there for everything that happened with Cantrell – you got attacked in that hospital same as our boys. They let Cantrell go to prison – the sacrificial lamb to sate the media – but this means the higher-ups knew what he was up to.” 
 
    “That would mean the corruption wasn’t just about Cantrell trying to help his son,” Maddox said. “That would mean it ran deep.” 
 
    Ghost nodded. “Yeah. That’s exactly what it means.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Twenty-One 
 
      
 
    Reese leaned in closer to the mirror and smeared the grease paint carefully beneath his eyes.  
 
    Beside him, at the dresser in his room, Tenny dipped into the tin and smeared some across his own face: diagonal stripes rather than the raccoon mask that Reese preferred. But, for once, he didn’t make fun of the idea; no, he participated, silent and serious, in these final moments before their op.  
 
    The meeting with Maddox had run long. Ghost and the others were still talking to him, out in the common room. No one had told him what they were planning for this evening, but, apparently, Ghost found his intel worthwhile. Eden and Axelle had arrived, and been folded into the conversation, and there was much discussion about which one of the people on Luis’s list was the linchpin that would help to bring down the others.  
 
    That wasn’t any of Reese’s business. He’d been paying attention, early on. It wasn’t that he couldn’t keep track of all the twisted, interlaced mechanics of this enemy…but that wasn’t his area of expertise. It was so much easier to sit back and let all the talk wash over him; easier to focus on what was wanted and needed of him, here.  
 
    “Hey.” Tenny’s hand gripped him, and it was an effort to draw back from the mirror – from his own reflection. Hair pulled back in a tight bun, face painted. The grease paint made his eyelids heavy, as he blinked, and turned toward–  
 
    Toward his friend. His lover. His person.  
 
    He blinked again, and felt something inside him shift.  
 
    Strange. It had always been so easy to go inside that quiet place in his head before a mission. And here was Tenny’s hand on his arm, dragging him back out of it.  
 
    Tenny wore a serious face, streaked with green-black stripes like claw marks. “Hey,” he said again, even though Reese was almost nose-to-nose with him. His breath rushed warm across Reese’s mouth, and his eyes were still his own – still soft in that way he only showed Reese. “You keep telling me not to pretend, right?” Even his voice was soft, that low, gentle tone he only ever used when they were alone together.  
 
    Reese blinked yet again – and again. Felt a stirring in his chest. He was…the op was… 
 
    Tenny cupped his cheek with a paint-stained hand. “Darling. Don’t go down so deep.” 
 
    Reese frowned. He was…he was down deep. Had already flung off the trappings of his daily life. He gave himself a mental shake, but it was hard. Once the paint went on, he…he let go. Of everything that wasn’t the job. He stopped being Reese and was…was just…the op.  
 
    Tenny’s other arm slipped around the small of his back, and dragged him even closer. That was good; he liked that. He rested his hands on Tenny’s chest, and Tenny smiled, a little, though his expression was still sad.  
 
    “You’re getting in your head, I can see it,” he said. “And that’s good. You’re very good at what you do. But this is a small job. Don’t go so far under that you aren’t you anymore, alright?” 
 
    “I…” Words got stuck in his throat. He felt caught between two points, one familiar, easy, routine – the other new, still, but so warm, and so welcoming.  
 
    Tenny kissed him, quick and light. “It’s fine. I’ll pull you back if I have to.” 
 
    What…? 
 
    Someone knocked on the door, and Tenny released him, turned back to the mirror.  
 
    Fox stuck his head into the room. “Ready?” 
 
    Reese blinked some more, and the fog lifted; he glanced at his own reflection, painted and ready, yes, and emotion bled away, left him only prepared. Equipped. Yes, that was right.  
 
    “Ready,” Tenny said, and started strapping on his Kevlar.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    On its face, this was an easy job. But over the years, Fox had learned that those could wind up being the most dangerous.  
 
    It had started days ago, when they had Luis out of the trailer and in the common room. “If you wanted a face-to-face meeting with the next guy up the chain, how would you get it?” Ghost had asked.  
 
    Luis had fidgeted, but said, “We have code words.”  
 
    Fox had already figured that. Just like he’d already figured that Luis was just as likely to give them the abort code rather than the meet me code.  
 
    They made Luis read off the script out loud, several times.  
 
    Then Fox had been the one to make the call on the burner phone, while Luis looked on in a panic; he’d mimicked Luis’s voice and accent just like he’d mimicked hundreds of others, and when a smoke-roughened voice answered, had said, “Man, we gotta meet. We gotta meet. You have to meet me.” 
 
    “Whoa.” The other voice had perked up with sudden alarm. “You can’t just – who is this?” 
 
    “It’s Luis,” Fox had hissed. “Dude, I had to buy a new phone. Shit’s crazy. I can’t – look, I can’t talk. They’re after me. But you gotta get me outta here. We have to meet.” 
 
    “Alright, alright, slow down. When? Where?” 
 
    “It’s like screaming nonsense into one of those phone tree things with the bank,” Fox had explained to Ghost. “They’re gonna send someone to deal with him. My guess? It’s gonna be a hit. He’s gone off the grid, and now he gets back on like this? Yeah, they gotta get rid of him.” 
 
    Luis had pressed his head down into his arms – before Mercy snatched him up and marched him back to his trailer.  
 
    Someone would come meet “Luis.”  
 
    And someone else would be hiding in the bushes with a sniper rifle.  
 
    Good thing he had spooks of his own. 
 
    Fox had strapped his Kevlar on beneath a baggy hoodie, pulled a hat down over his face, and slid into a dark corner booth at Smokey’s as the sun was setting red in the plate glass windows. No one would risk a hit at a public place, not if Abacus wanted to stay off the radar.  
 
    He propped an elbow on the table and spoke into the mic fixed inside his sleeve. “Status.”  
 
    Tenny’s voice, crisp, businesslike, and free of his day-to-day petulance bollocks, responded in his earpiece. “One car doing a slow crawl out front – black, tinted windows. No sign of a sniper yet.” 
 
    “Good. Let me know when they park.” 
 
    “Roger.” 
 
    The boys, plus Evan with his Winchester, were staked out on the roof of the hardware store across the street. It was closed for the night, dark, and its roof was flat, with a low parapet that provided plenty of visibility. An ideal vantage point. Despite Tenny’s more annoying traits, Fox trusted him in these circumstances – trusted both of them, and trusted them to restrain Evan if he got too trigger happy.  
 
    But a fleeting disquiet shifted under his skin. Something felt a little off, and he couldn’t put his finger on it, and that was pissing him off.  
 
    He’d worked this sort of case dozens of times. The circumstances, at face value, weren’t what was bothering him. No, it was some other, indefinable factor that prickled along his nerve endings and left him restless.  
 
    He checked the time on his phone. Still five ‘til. He expected an early arrival. But– 
 
    “Incoming,” Tenny said in his ear.  
 
    There it was.  
 
    Fox slumped sideways in the booth, hands tucked into his sleeves, hat pulled low, and waited, watching the aisle between the tables. A pair of college kids walked past wearing way too much orange – and, in their wake, the target stalked forward.  
 
    Given Luis’s ostentatious, attention-hungry approach to outlawing, Fox hadn’t known what to expect of this contact. The difference, though, was immediate and striking.  
 
    The man who paused, clocked Fox, and then approached with a casual slouch looked to be late-fifties, his hair and short beard mostly gray, but his build trim and fit beneath a Carhartt jacket and battered jeans. Whatever weapons he carried – and Fox knew he had them – were well-concealed. He was altogether unremarkable: just a regular Knoxville native out to grab dinner. His only defining feature was a scar, small and thin, at the outside edge of his left eye.  
 
    He slid into the booth across from Fox and settled on an elbow, body angled so he could view the tables across from them. “No offense,” he said in that low, smoke-roughened voice from the phone call, “but you’re not exactly Luis’s type.” 
 
    The words sired a little ping of curiosity in the back of Fox’s mind. Either this guy was bluffing, or he wasn’t a one-time contact – he knew Luis. If he did, that could make things more difficult.  
 
    He tugged his hat a little lower over his face. Of all the Dogs, he was one who still wasn’t a regular around town. Without his cut, using a fake accent, there was no way this contact would know he was affiliated with the club. “Not exactly the Dom and diamonds sort, huh? Yeah, no. Luis isn’t coming.” 
 
    “Oh?” Casual. Smooth. There wouldn’t be any posturing here, no grand acts like with Luis. This was a time to feel one another out, and only give away what was necessary.  
 
    “Nah. He’s cooling his heels for a while. The little shit owes me. This is part of his penance.”  
 
    The man turned his head just far enough to shoot Fox a raised-brow look.  
 
    “You know Luis,” Fox continued. “Mouth always writing checks his ass can’t cash. He’s gone and done it this time, our boy. He’s gotten himself deep in the hole.” 
 
    The man frowned, slightly. “I thought he was messing around with the Lean Dogs.” 
 
    “He was. And without a crew to speak of, either, which was why he called in a favor with me.” 
 
    “And now he owes you.” 
 
    “He owes me something big, my friend. That’s why we’re talking.” 
 
    The man slanted another look across the aisle, shifting in the booth, bracing – for bad news, or a quick getaway, or maybe both.  
 
    Fox leaned low over the table, and dropped his voice to a whisper. “I want in.” 
 
    The man’s gaze snapped back; his eyes, Fox noted, were a striking shade of blue. “In on what?” 
 
    Fox made a show of rolling his eyes. “Oh, come on. Are we gonna do this?” he asked, still whispering. “Are we gonna dance around, and talk all vague and shit? So neither of us gets what we’re after? Nah, man. Let’s cut to the chase, ‘cause I think we can help each other out here.” 
 
    He paused a beat, to let the guy brace himself – and he was definitely doing that, now, jaw flexing beneath his beard – but there was a spark of curiosity in his gaze, too.  
 
    “Luis says you’re in with these rich New York assholes. That they’ve got connections. You make plenty of cash, and the feds can’t touch you ‘cause they’re in on it.” 
 
    The man’s frown deepened. “What exactly did Luis tell you?” 
 
    Fox grinned. “You want me to incriminate myself? Right here at this table? Nah. But I don’t see why we can’t help each other out.” 
 
    “And how exactly would you be helping me?” 
 
    “I know a lot of very beautiful ladies.” 
 
    That got his attention. His gaze sharpened. His nostrils flared on his next breath. “Why would I be interested in that?” 
 
    Fox let his grin widen, tempered it so it looked affable and stupid. “Aw, you gonna play shy?” 
 
    In his ear, Tenny said, “Get under the table. Now.” 
 
    Glass shattered.  
 
    And before the screaming started, Fox heard the staccato crack of gunshots.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “They’re probably doing the same thing we are,” Evan said of the black sedan that was keeping up a continuous, crawling circle of the parking lot across the street. “Keeping an eye out, you know?” 
 
    A man had emerged from it five minutes before, scanned his surroundings, and gone into the restaurant. Their mark. The car had been moving ever since.  
 
    “Probably,” Tenny scoffed. “Is that what you do all day? Go around relying on the accuracy of probably?” 
 
    Reese elbowed him before he could go off on a diatribe. “Ten. Look.” 
 
    In the parking lot, the black car was gearing up for another slow lap, slowing down even further, and a prickle of awareness shivered up the back of Reese’s neck. Wrong. Something was wrong, and he thought he knew what.  
 
    “Hold position,” he said, stood, and vaulted over the parapet.  
 
    “Damn it,” Tenny hissed, as he went. “You can’t – Reese – fucking…” 
 
    Then he was falling, and Tenny’s voice was lost to the rush of wind in his ears.  
 
    The hardware store was only one story, a drop that Reese had taken countless times before. He landed as lightly as ever, legs and feet long-accustomed to handling that sort of impact, sinking down in his knees and coming up coiled and ready to sprint across the street.  
 
    Two things happened before he could take off, though.  
 
    Automatic gunfire erupted in front of the restaurant.  
 
    And a strong arm hooked around his neck from behind.  
 
    In that first moment, as he was yanked backward, shock rendered him useless. No one got the drop on him; not ever.  
 
    But it was happening now and he needed to react. He wrenched free, and spun, whirled in close to the heat and breath-sounds of the body behind him, one hand reaching for a knife and the other delivering a sharp blow to the man’s throat.  
 
    A blow the man dodged. Effortlessly.  
 
    Reese caught a glimpse of eyeshine, a fast gleam of white, and the mottled, shadowed streaks of grease paint like his own. Then a swing came toward his head, and he was grappling on the sidewalk with someone who fought just like him.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “Shit,” Tenny swore, adrenaline spiking, all the air leaving his lungs in a rush. “Shit, shit, fucking shit.”  
 
    Military style engagements were like trauma centers at hospitals: you had to triage the situation and tackle the direst cases first.  
 
    The black car was conducting a drive-by on the restaurant.  
 
    Reese was trading blows with someone dressed all in black down on the sidewalk.  
 
    The drive-by was the most immediate threat to innocent civilian lives – he could hear the sharp bark of an AK, glass shattering, people screaming. “Get under the table. Now.” 
 
    But Tenny wasn’t a first responder – wasn’t a rescuer. He was an assassin, and his boyfriend was getting his ass kicked, so… 
 
    “What the fuck?” Fox shouted in his earpiece. “What the hell’s going on out there?” 
 
    “Just stay down.” He shoved his binoculars into Evan’s chest and growled, “Don’t fucking shoot anyone, moron.”  
 
    “Ten,” Fox snapped.  
 
    “Gotta go.” He leaped over the parapet to the sound of tires screeching.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    All told, it only took about twenty seconds. Fox kissed the industrial carpet under the table for less than half a minute as glass shattered, bullets embedded themselves in walls and booth backs, and the restaurant exploded in a chaos of screams and crashing tables.  
 
    “Bloody answer me,” he growled into his sleeve.  
 
    Tenny’s end of the line was a blur of indistinguishable rustling sounds – or maybe that was all on his end, who knew.  
 
    Tires squealed on the other side of the busted windows, the gunshots cut off, and Fox glanced up to see that his contact wasn’t beneath the table with him – was already gone, instead.  
 
    “Shit.” He drew his own gun, for all the good it would do, and scrambled out into the aisle.  
 
    Cool aired poured in through the shattered plate-glass windows that ran the whole front width of the restaurant, napkins tumbling like autumn leaves. Patrons huddled under tables, clutching one another, crying; a baby wailed. “Yes, hello, I’d like to – like to report a shooting,” a man stuttered into a cellphone. A waitress lay crumpled and bleeding, two customers hovering over her, trying to help.  
 
    Fox catalogued all of this in an absent way as he searched for his contact, but couldn’t spot the man anywhere.  
 
    Right. Time to clear the fuck out before the cops arrived.  
 
    Gun still in-hand, he dodged over the wreckage of spilled dinner plates and terrified victims, and pushed through the door, now nothing but a metal shell, its glass in glittering confetti all over the welcome mat. He did a quick scan of the lot, saw neither a fleeing car nor his mark, and ducked low, running between cars with his head down.  
 
    He heard the sounds of a scuffle before he reached the sidewalk, and in the glare of passing headlights, he saw four people tussling across the street, all of them lean, young men dressed in all-black. Two of them, he realized with a lurch, belonged to him, but the other two definitely didn’t. 
 
    Another car started past, and slowed down while the driver goggled at the fight taking place just feet away. It rolled to a stop. 
 
    Fox charged across the pavement and slammed his hand on the guy’s hood. When the driver whipped around, he brandished his gun and shouted, “Get out of here!” Then he had to side-step to keep from getting run over.  
 
    “Fox!” Evan shouted down from the roof, panicked, his voice echoing too loud in Fox’s earpiece. “These guys just came outta nowhere!” 
 
    Reese’s beanie had come loose, pale hair gleaming under the streetlight – as bright as the metallic flash of a knife his opponent held. He slashed at Reese’s ribs, Fox thanked the lord for Kevlar, and Reese countered with a kick to the other boy’s gut. One that didn’t connect like it would have on a random thug or civilian. It landed on the guy’s hip instead, and Fox caught a glimpse of bared, white teeth in a painted face before the boy whirled like a dancer and took another run at him.  
 
    A darted glance proved that Tenny had gotten a hand around the other assailant’s throat; the choked gasp proved it was a good grip.  
 
    Fox looked back to Reese, who’d ducked low beneath another flashing swipe of the knife.  
 
    Fox squared up and fired three fast shots at the opponent’s torso.  
 
    If he was wearing body armor, like his boys, he would probably live; but being shot at close range sent him staggering back, off-balance and shocked.  
 
    A vehicle screeched to a halt behind them, Fox turned, and came face-to-face with the muzzle of a gun thrust through the passenger window.  
 
    Great. A stand-off.  
 
    “Hold,” he said. “Everybody, hold.” 
 
    It was a black work van, like the ones the club used. The rear door slid open, and in the glow of the overhead dome lights, there sat Fox’s contact, a gun of his own leveled on them.  
 
    Fox bared his teeth in a mockery of a smile. “You got out of there awful fast.” 
 
    The man smirked. “You aren’t the only one who planned for this tonight. Charlie.” 
 
    Fox tilted his head to an unimpressed angle, even as his pulse ratcheted up a notch. How did this guy know his name? Who was he? When he got his hands on Luis later… 
 
    “If you don’t mind,” the man continued, “I think I’ll take my boys back now. I’ll even let you collect yours. We’ll call it a momentary truce.” 
 
    “Feeling magnanimous?” 
 
    “Amused, more than anything.” His gaze slid to a point over Fox’s shoulder, and his smirk took on a mean, satisfied edge. “Hello, Reese. Good to see you again.” 
 
    What? 
 
    “You’re rusty, since I had you. Getting soft, huh?” He snapped his fingers, and the two men who’d been fighting Tenny and Reese stepped forward toward the van, the one Fox had shot clutching at his side, but still very much whole under his Kevlar.  
 
    Fox risked a glance over his shoulder at Reese, whose face had gone chalk-white in the places not covered with grease paint; his eyes shone big and vacant under the streetlight, his posture oddly slack.  
 
    “This is bollocks,” Tenny seethed. “You can’t–” 
 
    Fox caught him with a hand against his chest, and held him back. “No. Not now.” 
 
    The van door slammed, and it peeled away from the curb.  
 
    Sirens sounded in the distance.  
 
    Fox said, “Evan?” 
 
    “Yeah, I see ‘em. Maybe half a mile off.” 
 
    “We gotta move, then. Meet back up at the clubhouse, like we planned.” 
 
    Reese still hadn’t moved.  
 
    Tenny turned around and gripped his shoulder; shook him. “What’s bloody wrong with you?” His tone shifted, softer and worried. “Did that bastard get you? Where are you bleeding?” 
 
    Reese shook his head, as the sirens got louder.  
 
    Fox felt like he couldn’t get enough air in his lungs. Patrons spilled from Smokey’s, crying, clinging, still panicked.  
 
    Reese’s throat jumped as he swallowed. His voice was just a scrape. “That man…that’s…he’s…” 
 
    “Spit it out!” Tenny snapped.  
 
    “He sold Kris and me to Badger. He’s the one who trained me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
    Ghost was, predictably, pissed.  
 
    “Jesus Christ! Are you kidding me?” 
 
    “I know, I know.” Fox held up what was meant to be a placating hand, for all the good it would do. He’d taken the long way back, so the kids had beaten his return. Evan had slunk off, not wanting anything to do with the shitshow to come, and Reese had disappeared like the wraith he’d been brought up to be. The man who trained me. Every time Fox replayed those words in his head, his stomach did a flip. How? How could a ghost from the kid’s past show up now? Like this? 
 
    It was only Fox, Ghost, Walsh, and Tenny now in the half-lit common room, the clock on the wall obscenely loud.  
 
    If anything, the raised hand left Ghost bristling further. His shoulders were jacked up like an angry dog’s, appropriately, and he tugged on his hair for good measure, dark eyes slitted and dangerous. “A drive-by?” he said for the second time since Fox had first explained. “A goddamn drive-by, Fox? Do you know how long it’s been since we had something like that in this city?” 
 
    The last time was probably, Fox thought but didn’t say, that time the Carpathians had targeted Maggie and Ava at a café patio. Fox hadn’t been a part of things then, but word about chapter presidents got around.  
 
    “I know,” Fox repeated. “I know it looks bad–” 
 
    “You’re damn right it looks bad!” 
 
    “But I don’t think anyone there knew it was me – that I was a Dog.” 
 
    “Not the point. If something bad goes down in this city, everyone assumes it was us.” 
 
    Fox sighed, and nodded. Generally, he didn’t have to worry about fallout too much. The jobs he worked were usually away from home, quick in-and-out hits and drops and rendezvous. But there would be seismic repercussions from this; big ripples in the still pond of the city that would have rumor mills churning and civilians staying home behind locked doors. 
 
    Civilians…he supposed he should have shed a tear or two for the innocents, but that wasn’t ever his worry.  
 
    “Not to mention,” Ghost continued, “Abacus is onto us now. In a way they weren’t before. Shit just got a lot more complicated.” 
 
    “Not necessarily.”  
 
    Walsh, silent up ‘til now, leaning across the bar and sipping at the very tall, very cold vodka he’d poured himself upon their return, said, “He knew your name.” 
 
    “I don’t think that has shit to do with Abacus,” Fox shot back. “I think, for him, it’s personal.” 
 
    Ghost’s perma-frown deepened. “How?” 
 
    Tenny’s voice cut across Fox’s planned reply, taut and threatening as a pulled-tight piano wire. “Because he’s Reese’s old handler.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Reese didn’t remember getting back to the clubhouse – he remembered nothing, really, save vague, blurred sensations. Tenny’s hand on his wrist; hard pavement under his feet; the distant wail of sirens. He thought there’d been a truck in there, somewhere, because it had been too chancy to be on their bikes and risk any sort of connection between the Dogs and what happened at the restaurant. What had happened at the restaurant? He couldn’t recall anything except… 
 
    That face.  
 
    That voice. One that dragged him straight back to the past, to a time he hadn’t thought to return to.  
 
    “Again.” 
 
    “Do it again.” 
 
    Smack. “Quit dropping your shoulder.” 
 
    “Another mistake like that, and it’s the closet for you.” 
 
    The worst of all: “Someone wants to make an offer on you. I told ‘em you and your sister are a package deal.” 
 
    He’d only ever known his handler – to be taken from that, to be sold…that was the first time he remembered his hands quaking in fear.  
 
    Then had come Badger. And then Roman. Then Mercy, and the club. Fox. 
 
    And then… 
 
    “Hey. Hey.”  
 
    Someone was speaking to him. Tenny was speaking to him.  
 
    Oh. He was… 
 
    Reese blinked eyes gone dry and surveyed his surroundings. He stood shirtless in front of his own bathroom mirror, paint half-smeared from his face, hair falling out of its tie. There was a nasty bruise coming up on one cheek, and a long, shallow cut along his waist, just below the line of his Kevlar – which he’d also removed without memory. Blood welled and oozed; there were smears of it on his hands, and the water was running. He’d come in here to clean up, obviously, but had gotten stalled partway through.  
 
    He blinked again, and turned his head toward Tenny, who hovered in the doorway, expression careful.  
 
    “You alright?” When Reese didn’t answer, because his jaw didn’t seem to want to work, Tenny leaned in, slowly, and brushed a thumb through the dribbles of blood leaking down from the cut beneath his ribs.  
 
    Reese shivered.  
 
    “Here,” Tenny said, voice all soft, and took him by the hipbones; eased him down to sit on the closed toilet lid and dampened a fresh cloth. It was easier, Reese realized, to go where he was pressed, to let himself be moved, than to do anything active himself.  
 
    Tenny knelt down between his knees and wiped the blood away, brows knit. The process seemed to take longer than it should have.  
 
    “So that was him, huh?” 
 
    Reese didn’t need to ask for clarification, though it was an effort to speak. “Yes.” 
 
    Tenny nodded. Moved away to get the alcohol and a swab, eyes on his task the whole time. “Do you know his name?” 
 
    Again, his tongue cleaved to the roof of his mouth; unsticking it hurt, almost. “No. I only…only ever called him ‘Sir.’” 
 
    “Hm. Yeah. That’s usually how it is.”  
 
    The alcohol stung, but in a distant way. Numbness had settled in good and deep, cold on his skin, colder in the pit of his stomach. There was a faint buzzing in his ears, quiet but persistent.  
 
    Tenny dabbed the wound dry, then sealed it with a few drops of liquid bandage. When he was done, he settled his hands on Reese’s thighs, and looked up at him, blue eyes full of worry beneath still-drawn brows. His mouth twitched, and he started to speak two times, drawing in little breaths, before he finally said, “Are you still on for dinner?” 
 
    Reese had the impression that wasn’t what he’d wanted to say, somehow.  
 
    A beat passed. Another.  
 
    Tenny squeezed his legs. “Reese,” he prompted.  
 
    Oh, right. He’d been asked a question. “Dinner…?” 
 
    Tenny ran his tongue along his teeth. “Yeah. At Walsh’s place. Remember?” 
 
    “…Yes.” 
 
    His nostrils flared, but his voice stayed calm. “Ghost is angry as all hell, but he thinks it’s best to lie low for a bit. At least for tonight. Walsh said we might as well still come.” 
 
    “Oh. Okay. Sure.” 
 
    Tenny stared at him a long moment, head cocked to an assessing angle. Then he stood to fetch a second cloth, one he wet and soaped. His touch was very gentle as he gripped Reese by the chin with one hand, and began wiping the paint from his face with the other.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Walsh had enough vodka that Fox was a little worried he’d crash his bike on the way home. He didn’t move like a man affected, though, and his voice was as laconic as ever when he shrugged and said, “Might as well still come. Already bought the food, and Em says Eden and Axelle showed up an hour ago.” 
 
    Shit. Up ‘til that point, he hadn’t thought about relaying the night’s events to Eden. Her shocked look of disapproval was all too easy to imagine.  
 
    When they arrived, all the women were standing around the wide island in the industrial grade kitchen, all sipping wine, save Eden and Cassandra who’d had to make do with ginger ale.  
 
    Fox paused on the threshold a minute, just out of reach of its too-bright lights. Watched Walsh, who stepped around him, went to Emmie, laid a hand on her hip and kissed the back of her neck before he went to wash up, the gesture casual and familiar and unselfconscious.  
 
    He watched Eden take a sip of ginger ale, grimace a little at the taste, and then turn her head to search for him. He knew that he wasn’t going to do as Walsh had; no simple but loving touch, no lips on her nape. He wasn’t even sure why that was, only that it wasn’t something he’d ever thought to do, nor something she’d asked for.  
 
    As their eyes met, and she offered one of her small, close-lipped smiles, he couldn’t decide if it was something he wanted her to ask for. 
 
    Everyone else turned to regard him, then; Albie frowned, and Fox realized he was acting strange – strange for him, even. He stepped into the room and Axelle snugged in close to Albie’s side so he could settle into the place beside Eden. She knocked their elbows together in silent greeting when he did so.  
 
    “Charles,” Raven said, swirling her glass, leveling a scrutinizing look on him totally at odds with her smile. “Is that glitter in your hair?” 
 
    All eyes snapped back to him.  
 
    Walsh, who’d poured himself a larger glass of wine than a man who’d already had three vodka shots should have indulged in, glared at him over the top of Emmie’s head. It was the angriest he’d looked so far, and, belatedly, Fox realized he’d been this angry since they all walked into the clubhouse an hour-and-a-half ago, and that he’d been hiding it rather well.  
 
    His next realization was that it was bits of shattered window glass, and not glitter in his hair.  
 
    Walsh’s look plainly said, We’re having a discussion, you and I.  
 
    Before that could happen, he told Raven, “You’re the fashion expert, you tell me.” Then he leaned toward Eden and whispered, “We need to talk.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Tenny might have been developing a certain brand of (grudging) respect for Ghost, but the man would never be able to empathize with the experience of having a handler. Even Fox couldn’t do that. Only them – only Tenny and Reese knew what it was like to be owned by someone. Not to belong, not to have allies, but to exist as a creature without autonomy, only as worthy as their usefulness.  
 
    The last thing Tenny wanted to do was go to dinner. Fuck all of them. 
 
    Well…maybe not the last thing. Because Reese was clearly in shock, and he felt more than a little helpless about it.  
 
    He pressed a glass of water into his hand and made him drink it. Picked out clean clothes for him, held out his cut until he took the hint and put it on himself, his movements slow and robotic.  
 
    Tenny knew he’d been making progress, slowly gaining layers of humanity, but he hadn’t realized how much progress until right now, seeing the vacant lack of light in his eyes, the slackness of his face. A machine at rest, a gun lying on a table, ready to be used. His expressions these days, his eyebrow lifts and hinted smiles, were all subtle things, easy to miss for anyone who wasn’t obsessed with his face. 
 
    Their absence now put a lump in Tenny’s throat.  
 
    “Come on,” he said, plucking at Reese’s sleeve. “Let’s go.” He grabbed the club truck keys on the way out, not trusting Reese to gather enough braincells to ride his bike.  
 
    The ride out to Briar Hall was silent. The worst part of it, Tenny thought, was the way, before he’d started to come alive, when they first met, Reese’s silences had at least been studded with narrow, slanted glances, and the sharp awareness of a wolf on the hunt. Now, Reese was just…floating. Drifting. The predator was gone, and in his place was this awful shell. Tenny wanted to scream at him.  
 
    He wanted to scream again when they trooped through Walsh and Emmie’s back door, and he remembered why exactly he’d been dreading dinner so much.  
 
    He paused in the middle of the mud room, grimacing at the sound of the bright peal of laughter rolling down the hall out of the kitchen.  
 
    Ugh. Sisters.  
 
    He paused, while they were still alone, and turned back to Reese, who was trailing along behind him like an obedient pet, rather than the confidante, ally, and lover he’d become. His gaze was fixed somewhere in the middle distance, his mind far afield.  
 
    Tenny heard his own throat click as he swallowed. “Hey. Reese.” He reached to push an escaped lock of hair behind his ear, thumbing across his clean cheek – and finding a spot of grease paint he’d missed at his sideburn. Laughter rang out again from the kitchen, and he hated the idea of any of them seeing Reese like this: locked in his own head, compliant, and malleable, and trapped somewhere in the past. Don’t go down too deep, he’d said, and then he’d promised to wade in after him, and now he had no clue how to do that. He hadn’t expected tonight to unfold the way it had – who could have predicted the old handler being involved in all this bollocks? – and so he hadn’t really thought he’d have to play psychoanalyst and trauma therapist.  
 
    Here was one thing, finally, no one had ever trained him to do.  
 
    One thing he wasn’t sure he could do.  
 
    He stepped in closer, and took Reese’s face in both hands. “Reese,” he repeated, firmer. He pressed beneath each cheekbone with his thumbs. “Listen to me. Focus. Just on me. Can you do that?” 
 
    Reese looked drugged. His lashes flickered, and his gaze latched onto Tenny’s after a few slow blinks. His pupils tightened, and Tenny was so relieved to see a bit of him come back into his eyes that his stomach dropped like a stone. Blond brows furrowed. “Where are we?” 
 
    Shit. This was so much worse than he’d thought.  
 
    He tried to lever a little patience into his voice, a rare practice for him. “At the farm. At Walsh and Emmie’s. Family dinner, remember?” He made a face after he said it: God, family dinner. Kill him now.  
 
    Reese made a sound, a quiet little breath, and all of Tenny’s focus snapped back to him. It wasn’t the real thing, not even close, but it was a hint of that little, huffy, heh laugh that wouldn’t have sounded like a laugh at all coming from someone else. One corner of Reese’s mouth twitched, and thank God.  
 
    Tenny gripped his face too tight, but knew he could take it; pressed their foreheads together. “I know I said I’d bring you back if you went too far under, but I have no idea how to do that, so you’ve got to help me here, love.”  
 
    He heard him swallow. “Okay.” 
 
    Reese wasn’t himself, still, not fully, when Tenny drew back, but he was better, and that was something. That gave him the nerve to pat him on the cheek, turn, square his shoulders, and march unto the breach.  
 
    Fox’s bike was outside, but he himself wasn’t here, he noted straight off; neither was Eden, so Fox was probably off telling her how fucked up the op had been somewhere. That left Albie and Axelle, who both nodded acknowledgements; Walsh, who was draining a wine glass and reaching for the bottle on the island; Emmie, who smiled and waved as if truly glad to see them: “Hey, guys, come on in. What do you want to drink?” 
 
    Cassandra, who was already making heart eyes at Reese even though he was behind Tenny.  
 
    And Raven, who sent him an eagle-eyed look over the rim of her glass.  
 
    Cassandra made him want to punch a girl teenager out of stupid jealousy.  
 
    But Raven…Raven set his teeth on edge.  
 
    He stepped fully into the room, barely resisting the urge to lay a protective hand on Reese. He settled for standing beside him as they arrived at the far end of the island.  
 
    Emmie said, “Do you guys drink wine? Or we’ve got a full bar in the living room.” She rolled her eyes. “Things that happen when you buy a rich man’s house, huh?” 
 
    Cassandra dragged her hands inside her sweatshirt sleeves and pressed them both up under her chin, cheeks tinged pink. “Hi, Reese.” 
 
    Tenny wanted to growl at her. Snap his teeth like a feral dog. Wanted to shove Reese behind him and back out the way they’d come.  
 
    Reese said a belated, flat, “Hi,” in return. 
 
    Emmie’s smile slipped. Perceptive after a lifetime of working with animals, she’d noticed something was off.  
 
    Raven’s glass landed on the counter with a quiet click. “So.” Her mouth was smiling, but that was the only part of her face engaged in the activity. “Am I allowed to ask about whatever secret mission you boys have been on tonight, or is it” – she lifted her hands to make air quotes – “club business?” 
 
    Tenny narrowed his eyes at her.  
 
    She gestured to her own face. “You missed a spot, darling.” 
 
    He reached to touch his own cheek, and his fingers came away green-black with grease paint.  
 
    He’d wiped down Reese’s face, consumed with concern for him, but forgotten about his own. 
 
    Slipping, a voice that sounded a lot like his own handler’s tutted in the back of his head. You’re slipping, boy.  
 
    They both were, he guessed.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Eden stared at the screen of the TV mounted on the wall in Walsh’s office. It was a nice office, just the way the old owner had left it in some ways, with its bookshelves, and dark wood paneling; its massive desk and blotter and green glass lamps. Walsh had touched it in his own ways: the framed photos on the wall, the chambray shirt thrown over a tufted chair, the smell of cigarette smoke and the row of cheap vodka bottles on the sideboard.  
 
    Even with the volume down low, the TV filled the cozy space with the wail of sirens, the sounds of screams, the macabre montage of footage the local news station was splashing up before it cut to somber live coverage on the sidewalk out in front of Smokey’s.  
 
    Eden had gone very pale, knuckles of one hand pressed to her mouth.  
 
    “Are you going to be sick?” Fox asked.  
 
    “Possibly. But that’s just the baby, not this.” No, she’d seen far worse in her time working for MI6. She turned toward him. “What happened?” No judgement…yet. No smack on the arm and what the fuck, Charlie.  
 
    It loosened the knot in his chest a little.  
 
    “My best guess.” He sat back on the edge of the desk. “Is that this whole thing was a setup to make the Dogs look bad in Knoxville.”  
 
    “You think this guy – wow, he’s really Reese’s old handler?”  
 
    “You should have seen the kid’s face. Forget seeing a ghost – he looked like the ghost himself.” 
 
    “Damn.” She frowned. “Is he even associated with Abacus? Or is this some other contact? Luis researched the Dogs. In Amarillo, he knew way too much about all of you.” 
 
    “I know.” The knot tightened again. “He had access to fed records through his old man.” 
 
    “But you don’t have a record.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter. This guy still knew my face – and we don’t even know his name. Either we just put a massive target on our backs with Abacus – and, shit, maybe it was already there – or Luis tricked us, the little wanker.”  
 
    She grimaced. “Luis tricking you…has an awful ring to it, doesn’t it?” 
 
    He raked a hand through his hair, belatedly remembering the glass as it tinkled down onto the desk behind him.  
 
    “Charlie,” she said, stepping closer. “This isn’t an op anymore. Innocent people got killed tonight.” She gestured back toward the TV, expression grave. “This is a war. This is–” Her next breath hitched, and she held up a hand when he shifted forward. “This is big, is what I’m saying.” 
 
    “Yeah.” He offered a humorless smile. “And we haven’t even talked to Raven yet.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
    The bar was big, and fully-stocked, as promised; it took up a sizable chunk of wall space in the den – a large room just off the front entryway with a wide stone fireplace that went all the way to the ceiling. Thank Christ for the houses of rich men, sometimes, Tenny thought, as he perused the backlit shelves until he found what he wanted – no, needed. An unopened bottle of Glenfiddich 18. Glasses of all shapes and sizes were arranged helpfully on the shelf above; the mini fridge had ice: cubed, crushed, and those fancy big cubes that took up a whole tumbler.  
 
    He turned to Reese, who hovered at his elbow because Tenny had all but dragged him in here, unwilling to leave him alone in the kitchen with the vultures. “Want anything?”  
 
    Reese was still a slow-blinking mannequin, but his glassy gaze shifted to the tumbler Tenny had just set on the bar and nodded. “Whatever you’re having.” 
 
    “Good man.” He poured a second, wondering if perhaps it was a bad idea to give someone in his state alcohol. But didn’t they always give ladies who’d had “a fright” a snifter of brandy in the old books and movies? His nervous system had been plucked too hard by shock and old memory; maybe loosening it up a little would help.  
 
    He slid the glass over, when he was done, encouraged by the way Reese picked it up himself, without prompt. 
 
    Behind them, the front door opened, and Tenny whirled. Shit, he was so caught up worrying he hadn’t even thought about the door, and whether or not it was locked, and whether or not–  
 
    But it was only Becca and Shane. Shane carried a covered dish in mitted hands. Both of them halted, door yawning wide behind them, wearing matching looks of shock.  
 
    It was an actual crime anyone had let Shane patch into the club. He was soft, and Tenny didn’t like soft. Soft got you killed.  
 
    “Oh,” Becca said. “You guys came.” 
 
    Tenny could feel his sneer coming on, but couldn’t stop it. “It’s a family dinner, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah, but–” 
 
    “Bec, come help me find a place for this in the kitchen, yeah?” Shane said, nudging her with an elbow in an unsubtle way. 
 
    “But – oh, yeah. Sure.” 
 
    They shut the door behind them. 
 
    Tenny went over, when they were gone, to lock it. He pressed his face to the window pane beside it for good measure, scanning the benighted farm that tumbled down the hill from this vantage point. He could see nothing aside from a few waving shadows and the landscaping lights left on around the barn, like nightlights.  
 
    “Any good boogeymen out there?” Fox’s voice asked from right beside him, and what the fuck, how had he dropped his guard this badly? 
 
    Fox at least had the grace not to laugh at the little jump he gave, and Tenny turned to him, scowling. Eden stood behind him, face schooled in that careful way that spoke of stress and worry.  
 
    “Where the hell have you been?” 
 
    “Updating Eden. It’s all the evening news is talking about.” 
 
    In a low voice that wouldn’t carry, Eden said, “How’s Reese?” 
 
    The question hit him in the sternum, and it took him a beat to realize that it hadn’t felt like a shove, like an attack, but like someone pricking loose all the angry air he’d gathered into his lungs. He deflated. How’s Reese? Asked with true concern, and asked of him, because she knew that Tenny was the person who would know – the person who cared most.  
 
    It did strange things to his insides, that question.  
 
    He swallowed, and glanced back toward the bar. Reese watched them now, sipping at his drink. When he clocked Tenny’s attention, he picked up the other glass and walked it over. 
 
    “Thanks,” he said, airless.  
 
    Fox said, “Reese. Status report.” Voice professional, unforgiving.  
 
    Ooh, Tenny was going to deck him.  
 
    But then he saw Reese respond to that voice. To those words. He straightened up, pushed his shoulders back, and something in his face eased…No, it tightened. His awareness sharpened, and that return to life, that spark, eased some of the knot in Tenny’s stomach.  
 
    “A laceration. Some bruises. I’m fine.” 
 
    Fox nodded, hands folded behind his back like a CO. “How’s the head? Nausea? Dizziness?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Good. Ghost wants to call church at nine sharp in the morning, so don’t drink too much. That goes for both of you.” He nodded once, sharply. “See you in the kitchen.”  
 
    Eden rolled her eyes as she followed him.  
 
    Tenny let out a deep breath. Reese did look better: more alert, his eyes brighter, his face less slack. Fox had thought to snap him out of his fog with the direct speech of a commander; it had been a reminder: you answer to me, now, not him.  
 
    And Tenny had only thought to be gentle with him.  
 
    Christ. 
 
    He drained his glass in one go and went to get a refill.  
 
    “Tenny!” someone called from the kitchen. “You guys come on.” 
 
    He made his second drink a big one.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    It took some convincing to get Cassandra out of the room. Batting her lashes at Reese momentarily forgotten, she pouted, jaw set at a stubborn angle. But Becca took a look at all the tense faces around the island, scooped Violet up, and said, “Come on, Cass. I promised Vi I’d play Breyer horses with her, and I kinda suck at it.”  
 
    Violet leaned over to pat her father’s cheek as they went past, and for a moment, Walsh’s face softened. But when the three of them were gone, he was back to scowling. He didn’t, as a general rule scowl, which spoke volumes about his level of intoxication at this point.  
 
    Fox turned to Raven, who’d stopped trying to smile the moment Cassandra was out of the room.  
 
    Footsteps and Becca’s voice echoed from the stairwell, growing distant.  
 
    “Why can’t Becca be here for this?” Shane asked, sounding more hurt that aggrieved. “The other old ladies are staying.” 
 
    “Oh, so she’s your old lady now?” Fox asked, maybe a little too cruelly. “You finally get brave enough to make it official?” 
 
    Shane scowled. “That’s not fair.” 
 
    “Life’s not fair. These girls have been neck-deep in the shit.” He gestured to the women in their ranks. “Call me when Becca’s taking shots at the people who want us dead. I’m not dragging more innocents into this shitshow.”  
 
    “They’re already in it,” Albie said, voice cold and sober. “Everyone attached to us, everyone who knows us, is now involved. Is in danger.” His gaze shifted down the island. “That’s why Raven’s here.” It wasn’t a question.  
 
    Raven sighed. Lifted her glass and drained it. Tapped along its rim when she set it down. “Cassandra’s been bugging her mother about this clinic for ages.” 
 
    “There really is a clinic?” Axelle asked, surprised.  
 
    “Yes, and quite a prestigious one, too. Because she’s young, I don’t think her mother realizes how genuinely good she is. She’s very talented, and she got into the clinic on her own merits alone. Her portfolio is–” 
 
    “Raven,” Walsh prompted.  
 
    “Kingston,” she shot back, and then sighed again. “Yes, alright. The clinic came along at the perfect time. I needed to get away from the agency for a while.” Chin tilted down, looking up through her lashes, her expression turned grave. “It’s being watched.” 
 
    Fox could feel Eden perk up beside him. Once an investigator… “By whom?” 
 
    “Well, that’s the problem…” 
 
    Raven couldn’t tell a story without many asides and footnotes, little bits of insider info to make the people she mentioned more relevant to her audience. Plenty of hand gestures, too. Cutting all of that out, the story went like this:  
 
    A few weeks ago, Eden got a call from a much larger agency – one looking to buy her out. It had taken years to go from runway model, to agency employee, to agency owner, and she wasn’t interested in selling. She’d taken the meeting anyway, as a courtesy – you never knew when you might brush up against someone or need a favor – and found that the purchasing agent who turned up at her office was American, and employed by Nikola Howard.  
 
    Nikola Howard – who was on their list. One of the big-wig names Luis had given them…assuming that part of it was true.  
 
    Howard Models was very interested in turning Raven’s agency into a London branch. Insistently interested. The woman harped again and again on the fact that they were so pleased with the groundwork Raven had already laid – her reasoning as to why they didn’t open a totally new branch from scratch.  
 
    “The Howard name carries far more weight than mine, even in London,” Raven had said.  
 
    But the agent had shaken her head, and lavished Raven with praise.  
 
    Then she brought up Raven’s star model, the new up-and-comer making a bold splash on the scene. She’d just landed the cover of Vogue, and Vanity Fair was clamoring for a turn next: Kyra Blacklock. She mentioned Kyra again, and again…and again.  
 
    “It’s not unusual to poach models. It happens. But Kyra’s contract is locked tight for the next three years.” 
 
    “So they wanted to buy the agency to get to her, specifically?” Eden asked.  
 
    “Possibly. But I’ve racked up quite the client list lately. There’s lots to choose from.” She slid her glass over, and Emmie refilled it. “She wheedled at me for two hours, but I gave her a firm no and saw her out. That was when the gifts started arriving.” 
 
    Spa gift certificates. Fancy face creams. Silk loungewear sets with matching slippers. Email after email. Phone calls she let her secretary field.  
 
    “When none of that worked…someone started following me.” Men in dark clothes and hoodies lurking near her Rover in the parking garage; the click of a camera shutter at the coffeeshop, where she whirled around to see a man hurrying away. Hi-res photos of herself began appearing in her mailbox – first at work, then at home. The last straw was a photo of her picking Cassandra up from school.  
 
    “Then that horrid American woman came back.” That time, her smiles had been sharp and vicious, predatory, and she’d not-so-subtly hinted that owning an agency in this cutthroat business could be dangerous. It looked like Raven was getting some unwanted attention, and perhaps it would be better – safer – if she sold.  
 
    “She threatened you?” Shane asked.  
 
    “Bitch,” Axelle muttered.  
 
    “Elegantly, but yes,” Raven said. “That was when I realized that Nikola Howard was the one having me followed. When Michelle called and told me you’d managed to get a list of names for your search, and that hers was on it–” 
 
    “Hold on,” Albie said. “Michelle called and filled you in?” 
 
    “We talk every other day. Of course.” 
 
    “The important thing, here,” Fox said, “is that Nikola Howard knows you’re connected to us.” 
 
    “Not necessarily,” Tenny said, speaking up for the first time since coming into the kitchen. The Scotch had put color in his previously pale cheeks, his eyes glittering aggressive; there was no mistaking the way he’d angled his body toward Reese’s where they stood at the far end of the island: he was ready to make himself a human shield for the other boy if he deemed it necessary. “Could be some wanker offered Abacus a sweet deal if they could get them Kyra Blacklock.” 
 
    “If an international supermodel goes missing, someone’s going to start asking questions,” Albie said.  
 
    “Oh, there’s ways around that,” Raven said, bitterly. “Remember Hillary Swinton? She OD’d last year? There’s rumors she didn’t. The friend who called the ambulance insists the doctors had her stabilized, and then, bam, two days later, she’s ‘dead.’” 
 
    Axelle’s eyes widened. “Wasn’t she working on that new thriller with Jesse Hesden? That’s a Jack Waverly production.” 
 
    “It sure is,” Raven said, pointing at her in agreement.  
 
    “So we think Waverly and his cabal are, what, running the whole world?” Albie asked.  
 
    “No, smartass,” Raven said, before Fox could. “But if they can ruin the Dogs, and anyone they care about, in the process of supplying the rich and famous with living sex dolls, I say every seeming coincidence isn’t a coincidence at all.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Fox said. “They know who we are,” he said, surveying the faces around him. “They know who our sisters are, which means they know our old ladies. They probably know where our bloody kids go to school, and how many smoke breaks we take at work.” 
 
    A particularly sharp gust of wind chose that moment to slam against the window above the sink with a whoosh and a creeeeaaaak of the wooden frame.  
 
    Fox noted who jumped – Axelle, Emmie, Shane – and who didn’t: the rest of them.  
 
    Ice clinked in a glass as Reese took a long, slow sip of his drink.  
 
    “Charlie,” Raven said, “what happened tonight? Before you came here?” 
 
    “There was a drive-by at Smokey’s restaurant.” 
 
    “Fuck,” she said, flat and shocked. Then, with more feeling, “Fuck me, you idiots.” 
 
    “We’re the idiots?” Tenny snarled, low and rumbling; Fox could see the way the words, and his tone, sent a quiet, quick shock through everyone else. He set his glass down with a sharp clink and braced his hand on the island, leaning forward like a leopard, half-across Reese and teeth bared at Raven. “You knew what was happening here, what we were up against, and you decided inserting two civilians – one of them a teenager – into this clusterfuck was the best idea? You stupid–” 
 
    “Hey!” Emmie clapped her hands together, a sharp crack, her tone like the snap of a whip. It was the tone she used on misbehaving horses. “Knock it off!”  
 
    Tenny drew back up to his full height, chest heaving on a gasped breath. “Why the fuck did you come here? So you can be collateral damage?” 
 
    Emmie’s eyes flashed, but Fox sent her a look. Raven could handle herself.  
 
    And she did so, meeting Tenny’s glare unflinching, her gaze bright and hard, that same cut-crystal blue they all shared. “I am not,” she bit off each word with a snap of teeth, “a civilian. I’ve been neck-deep in this Dog shit long before you came along, you cheeky upstart bastard.”  
 
    The sound that built in Tenny’s throat was barely human. “If you’re so fucking afraid, why didn’t you take your sister and run off to Portugal, or somewhere? Why did you come closer?” 
 
    “Because there’s no one I trust more than my family. Which, by the way, Cassie is your sister, too.” 
 
    Tenny growled again–  
 
    And Reese’s hand gripped the back of his cut. “Tenny,” he said, softly. Not a warning, but a plea. 
 
    Tenny stilled – and then, lips pressing tight, broke away and stormed out of the room, boots clomping loud and purposeful over the tile.  
 
    When Reese moved to follow, Fox stayed him with a hand. “Give him a minute.”  
 
    Reese still didn’t look quite right, still dazed like he’d been punched one too many times, but the spark of concern in his eyes was reassuring. He’d be alright – he’d just gotten a little stuck in a musty, cobwebby back corner of his mind.  
 
    Tenny needed him – but, Fox knew that his brother, like himself, needed to cool off first.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Tenny wanted to go outside and feel the cool rush of wind on his face, but they were probably about to have the door kicked in and rushed by stormtroopers, so…inside it was. He stalked down the hallway, looking for a room in which to stew, and settled on an office: big, dark, masculine. With a row of vodka bottles on the sideboard. Perfect.  
 
    He cracked the top off one and took a generous pull, wincing at its warmth. Ugh. Didn’t matter.  
 
    He drank, and he paced, and though he was loath to acknowledge it, his anger wasn’t really directed at Raven. Nor even Cassandra, stupid jealousy aside.  
 
    Even worse: it wasn’t even anger. It was fear.  
 
    He took another long, ill-advised pull off the bottle and stopped in the middle of the rug, gaze snagging on a framed photo on the wall: Walsh and Emmie, little Violet on Walsh’s hip; Emmie smiling broadly, Walsh with reserve, but with a light in his eyes that spoke of all the feeling he kept close to the vest. That was his brother, he thought, a little stupidly. The knowledge slapped him in the face sometimes. One of his brothers.  
 
    In a sudden hurry, he pulled his phone out of his pocket and dialed before he could think better of it.  
 
    Kristin answered uncertainly on the second ring. “Hello?” 
 
    Tenny’s jaw wouldn’t work.  
 
    “Tenny?” she asked, her voice even softer over the phone than in person. “Reese programmed your number into my phone. You okay?” 
 
    His training told him what to say; how to handle this – how to handle her. She was sensitive, like Reese, but in such a different way. He could deal with sensitive, had countless times in his career.  
 
    But his training had abandoned him, tonight. He was just…just him. As awful as that was.  
 
    “Reese’s old handler,” he gritted out. “His trainer.” 
 
    She made a soft, shocked sound on the other end of the line.  
 
    “Do you know his name?” 
 
    She let out a deep breath. Didn’t ask why he wanted to know; didn’t press for details. “Yeah,” she said. “He never told Reese, but he kept me apart. I was – I was just leverage. His name’s Marshall Hunter.”  
 
    Hunter. 
 
    Tenny, this is my sister, Kristin Hunter. 
 
    A driver’s license, as fake but as well-done as Tenny’s own. Reese’s staring face. His name: Reese Daniel Hunter.  
 
    A buzzing started up in the back of Tenny’s head; it sent pain darting through his teeth. “Hunter. Is he your father?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said, sounding helpless, frustrated. “Our mother handed over our birth certificates when she sold us to him, and he burned them. He gave us his name – just like he did with all his people – so things would be easier, he said. We could travel as a family that way. But I don’t think he is…at least, I hope he isn’t. Only DNA could tell you.” She paused, while Tenny’s heart tried to beat its way out of his chest. “Why?” 
 
    He shook his head, though she couldn’t see. “Are you alone?” 
 
    “Oh, um. No. Roman’s here.” 
 
    “Good. Keep him there. He’s useless but he’s better than nothing.” 
 
    “Tenny, wait, what’s–”  
 
    He disconnected and upended the bottle.  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
    “You hired security?” 
 
    “Of course I did.” Eden looked affronted. “A firm in New York, to meet us at the hotel, and a firm here, for tomorrow. They’ll arrive in the morning to escort us to the private airfield.” 
 
    “Private airfield?” Albie asked.  
 
    Raven huffed. “Are you just going to parrot everything I say, Albert? Honestly. Yes, I have security, and yes, they’ll be escorting Cassandra and I to the private airfield, where we’ll be taking a private jet to New York. Ian’s taking us.” 
 
    Walsh blinked. “Our Ian?” 
 
    “I said family – he’s club family, is he not? Or has your trust in him waned?” She sent a challenging look around the island, daring them all to deny that Ian had, despite everything, become a valuable and trustworthy member of the extended Dogs family.  
 
    “It’s not the worst idea,” Fox said, finally, when it became apparent no one else would. 
 
    She nodded, and calmed a little. “I called him last week and sorted everything. I knew that all of you had too much to worry about already, and that Ian had plenty of money and resources at his disposal. It seemed like the perfect solution.” 
 
    “Key word being seemed,” Walsh said.  
 
    “Oh, what do you know?” she said. “You’re drunk.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Tenny gave up on pacing, and took his bottle to sit in the plush leather chair behind the desk, elbows braced on the blotter. Hunter. The name scrolled through his brain like a newsfeed ticker. Breaking News: Your Boyfriend’s Old Handler Might Be His Father.  
 
    Blame it on the alcohol in his system, but he needed to know if that was true or not. He needed to know when he killed this guy if he was Reese’s blood father. Not that it would matter either way, but he craved the knowledge. It felt important, somehow.  
 
    What he did next could also be blamed on the alcohol. With far less hesitation than he would have had while sober, he dialed Ian.  
 
    “Shaman,” he answered, crisp and efficient. A voice sounded in the background, indistinct; kitchen noises. Ian was at home.  
 
    Once again, Tenny found his throat tightening, speech oddly difficult. “Ian.” 
 
    Immediately, Ian’s voice shifted – became more real, but also uncertain. Questioning. Only a few people knew his real name, and Tenny’s number wasn’t one of the ones programmed into his phone. “Yes? Who is it?” 
 
    He swallowed. “It’s Tennyson.” 
 
    “Oh.” A hand over the phone, hushed conversation, then footsteps. A door clicked, and then it was quiet. Ian said, “What do you need, darling?” 
 
    The word choice struck him as strange. What do you need? There was an assumption there that Tenny wouldn’t have called to chat, that it was out of need. (Well, that wasn’t untrue.) He supposed probably no one called Ian to chat. At least he had his husband… 
 
    Tenny dragged a hand down his face and said, “I need information. I’m looking for someone.” 
 
    “Hm. And your club hacker can’t find him?” 
 
    “I haven’t asked him.” 
 
    “Ah.” A rustle, like he’d sat down. “Are you alright?” 
 
    Tenny ground his teeth. He didn’t want…whatever Ian was trying to do. He wanted answers. He wanted to get off this bloody phone, pick himself up, and go make sure no one broke into this house tonight to kill them all.  
 
    “Tennyson,” Ian prompted, patient, kind. 
 
    “We saw a man tonight,” he found himself saying, without meaning to. Bloody vodka. “A man from Reese’s past. Someone who–” How to explain this to a civilian, that was an issue. It was hard to swallow. “Who hurt him,” he settled on, far less graceful and exact than he would have been sober.  
 
    “Oh, darling,” Ian said with feeling, “I’m sorry,” and Tenny found that his eyes were burning. 
 
    He blinked hard and said, “I have a name. And I need…” To kill him; to push my thumbs into his eyes; to take him apart bit by bit. “Information.” 
 
    “Well, not to self-aggrandize, but you did come to the right person.” 
 
    “Marshall Hunter. I need to know everything about him.” 
 
    “Marshall Hunter,” Ian repeated, memorizing it. “Give me twelve hours.” 
 
    “Yeah. Thanks.” 
 
    “Tennyson. Are you okay?” 
 
    Tenny thought about pouring all the ugly, black emotion sitting like a bomb in his chest out onto the desk, and down the phone line. Thought about saying I’m scared and I care too much, why does caring have to hurt? He said, “I will be when that bastard’s six feet under.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    The second time Reese moved to go after Tenny, Fox let him go.  
 
    And then wished he hadn’t, had perhaps used him as a human shield instead, because Walsh pointed to him and said, “Outside.” 
 
    “That sounds rather dangerous,” Fox drawled, as he followed him through the house and out onto the front porch. 
 
    Walsh didn’t speak again until he’d shut the front door a little too forcefully, and then the porch lights provided enough light to illuminate his ugly, Tenny-like snarl as he whirled on Fox. “Nothing’s going to happen tonight. That would fuck up their plan.” 
 
    Fox leaned a hip against the rail. “Oh, so you know their plan, now? Care to share?” 
 
    Walsh closed the gap between them, fuming. “Tonight was nothing but a psy-op for them, and you know it.” 
 
    “Who’s ‘them’, King? Abacus? This other guy?” 
 
    “It’s all of them, it’s – no, you know what, fuck you. Fuck you, Charlie.” 
 
    It was an effort not to laugh. “Raven was right,” he deadpanned. “You are drunk.” 
 
    “Yeah, I fucking am. Ghost has been letting you run point on this, letting you play Secret Agent, and look where that got us. The whole city’s going to wake up tomorrow” – he flung an unsteady arm toward the darkened pasture – “and think the Dogs have brought street violence right into the heart of downtown. None of us’ll be able to get a cup of coffee without getting stared at. The bar’s supposed to have its grand opening in a few weeks, and who do you think’s going to want to come drink at a place we very publicly own, huh?” 
 
    Fox folded his arms. “You’re worried about the bar?” 
 
    “I’m worried,” Walsh snapped, somehow bristling up even more, “that my wife and kid are going to get fucking killed because we pissed off the wrong people!”  
 
    There it was.  
 
    Fox straightened, and laid a hand on his shoulder – after which they both froze, because he’d never done that before. He shook off the surprise at himself and said, “I know you’re scared about that. And I know none of this is ideal–” 
 
    Walsh took a swing at him. One that Fox easily dodged – and then watched Walsh stagger and catch himself against the rail, breathing in harsh, loud pants that steamed in the cooling air.   
 
    All of Fox’s amusement drained away. After Phillip, Walsh was the most responsible of all of them. The one with the stern looks, and the long-suffering eye rolls; the one who thought things through, and never indulged in impulsive, stupid reactions. The sane one – the sober one…usually.  
 
    Fox couldn’t ever recall seeing him this intoxicated, and it struck him as terribly sad, suddenly. Painfully.  
 
    “King,” he said. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Walsh’s hands flexed on the rail a moment, and then he turned and leaned back against it, some of his composure restored. “Do you understand how bad this is?” He sounded defeated. “Do you really?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    Walsh’s brows lifted.  
 
    “I’m going to fix it. We – we’re going to fix it. Me and the boys.” 
 
    Walsh sighed. “That’s the problem, though – you and the boys. We haven’t been handling things as a club. Ghost has just been sending you three emotionally stunted idiots out after every lead. It’s not working.” 
 
    “We have some leads,” Fox defended.  
 
    “Do you? Or do you have Robot Number One so fucked up over Robot Number Two’s existential crisis that they’re useless?” 
 
    He frowned. “They’re not robots, asshole.” 
 
    A beat passed – then Walsh snorted. Shook his head. “Nice to see you take an interest in someone.” 
 
    “I take interests.” 
 
    Another snort. Walsh scrubbed his face with both hands. “Fuck me, I’m drunk.” 
 
    “Yeah. You are.” 
 
    They regarded one another a long moment.  
 
    “They really aren’t going to hit us tonight,” Fox said.  
 
    “I know. But.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “I meant it before. I’m going to fix this. You aren’t the only one with skin in the game, King – you’re not the only one worried about the people he loves.” 
 
    A single brow lifted. “Love, huh?” 
 
    “I am capable of that emotion, you know.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” Walsh moved toward the door. “Love your way into dinner, then.” 
 
    A bit of the weight across his shoulders lessened, Fox said, “What are we having?” 
 
    “To quote my old lady: spinach artichoke dip pasta. There’s chicken in it, apparently.” 
 
    “Damn. Can she teach my old lady to cook?” 
 
    “Cook yourself, shithead.” 
 
    “Fair.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    The office door cracked open, and Reese’s face pressed to the gap, searching.  
 
    Tenny felt a smile tug at his lips, sudden and unstoppable. He was an idiot, sure, but he was a cute idiot, most of the time.  
 
    “Come in.” 
 
    Reese eased the door open only as far as necessary and slipped inside. His Scotch had been replaced with a glass of wine, Tenny noticed.  
 
    Tenny felt a bit scooped-out; hollow and achy in a way that, for once, had nothing to do with a fight or physical exertion. Yes, he’d engaged with someone tonight, someone far too well-trained for his liking – then again, if Marshall Hunter had trained Reese, it stood to reason he’d trained others, too, and just as well – but it wasn’t bruising or physical fatigue dragging at him now.  
 
    “The drinks helping?” he asked.  
 
    Reese set the glass down on the desk – and then kept coming, crowding into Tenny’s space so he was forced to lean back, leaning down to cup his face and kiss him. 
 
    That’s a yes, he thought, and didn’t think about much of anything save for how nice it felt to be kissed, to be on the receiving end rather than be the initiator.  
 
    When Reese drew back, his face was mostly his own. Thank Christ. He brushed Tenny’s cheek with a thumb, and, to his horror, Tenny saw that it came away damp.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing.” God, he’d had too much to drink. He was too…emotional. Or something. Shit. “Come here.” He wrapped both arms around Reese’s waist and dragged him closer so he could press his face to his stomach; he blamed that on the alcohol too.  
 
    I’ll kill him for you, he thought. I’ll break him into a hundred pieces for you. 
 
    The door opened again, and Fox’s voice said, “Dinner’s ready, if you’re interested.” A beat, one in which Tenny stayed stubbornly hidden. “Also, Emmie says you’re to crash in one of the guest rooms. Take it up with her, if you don’t like it.” 
 
    There were a dozen things he needed to do; a dozen things he should have done – but Reese dragged fingers through his hair, and he thought all of it could wait ‘til morning.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
    An only child from a broken family, Emmie loved now being part of a big, loud, colorful family of so many siblings. Having (almost) all of them under one roof like this was a rare occurrence, but a welcome one – she just wished the circumstances were different. At least Walsh’s mother was safely out of town, halfway to Alaska on the cruise they’d gifted her for her birthday.  
 
    As for the rest of them… 
 
    She shivered as she stood over Violet’s bed, watching her lowered lashes flicker, dreaming innocent dreams of ponies and rainbows and ice cream. She was old enough now to know that her daddy had a motorcycle, and that he was a Lean Dog – though she had no idea what that meant aside from playdates with the other club children and a profusion of leather-clad uncles. She couldn’t have understood the threat hanging over them now; wouldn’t have shared the dread slowly gaining momentum in the pit of Emmie’s stomach.  
 
    She tucked a shining golden curl behind a little ear, clicked off the lamp – unicorn nightlight shining over on the dresser – and slipped from the room.  
 
    Reese was in the hall, a glass of water in one hand, poised in front of the guest room she’d offered him and Tenny.  
 
    He’d always been hard to read – harder to read than Tenny, at least, or Fox, or Albie – but she could tell something was off. The drive-by? No, probably something else, she figured. But she didn’t know how to broach the subject with him.  
 
    So she said, “Do you guys need anything else? Some aspirin, maybe?” She nodded toward the door. Tenny had been…more than tipsy at dinner.  
 
    Reese opened his other hand to reveal two white pills. “Eden had some.” 
 
    “Ah. Good.” It was awkward. Awkward couldn’t really be helped with Reese. “Well, then. Walsh and I are at the end of the hall if you need something. Goodnight.” 
 
    He nodded. “Goodnight.” For a moment, when he opened the bedroom door, a panel of light from the hallway fixture slid across the carpet and over Tenny, lying face-down and stripped to his underwear on the bed, one leg dangling off the side. There were scars on his back, shiny and long-healed, evidence of violence. Both of them looked so young, but they’d seen so much – too much. More than anyone ever should have.  
 
    Then the door closed, and she was alone in the hall, in her robe and pajamas, the faint murmurs of low, couples’ conversations seeping from under the doors around her.  
 
    She went to find her husband.  
 
    He still owned his old place out on the railroad tracks, the cottage that, while it had its own rustic charms, she thought of as his “depression shack.” It was a solitary place, one where he’d lived alone save Dolly, long nights on the porch waiting for the trains to roll by, smoking too many cigarettes. He went there, sometimes, still, when his thoughts got loud enough that he didn’t want her to be able to read them on his face. Bless his heart – fatherhood had left him wanting to feel invincible, and she knew it troubled him when that wasn’t possible.  
 
    He wouldn’t be there tonight, she knew, not with the threat they faced, and the amount he’d had to drink. But the too-many cigarettes part still stood.  
 
    There was a balcony off their master bedroom, a narrow one, just wide enough for two chairs, and that was where she found him: slumped back in his usual chair, staring out at the dark farm, the faint, pale silver snake of the driveway in the moonlight. Smoke curled out in wispy streamers from the lit cigarette in his right hand. He didn’t turn at the sound of the door latching, but the way he blinked meant he’d heard her.  
 
    It wasn’t cold yet, but fall was coming on, gaining momentum; the air held the faintest chill, and she wrapped her arms around her middle, silent a moment.  
 
    Walsh took a long drag, sighing on the exhale. When he spoke, his voice was rougher than usual, stress and drink having sanded the usual easy flatness from his words. “Sorry, love.” He wiped at his face with his free hand. “I didn’t mean to get sloppy.” 
 
    I didn’t mean to be like your dad, he didn’t say, but she understood anyway. He didn’t ever drink too much around her, and never in front of Violet, deeply conscious of her father’s former addiction.  
 
    “Do you need some water?” she asked. 
 
    He took another drag, hand still clasped loosely over his eyes. “Already had some.” 
 
    Emmie took the few steps that separated them on her tiptoes, the slates of the balcony cold beneath her feet, and gently pried his hand from his face. When his head lifted, surprised, she eased down to sit sideways on his lap, and she was relieved to feel the way he immediately accommodated her, leaning back, his arm going around her waist.  
 
    She laid her hand over his heart, the too-fast thump of it, and tucked her head beneath his chin. Several days’ worth of stubble along his throat pricked at her nose as he swallowed.  
 
    “Is this the worst thing we’ve ever faced?” she asked.  
 
    He swallowed again, breath rasping faintly on his next inhale. “I don’t guess we’ll know until it’s over.” 
 
    “Then we’ll face it together.” 
 
    His hand flexed on her waist, arm tightening.  
 
    Crickets sang, out in the dark that lay like velvet around them. Whoever was coming, Emmie thought, had a hell of a fight on their hands. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Tenny woke in an unfamiliar dark, with a cotton-dry mouth and a throbbing head. He startled – or at least tried to, gasping and lurching upright, hands fisting at blankets whose textures he didn’t know, lungs filling with the scent of wood polish and laundry detergent that didn’t belong to the clubhouse. (How odd, he might have thought, with a clearer head, that the clubhouse had become so familiar. Had become safe.) 
 
    A familiar hand, though, landed on his shoulder, and Reese said, “Hey,” low and soothing. 
 
    Reese… 
 
    That meant… 
 
    He was… 
 
    He retched once, quietly into his hand, but his rolling stomach didn’t push for more, and he was able to keep taking deep breaths and remember where he was. The curtained window bleeding pale moonlight belonged to a guest room. In Walsh and Emmie’s house. He remembered the farm, the tense conversation around the island – remembered, with a wince, all he’d had to drink.  
 
    Shit, he’d called Kris.  
 
    And, worse, then he’d called Ian.  
 
    “Ugh,” he said, throat sticking as he tried to swallow.  
 
    Reese’s hand moved away. “Here.” Something cool and smooth pressed against his hand. “Water,” Reese explained.  
 
    What an excellent idea. He was parched.  
 
    He chugged it all down, thought for a moment he might bring it back up – but his stomach settled, and it helped. Then he had to dry-swallow the two aspirin Reese pressed into his palm.  
 
    “’Time is it?” he asked, voice rough. Sleep was already dragging at him.  
 
    “Three,” Reese said, sheets rustling. “Go back to sleep.” 
 
    “Hm.” He eased back down flat, water sloshing in his stomach. The pillow was deep, soft, and the case smelled freshly washed. It was a comfortable bed – but, despite the drag of his eyelids and the fuzziness of his head, Tenny found that he didn’t want to drift off again, not just yet.  
 
    Is Hunter your father? he wanted to ask – but if Kris hadn’t known, then Reese certainly wouldn’t. Even if he was, he’d never behaved like a father. Even the slightest breath of kindness or paternal familiarity would have inspired a very different outcome in Reese. There was no room for softness, nor fondness, nor anything like pride in people who trained-up assets. The asset could never doubt his role as a tool; could never be allowed so much as a shred of emotional comfort – it would have made a man out of him, and not a machine.  
 
    He settled on, “You feeling better?” 
 
    “Better than you,” Reese said, immediately, and Tenny cracked an unseen smile in the dark. Okay, yeah: that was more like it.  
 
    “What happened tonight? Where did you go?” Which mental paths had led him quick and efficient to that back corner where he’d stood rooted, frozen, and thoughtless? 
 
    He heard Reese lie back down beside him, bedclothes shifting and mattress giving beneath the weight of his head on the neighboring pillow. He was quiet a long beat; Tenny could hear him thinking, the way he was trying to put his flashing thoughts into comprehensive language. It had been weeks since he’d struggled like that.  
 
    Finally, he said, “I didn’t think I’d ever see him again.” 
 
    “You didn’t…want to? Did you?” 
 
    “No.” That was a relief. “But it was…it was like, after a while, after Roman brought us here. I didn’t think about him anymore. I had – I had all the skills he taught me. But I didn’t remember him. I did, actually, but…” 
 
    “No, I get it.” There came a time – and it was also this time, these past months, for Tenny – when the people who’d molded you, who’d confined and ordered you, stopped being the little voices in the back of your head. You could go whole days without ever thinking about their existence. “It felt like it was just you, right? That you had all these skills, and they were yours, and not anything someone had drilled into you.” 
 
    Reese’s exhale sounded relieved. “Yeah. That. I forgot about him – and then he was there. And he works for our enemies.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Fat chance of going back to sleep now. Tenny rolled onto his side, curled an arm around Reese’s tiny waist, and smashed his face into the side of his pec. “Sucks, doesn’t it?” 
 
    Reese’s hand landed between his shoulder blades. “Yeah.” 
 
    Reese drifted off first, breaths evening out, and that steady rush of inhale and exhale dragged Tenny back under, too. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Ghost was getting very good at not sleeping.  
 
    “Too good,” Maggie said at five-thirty the next morning, folding and packing clothes for Ash into the bag that sat open on their bed. Her hair was air-drying from the shower, curling wildly on the shoulders of her flannel shirt. “You don’t sleep, and you chain-smoke – don’t think I don’t smell it on you, you ain’t slick – and you drink nothing but coffee and whiskey. You’re gonna have a coronary, babe.” 
 
    He frowned at his reflection in the dressing table mirror. Did he shave? Nah. There were razors at the clubhouse if he felt like it. “There’s nothing wrong with me,” he said, frowning, as he turned to lean back against the dresser and face her, “except for the media shitshow that’s about to go down.” 
 
    She cocked her head to a really? angle, hands landing on her hips. “And I guess nobody ever had a stress-and-bad-diet-induced heart attack?” 
 
    He lifted his shirt to flash his flat stomach. “What bad diet?” 
 
    Maggie threw up her hands. “I can’t with you this early.” She breezed out of the room to go get the baby.  
 
    Fifteen minutes later they were on the road, the house locked up tight, both their bags in the trunk of Maggie’s car. He followed along on his bike, three guns hiding under his cut, and one down his boot, scanning the dark streets for any sign of a threat. Lights were on in house windows as Knoxville came awake and readied for work; garbage trucks trundled along on their routes, and a few early commuters shared the road with them, but mostly it was quiet: shop fronts dark, parking lots empty. 
 
    Breath held. Waiting.  
 
    A news van sat in front of the emergency entrance to the hospital, and he cringed hard as they passed. He had no doubt that there were currently fingers flying over computer keyboards, and had been all night, as every local and state station prepared the day’s damning stories.  
 
    An unmarked blue Charger sat perched at the mouth of the clubhouse drive when they pulled up, just outside the locked gates. Boomer waited inside the gate, fiddling with the keys, head snatching toward the approaching rumble of Ghost’s bike.  
 
    The suit-clad figure sitting on the car’s brush guard, hands jammed in his pockets, face weary and lined, was Vince Fielding.  
 
    Ghost let out a deep, deep sigh as he swung off his bike and walked up to meet him.  
 
    “Let Mags through,” he told Boomer, who nodded and unclasped the padlock. “We’ll be down in a minute.” He watched the Caddy slip through the gap between the gates and head down to the clubhouse, where all the windows were lit and Ava’s truck was already parked out front. Good.  
 
    Then he turned to Vince. “If you’re here to give me shit, it’s too damn early for–” 
 
    “I came to warn you,” Vince said, cutting him off. “The feds are on their way.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    There was a fair bit of grumbling from those who’d overindulged the night before – Tenny kept saying “fuck you” quietly under his breath, but drank the coffee Reese pressed on him – but Fox managed to get the whole house up, dressed, and out the door by six.  
 
    “This is my house, wanker,” Walsh muttered, until Emmie shoved a piece of toast in his face.  
 
    Fox kissed Eden goodbye out on the driveway, as the last stars winked out of view, then entrusted her to Axelle’s GTO, with Raven and Cassandra, a very sober Albie set to ride guard. Walsh lagged behind, because Emmie and Becca had to see to the horses, first, and arrange for George and one of their older students to look after them the next few days. Fox put on his cut, and his gee-what-happened-officers face, and headed for Smokey’s.  
 
    The first pink blush of dawn was touching the skyline as he parked across the street from the restaurant, which still teemed with activity.  
 
    The whole lot had been cordoned off with fluttering yellow police tape, and windbreakered techs with white gloves came and went from a city van, toting cameras and plastic bins full of evidence. Forensics. If there had been a coroner, he had come and gone; there was an orderly calm about the process, despite the uniformed beat cops standing on guard duty.  
 
    Several of them flashed Fox a dark look, but he sat unbothered astride his bike, arms resting on the handlebars, analyzing the scene through his clear riding glasses. Nothing could point directly to the Dogs yet; he was a citizen, free to see and gape like all the other people that clogged the sidewalks.  
 
    One of the uniforms tilted his head to speak into his radio, and a moment later two black Suburbans rolled up onto the scene, hopping two tires up the curb onto the grass, disgorging men with dark suits. 
 
    Feds.  
 
    A frisson shivered down Fox’s spine, and legs, and tingled in the soles of his feet. They wore bulky blue windbreakers over their suit coats, and there was no missing the big, white block FBI printed on the back of each. Badges swung from chains around their necks, and one of them halted, turned his head, and made brief eye contact with Fox. 
 
    Fox didn’t move. 
 
    When the fed walked off, drawn along by whatever one of his colleagues said – both of them ducking under the tape and falling into step with a nervous-looking uniform – Fox let his gaze shift across the anxious, curious faces of the civilians who’d flocked to rubberneck so early. Many had their heads bent together, talking, speculating. A few snapped photos with their cellphones, the vultures. A few more dabbed their eyes with tissues.  
 
    And one was staring straight at Fox.  
 
    Another chill rippled through him, one accompanied by a ping of recognition in the back of his mind. The young man – dressed in a patchy black hoodie and dirty jeans – had one of those unremarkable faces easily lost in a crowd, his hair neither brown nor blond, but the way he held his face was something he’d seen on the regular for months now. Or, well, had seen, for a while. 
 
    It was the same blank, inhuman way Reese had held his own face when Fox first met him. 
 
    The face of a killer without a shred of humanity.  
 
    He held Fox’s gaze a long moment, then turned and walked down the sidewalk. He was affecting a slouch, but there was no hiding the lithe, panther grace of his natural movements. He passed a trash can, and dropped something in it. 
 
    When he was out of sight, Fox crossed the street – casual, casual, whistling to himself – to the can and looked down into it. A crumpled piece of notebook paper lay on the very top. He smoothed it out against the metal rim of the can and found a note written in block capitals, dark lines, a hard slant.  
 
      
 
    GAY ST. BRIDGE. 9 P.M. COME ALONE.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Twenty-Six 
 
      
 
    Ghost was old hat at this.  
 
    At raids.  
 
    The first order of business was to make sure everything looked as normal as possible – for them to look like one big, loud family minding their own business.  
 
    Maggie already had the live-in girls and the old ladies bustling around in the kitchen, filling the whole house with the scents of brewing coffee and frying bacon.  
 
    But being old hat didn’t mean his belly didn’t feel full of thumbtacks. 
 
    Forgoing the whiskey-spiked coffee he wanted – damn it, but Mags was right about his dietary habits – he turned to business. “Sit there a sec,” Ghost told Vince, and pointed to a chair by the door. “Look out that window and tell me when the black cars roll up.” 
 
    Fielding rolled his eyes but moved to comply.  
 
    Ghost turned back toward the (mostly) controlled chaos unfolding before him, clapped his hands, and raised his voice. “Alright, everybody, listen up.” 
 
    Dishes clattered in the kitchen, and then stopped; Maggie and Ava stepped outside its door, Maggie wiping her hands on a dish towel. Holly and Mina were trying to wrangle the tired, cranky children who’d all been woken earlier than normal; Mina got the TV set on a Saturday morning cartoon, turned the volume to a reasonable level, and leaned over the back of the couch to give him her attention. The guys faced him, too, all wearing some version of the same tense, expectant expression.  
 
    “Obviously,” Ghost said, voice echoing in the sudden fall of quiet, “we’re on lockdown, but we can’t let it look like we are. I’m not worried about anything they’ll find in this house – save you three.” Here he pointed toward Reese and Tenny, the latter of whom was massaging his temples and leaning into Reese’s side on one of the tabletops – and also to Evan, leaning against a support pillar, who pointed at himself with lifted brows to say me? “Go to your rooms, pack up your weapons, and then get the hell out. Take one of the trucks if you need to. Go get breakfast somewhere, whatever, but you can’t be here.” 
 
    Reese nodded, and tugged on Tenny’s sleeve. 
 
    Evan gulped, throat jumping, but nodded, too.  
 
    “Phones on,” Ghost reminded as they headed for the dorms. “Someone’ll send you the all-clear when it’s time, and I want you available if you’re needed.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Reese answered for all of them.  
 
    Ghost continued: “It’s Saturday, which means, technically, we’re open for business.”  
 
    “What?” Aidan asked. “You want customers seeing this shit?” 
 
    “The nursery does the most business on Saturdays,” Ghost reasoned. “It’s all the way down at the far end – no one will see what goes on here. The other shops are appointment only – everybody call and cancel all of them, but I want doors open, tools out, phones manned.” He scanned the room. “Got it?” 
 
    “I can watch the kids,” Whitney offered.  
 
    Ava said, “I’ll help, since Mom needs to be at the office.” 
 
    Maggie looked less than pleased about not getting to play Mama Bear for all in this situation, but she sighed and said, “Yeah, that works.” 
 
    “We’ll play it like this is Lean Dog Daycare, then,” Ghost said.  
 
    Ava made a face.  
 
    “I want the prospects on usual cleaning duty. You can all eat breakfast; anyone who doesn’t work in one of the shops is welcome to hang around, drink coffee, keep an eye on shit.” 
 
    Looks were cast about. Agreement.  
 
    Ghost clapped again. “Get to it.” 
 
    With a chorus of yes, sir, the chaos resumed.  
 
    He snagged Boomer as he passed, and said, “Go wake up Maddox – how the fuck he’s slept through all this I don’t know – and tell him to wait for me in my office.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    From the window, Vince announced, “We’ve got black cars.” As Ghost moved toward him to look for himself: “And…one’s a Jag? And is that an old GTO?” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “Walsh and Shane stayed behind because Emmie and Becca had to take care of the horses,” Eden offered as she climbed from the GTO. “They should be along shortly. Fox is off doing” – she waved a hand dismissively – “Fox things.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Ghost said, distracted, because his attention had gone straight to Ian’s trim, stylish figure emerging from the back of the Jag, tugging his suit coat sleeves into alignment. “Ian,” he greeted. “Now’s not the best time.” 
 
    Ian strode toward him, early breeze ruffling his smooth hair, sunglasses that probably cost more than Ghost’s truck perched on his blade nose, though the sun wasn’t close to bright yet. “It’s all over the radio, the bloody shooting. Not your handiwork, I take it?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Didn’t think so. Too sloppy for my favorite mongrels. No worries, though, darling, I’m not here for you.” 
 
    Before Ghost could ask what that meant, an unfamiliar, feminine voice spoke up behind him. An unfamiliar feminine voice with a familiar accent. “He’s here for us.” 
 
    He’d never met Walsh and Fox’s sister Raven, but there could be no mistaking that was who climbed elegantly from the GTO and smoothed her slim skirt. She was a model-turned-model-manager, he remembered, and, yeah, wow, no shit. He preferred blondes in general, and Maggie specifically, but still. Ian was the only other person who’d ever come close to looking this glamorous in his parking lot. 
 
    Belatedly, he realized she’d said us, and then saw the lanky teenager with the pink backpack who scrambled from the car, without her sister’s poise, but with the unmistakable, cold blue eyes of this entire, cobbled-together family. The little one, then: Cassandra.  
 
    “Well,” Raven said, offering a manicured hand, “you have boss written all over you, so I’m assuming you’re Ghost.” 
 
    He didn’t know why he’d expected her to be precious and simpering, but was pleased to see that she was more like her brothers: grounded and self-assured. The twist of her mouth reminded him of Fox, and her handshake, when he took it, was direct like Phillip’s. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “Raven and Cassandra?” 
 
    “At your service.” 
 
    “Great. What the hell are you doing here?” 
 
    Neither woman seemed offended. Cassandra hid a grin behind her hand a beat too late. 
 
    Raven chuckled, low and throaty. “Oh, I like you.” 
 
    Albie stepped up beside his sister. “Quit flirting.” 
 
    She lifted a hand in a casual wave. “Albert, please. You know I don’t do bikers.” Then, like a switch flipping, the façade dropped. “I take it my idiot brothers didn’t tell you we were coming?” 
 
    “Definitely not.” 
 
    “It’s not like you gave us much advance warning,” Albie said.  
 
    Raven ignored him. “I’ll leave them to inform you about our situation. But at least we won’t be in your hair for” – she gestured toward the clubhouse with a flick of her dark-painted nails – “all of this. An opportunity arose for Cassandra” – she laid her hand on her sister’s shoulder – “at a moment that was convenient for me to step away from my agency. It didn’t seem wise to fly commercial, so Ian’s agreed to take us to New York this morning on his private jet.” 
 
    Ghost waited a beat – Maggie and Ava had been hounding him about that sort of thing for years, wanting him to think before he blew his top; but he was always thinking, thank you very fucking much – and felt a headache sprout to life along his temples. “Alright. Several things.” He held up a finger. “Opportunity?”  
 
    “Cassandra’s been accepted into a prestigious art clinic.” 
 
    A second finger. “New York?” 
 
    “Yes. At the Parker-Holloway gallery. It only opened last year, but it’s highly exclusive. They host artist showings and offer instruction to a select handful of applicants.” 
 
    A third finger. “Ian’s taking you in his private jet?”  
 
    “He’s an absolute dear, as I’m sure you know.” The last she punctuated with a close-lipped smile that dared him to argue.  
 
    Ghost nodded. “Right. ‘Scuse me for a sec.”  
 
    He whirled, grabbed Ian by the wrist, and marched him across the parking lot away from listening ears.  
 
    “Bruce!” Ian protested.  
 
    “Oh, Bruce can’t help you now,” Ghost hissed, half-pushing, half-pulling, all but dragging… 
 
    And belatedly realized that Ian had gone stiff all over, that his breathing was quick and audible, and that he’d just manhandled a former rape victim without a second thought.  
 
    Shit.  
 
    He let go, and offered both empty palms in apology. “Okay, I didn’t mean–” 
 
    “If you ever,” Ian hissed, massaging his wrist, glaring daggers over the rims of his shades, face pale and drawn, “attempt such a thing again, I will–” He cut himself off with a strangled sound and turned his head away, lips trembling on a deep exhale.  
 
    Ghost’s stomach dropped, hollow and achy. “I’m sorry,” he said, too quiet for anyone else to hear, trying hard for a gentle tone.  
 
    Ian took a step back, throat bobbing as he swallowed.  
 
    Ghost edged forward a half step, trying to take back some of that distance. He knew he was an asshole, and most of the time he didn’t even care that he was – but he’d crossed a line just now. After the past few years, and all this club’s challenges, all the ways he’d tried to be better since becoming president, he’d just regressed unreasonably. Shamefully.  
 
    “Ian. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have touched you. I didn’t–” 
 
    “You’re stressed,” Ian said, tightly. He nudged his shades back up, made a visible effort to school his features, and faced him again, black lenses hiding his eyes. “It’s understandable.”  
 
    “I don’t–” 
 
    “It’s fine.” His lips quirked in a tight, humorless smile. “Raven’s a friend ever since London. I agreed to take her, and see she was settled with her sister, and then I’ll be back in Knoxville should the club need me. I’ll help you in any way I can – but it’s my jet. And Raven isn’t a member of this club.” His voice lilted toward light…but the words were plain. You don’t own me. 
 
    If anything, Ghost owed him.  
 
    Ghost took a deep breath, and nodded. “Have a safe flight, then.”  
 
    Ian could go and do as he liked…but Raven’s brothers were going to get an ass-chewing shortly.  
 
    Another of those tight, awful smiles that were all Shaman, and nothing of Ian Byron. “Thank you. But first, I need to speak with Tennyson.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Coffee, the egg McMuffin he’d grabbed on the ride in, and the adrenaline rush of approaching disaster had mostly cured Tenny’s hangover. He was in his dorm, boot propped up on his desk chair and tac pants rolled up to she could stow his small knives in the sheaths strapped around his calf, when a light knock sounded at his door and it swept open to reveal Ian.  
 
    Tenny froze, knife hovering.  
 
    Ian stepped in and eased the door closed, gaze zeroing in on Tenny’s hands. He looked good – gray suit, lavender shirt, sunglasses pushed up on his head and holding his hair back. But his face was drawn in a way that Tenny hadn’t seen it before – a tension, a hollowness about his eyes, though he smiled, softly, and said, “Well. This is a vision.” 
 
    Tenny slipped the knife into place, lowered his pants leg, and straightened. He hadn’t expected the man to walk straight into his dorm, and the back of his neck was prickling with wariness, despite him not thinking Ian was a direct threat. Old habits.  
 
    “Here to collect Raven?” 
 
    It was only then that he noticed Ian carried a file folder in one hand. “And to give you this.” He offered it forward – and it took Tenny a long moment to reach out and take it. 
 
    He knew exactly what this was – he hadn’t been so pissed last night that he couldn’t remember calling and asking for intel. Once he took that folder, and opened it, then he would know the truth about Marshall Hunter – or at least some of it. Sometimes, knowing was worse than wondering.  
 
    His pulse gave an unhappy leap as he finally accepted it. It was just smooth cardstock, warm from Ian’s hand, but he felt a frisson move up his arm regardless. “Ta.” 
 
    “I would tell you to be careful with that.” Ian nodded toward the folder. “But perhaps there’s no need warning a man with that many knives strapped to his leg.” 
 
    “You should see the other leg,” Tenny tried to joke, and it fell horribly flat. 
 
    Ian’s smile twitched wider – and then he sobered. “Be careful, darling. Call if you need anything.” He left with a flash of auburn hair and a whiff of Burberry cologne.  
 
    Tenny contemplated the folder in his hands a long moment, heart thumping hard against his ribs, the skin between his shoulder blades pricking with stress sweat. How much had Ian managed to find? What would this slender little dossier offer him?  
 
    In the end, he crammed it into the bottom of his duffel and started stacking ammo boxes on top of it.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Twenty-Seven 
 
      
 
    A plate heavy with hashbrowns, sausage links, and fried eggs thumped down in front of Fox. “Getcha anything else, hon?” his waitress, a motherly sort whose nametag read BILLIE, asked. 
 
    “No, thank you. More coffee when you get a chance.” He was using his Tennessee accent, preferring not to stick out as a Brit amidst the truckers and construction workers and harried mothers seated around him.  
 
    She bustled off with a “coming right up,” and he cut into his eggs with his fork; runny yolks, just the way he liked.  
 
    He’d decided, after pocketing the note, the one that crinkled every time he shifted and brought the big, block letters flashing through his mind, that he would think better on a full stomach. He’d gone to Waffle House, and parked around the side, where his bike couldn’t be seen from the road. A text from Walsh a few minutes ago had informed him that he, Shane, and the girls had gotten away from the farm safely, so, for the moment, he had nothing to worry about, aside from the prospect of meeting Marshall Hunter under the Gay Street Bridge that night.  
 
    He forked egg into his mouth, turned to look out the window – and spotted a familiar, nondescript blue truck parking at the curb just outside. The lights cut off, the doors opened, and it was Reese, surprisingly, who climbed from the driver’s seat. Tenny got out of the passenger seat, sunglasses firmly in place, and tried to shut the door while Evan was opening the rear suicide door and scrambling out.  
 
    Fox sighed. He could guess why those three were out driving around. If the feds were headed for the clubhouse next, Ghost wouldn’t want them, or their hardware, anywhere in sight. He didn’t doubt the floorboards of the back seat were crammed with duffel bags.  
 
    They trooped into the restaurant, Reese in the lead, and he was the one who scanned the place, and spotted Fox. He didn’t react, outwardly, save a slight lift of both brows.  
 
    Fox sighed again, and waved them over.  
 
    Tenny slid, grumbling, into the window seat on the opposite side of the booth, Reese taking the aisle beside him. Evan dropped down next to Fox.  
 
    Tenny pushed his shades up into his hair to reveal tired, bloodshot eyes. “What are you doing here?” he grumbled.  
 
    “Same as you, I expect.” Fox reached for his coffee. “They’ll have it hard enough there dealing with the suits without our sort cluttering up the works.” 
 
    Tenny snorted and peered out the window.  
 
    “Our sort?” Evan asked.  
 
    “Hired killers.” To Tenny, he said, “When the waitress comes by, do your American accent.” 
 
    “I know that,” Tenny snapped, but when Billie appeared, as if summoned, he dredged up a smile and a perfect drawl with which to order coffee and a greasy burger and fries. 
 
    Reese ordered a bacon, egg and cheese sandwich.  
 
    “None of you got waffles?” Evan asked when Billie was gone. “It’s Waffle House.” 
 
    “Protein provides better nutrition,” Reese said.  
 
    “Yeah, asshole,” Tenny said. “Mind your goddamn nutrition.”  
 
    Fox clinked his fork against his plate to regain their attention. “Anyone show up at the clubhouse yet?” he asked, tone purposefully light. He didn’t think anyone was listening in, but it didn’t hurt to be cautious.  
 
    “Just that cop who’s got a hard-on for Ghost,” Tenny said dismissively, looking back out the window.  
 
    “Lieutenant Fielding,” Reese explained. To Tenny, he said, “I didn’t get the impression he wants to have sex with Ghost.” 
 
    Tenny sighed, and slumped down to lean an elbow on the table, temple propped on his fist. “It’s a figure of speech, you stupid tit,” he murmured, without any heat.  
 
    “Oh.” Reese reached over and attempted to smooth Tenny’s rumpled hair for him. Tenny allowed it a moment, and then batted him away. Reese withdrew easily.  
 
    It was the most intimacy they’d ever displayed in front of him, and Fox felt like an interloper. A sideways glance at Evan proved he was slack-jawed, until he caught Fox’s dark look and pulled himself together.  
 
    He cleared his throat. “Yeah, so, what’s the deal with that Fielding guy?” 
 
    “Keep your voice down.” 
 
    Softer: “He’s a cop, but he’s on our side? I never really got the whole story there.” 
 
    If Fox were the sort of person who felt sorry for others, he might have spared a thought for poor Evan, who they’d brought in and set to scrubbing toilets and never really bothered to walk through club lore. He hadn’t done so, at least. He’d hoped that Mercy would take him in-hand, just as he’d done with Reese, but Mercy had played Big Dog for Carter, and then Reese, and maybe three ducklings was one too many.  
 
    Maybe, he reflected with a touch of horror, everyone had thought it was his place, seeing as Evan was an assassin of sorts – though a bumbling one.  
 
    He fortified himself with a big bite of hashbrowns and a long swallow of coffee. “Fielding’s always been a bit – lenient with the Dogs. He’s an annoying sod, but he’s smart enough to know that the Dogs do their part in keeping the city stable. Also: Ghost caught him in a compromising position and more or less owns him, now. If Ghost went running to the press, forget losing his badge, he’d be in prison.” 
 
    “Ah,” Evan said, calm, but his eyes widened.  
 
    How a sniper was still so naïve about the way of the world, Fox would never know. 
 
    Billie arrived with the boys’ food, and it was silent save eating for a while. For all that Tenny still looked half-dead, he tucked into his burger with determination: not enthusiasm, but an operative’s resolve to refuel his body.  
 
    He checked the time on his phone. “We’ll give them a few hours,” he decided.  
 
    Which meant he had a few hours to decide if he wanted to tell Ghost about the note in his pocket.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Fielding was in uniform, so when Maddox knocked and stepped into Ghost’s office, his gaze went right to Vince seated in the chair across from Ghost’s desk, and his face paled. “Shit.” 
 
    “Shut the door and sit down,” Ghost said. “We don’t have long.” 
 
    He hesitated a beat, though, expression stricken.  
 
    He was dressed in jeans and boots and a ratty flannel shirt, and his face wasn’t so remarkable that Vince would have remembered it even if he’d seen him before, which he hadn’t. 
 
    “Sit the fuck down,” Ghost barked, and Maddox dropped down into the chair beside Fielding.  
 
    Vince gave him a cursory once-over before turning to Ghost. “This is him?” 
 
    “Yeah. Doesn’t look like much, does he?” 
 
    The chair was an old, overly ornate, velvet-seated affair Maggie had found at an estate sale, and Maddox gripped its arms with white knuckles, scared as a horse about to bolt. His voice was firm, though, when he said, “What’s going on? Are you collecting law enforcement?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Ghost said with a shrug, and lit a fresh cigarette – his third of the morning; sorry, Mags. “Your friends are coming,” he said, without preamble. “They’re at the crime scene now, and Fielding says they’ll be headed this way next.” 
 
    Maddox looked between then, frowning. “Crime scene?” 
 
    “There was a drive-by at Smokey’s Restaurant last night,” Fielding said. “Civilians were killed. A half-dozen are in the hospital.” 
 
    “Jesus.” His gaze snapped back and forth, back and forth, searching their faces. “Who? Why? Club rivalry shit?” 
 
    “No,” Ghost said. “This was someone connected to Abacus sending a message, and making us look like assholes in the process.” 
 
    He tipped his head toward Fielding. “He knows about Abacus?” 
 
    “Yeah, try to keep up.” 
 
    “Keep up? No one’s told me shit!”  
 
    “That’s ‘cause Vince is someone we can trust, but I don’t know shit about you.” 
 
    Belatedly, Ghost realized his mistake, when Fielding’s brows shot up in surprise. He’d never said a kind word about him before, much less expressed his trust in the man. Vince’s mouth twitched, and Ghost thought he’d suppressed a smile. Shit. 
 
    Taking pity on Maddox, he added, “One of our guys was meeting with one of Luis’s contacts last night at Smokey’s. The drive-by happened, and now the feds are in town investigating it. They could show up here any minute.” 
 
    Maddox’s brows scaled his forehead. “The FBI?” 
 
    “I said your friends, didn’t I?” 
 
    For the first time, his face relaxed a bit, and the jaded, run-down factory worker he’d been forced to become bled through to the fore. “They’re not my friends. They’re nobody’s friends.” 
 
    “I think we can all three agree on that,” Fielding said, sitting back with his arms folded.  
 
    “Why are you telling me about it?” Maddox asked.  
 
    Ghost gestured toward him. “You may not be one anymore, but you’re the only suit we know. Why would they already be down here? Why would the FBI be on the scene here before the Tennessee Bureau boys even got to it? Local PD hasn’t even held a presser yet, and we’ve got the feds beating down our door? Why are they reacting so quickly?” 
 
    Maddox’s expression went grim. “It’s just like in Amarillo: they had advance warning.” 
 
    “They’re working with these Abacus people?” Vince asked.  
 
    “They have to be,” Ghost said. “That’s the only explanation. And you’re here” – he aimed the end of a pen at Maddox – “to help us expose them.” 
 
    Maddox swallowed, throat bobbing. “That’s a tall order.” 
 
    “There’s no other kind in my house.” 
 
    Someone rapped at the door, and Deacon stuck his head in, energy fractious and palpable from across the office. “We got black SUVs, boss. Ten of them.” 
 
    Ghost nodded. “Alright, we’re ready. Go pick up a broom or something, look busy. When they knock, let them in, be polite. If they’re nasty, help Ava and Whitney get the kids outside and down to the nursery, got it?” 
 
    He nodded and withdrew.  
 
    “Kids?” Maddox asked, incredulous.  
 
    Ghost stood. “We’re under lockdown. That means all the families are on the property. If these assholes are willing to hit a restaurant,” he moved to the safe behind his desk and spun the dial, “they won’t think twice about hitting one of our houses.” 
 
    “Not if they’re trying to paint you as the shooter,” Fielding reasoned. “Public violence against the Dogs at this point would run counter to their goal.” 
 
    “Right.” The safe came open with a deep click and thump. “They won’t do anything publicly violent, no. But a light kidnapping isn’t out of the question.”  
 
    “Hm,” Vince agreed. 
 
    Though a gun safe, this particular safe wasn’t full of guns, but other valuables. Ghost clicked through the hangers, checking sizes, found what he was looking for, and drew it out. He closed the safe, and turned to throw the bundle of black leather at Maddox’s head.  
 
    He caught it, and shook it out, puzzled. A fresh cut, marked with only a PROSPECT bottom rocker.  
 
    “If you don’t want anyone looking at you too closely, put that on,” Ghost urged. “Today, you’re one of us.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Ash had gotten fussy when Maggie tried to leave him behind at the clubhouse with Ava, which wasn’t normal. He was always glad to go to his big sister, or big brother; happy to take Remy’s hand and toddle along with his big nephew. But today, amidst the hustle of a clubhouse trying to look normal, rather than on DEFCON Two, he’d picked up on the urgency and clung to Maggie’s pants leg, until she’d finally scooped him up – he was getting too heavy for this, honestly – and toted him with her to the office, where she pushed up the blinds and booted up the computer and put on coffee just as she would on an ordinary work day.  
 
    Coffee she couldn’t drink because it was far from an ordinary day.  
 
    She sat in her computer chair, undrunk coffee going cold beside the computer whose screen she woke every so often with a shift of the mouse. She had a good view through the window of the clubhouse gate, and Ash sitting warm and solid in her lap. 
 
    “Mama,” he kept saying. “Mama, scawy.”  
 
    “It’s a little bit scary, baby,” she said, smoothing his short, dark curls, so much like Ghost and Aidan’s. “But we’ll be alright.” 
 
    As if her words had conjured them, early sunlight winked off tinted windows, and in they came through the gate. A whole fleet of unmarked black Suburbans. Through the windshields, she could see the drivers wore suits, and dark sunglasses.  
 
    The feds were here. 
 
    Her belly clenched tight, and she bounced her knees to jostle Ash, and find an outlet for the quiet panic that gripped her. She fired off a warning text to Ava, as their enemy glided in, a whole murder of black crows searching for a carcass on which to feast. She sent up a quick prayer, and wondered, idly, if God listened to outlaws.  
 
    Probably, she reasoned. What had Jesus been if not an outlaw himself?  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    When Ghost walked into the common room, the bottom dropped out of his stomach. It wasn’t Deacon, but Ava squaring off from a suited agent, while others poured around them and into the room. She had one hand on her hip, her shoulders back, meeting the man’s cold gaze unflinching. In her knee-high hiking boots and her flannel shirt, she looked so much like her mother in that moment: a fierce lioness standing between her pride and an outside threat. But all Ghost could think about were her three babies, over on the couch with Whitney, and the horror that would be watching their mother get handcuffed for smart-mouthing a federal agent.  
 
    He forced himself to walk calmly across the room, past agents with lanyards and white gloves filtering through the tables, moving behind the bar. He drew up beside Ava and put an arm around her shoulders, a move which drew the agent’s attention immediately. A quick glance at his lanyard named him as Patrick Jansen.  
 
    “Agent Jansen, how can I help you this morning?” 
 
    His gaze flicked down to touch Ghost’s presidential patch, and slid slowly back up, taking his measure, his eyes flat and unreadable. “You in charge here?” 
 
    “I am. Would you like to tell me why your people are stampeding through my clubhouse?” 
 
    “Agent Jansen,” Ava said, all bristled up like a cat, voice knife-sharp, “was just saying that they have a warrant to search the premises, but he won’t let me see it.” 
 
    Jansen flashed her a brief, tight smile. “No worries, Mrs. Lécuyer.” 
 
    Ava’s face remained firm, but Ghost felt her shoulders twitch beneath his arm. She hadn’t offered her name, Ghost realized with a lurch, but he knew it anyway. Knew her by sight. He thought of a night years ago, a seventeen-year-old kid with her head down and her knuckles bloody, sent out of the precinct to wait on the front steps with Mercy, while Ghost and Maggie tried to convince the cops to drop the charges for decking another student. Her mug shot was still floating around that precinct, somewhere; was findable on some sort of computer database.  
 
    “I assure you,” Jansen continued, “that everything is above board.” 
 
    Ghost tightened his arm, pulling Ava in closer to his side. “I’m sure it is.” It was an effort not to snarl at the man. “But I’d like to see the warrant, too.” 
 
    “I’m afraid that’s not possible.” Jansen patted his breast pocket. “But we’re going to need to search the entire house. Be sure to keep your people out of our way.” He stepped around them, calling orders to his men. 
 
    Ghost shared a look with Ava, who finally allowed herself a shaky exhale, brown eyes big and worried.  
 
    He touched her face, briefly. “It’s fine, hon. It’s just a search. Nothing for them to find, and nothing we haven’t seen before.” 
 
    Mentally, though, he was calculating the size of the hole Michael would need to dig to fit Jansen’s body.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Fox sent the boys off on their own to prowl the city and lay low. He entrusted Reese as the leader, in this instance, telling him to keep the other two from making any sort of scene.  
 
    “I’m right here, shithead,” Tenny grumbled.  
 
    But they offered no further argument, and Fox felt mostly sure they wouldn’t do anything too visible or stupid.  
 
    For his own part, he went searching. He rode into the industrial, unsavory parts of the city, past warehouses and derelict old businesses whose signage had flaked away into obscurity. He walked across cracked concrete, and snapped photos with his phone; ran his hands through the seed tops of waist-high weeds and climbed up to peek into old dumpsters. He found an abandoned row of train cars on a bit of disconnected track, crows calling ominously from the pines as he levered himself up inside them – but the dust was old, and thick, and there were no signs of human passage.  
 
    He’d known from the start he wouldn’t find anything, but he kept at it, well into the afternoon, and all the while, the back of his neck tingled with the knowledge that he was being watched. Someone, probably one of Hunter’s boys, was following him. 
 
    Which probably meant another one was tailing Tenny and Reese.  
 
    It’s what he would have done, if the roles were reversed.  
 
    When the shadows grew long, he went to the clubhouse, finally, and found that the feds had gone…and left a mess in their wake.  
 
    The common room had been tossed, couch cushions slit open, stuffing pulled out. Every liquor and soda and beer bottle in the whole place had been lined up on top of the bar, and the doors of the cabinets beneath thrown open, napkins, and cups, and limes spilled across the floorboards. He winced, imagining the dorms: the ruined mattresses and dumped drawers of every dresser and wardrobe.  
 
    Deacon came skidding into the room from the back hall, expression outraged. “One of those fuckers nicked my cherry-flavored lube!” he exclaimed to Boomer, who responded with, “Dude, not cool.” 
 
    Fox only got a few steps inside before Walsh stepped neatly in front of him, lit cigarette dangling off his lip, expression glacial. “Where have you been?” 
 
    “Out getting tailed,” Fox said, direct. Walsh had clearly expected a bit of snark, because his brows went up in surprise. “Where’s Ghost? We need to talk.” 
 
    He was in his office, wound up like a top, drinking coffee so heavily spiked Fox could smell the whiskey in it when he crossed the threshold. His hair, the natural curl usually tamed with a bit of gel, stood up from countless passes of agitated fingers. He had a reprimand on his tongue for Fox, along with the information that the women and children had all convened down at the nursery, well away from the scene.  
 
    His demeanor changed, though, when Fox pulled the note from his pocket and offered it over.  
 
    Fox knew a moment’s panic, just one low pulse of it deep in his gut, when he relinquished it. He was a lone wolf; he didn’t share ops; he had never found himself in a situation he couldn’t get out of. 
 
    But he had patched into the Tennessee chapter, and this was his president, and, all things given, he couldn’t be a lone wolf all the time; he had to be a Dog, on occasion, and Dogs didn’t hide things from one another. Not big things like this.  
 
    He told Ghost – and Walsh, standing beside him – what he knew. 
 
    Ghost fingered the crumpled edge of the paper, frowning. “Reese’s last name is Hunter.” 
 
    “I know. I don’t know if there’s blood relation there, or he gave Reese his name for simplicity’s sake. Either way, we’re dealing with someone who turns boys into killing machines very efficiently.”  
 
    “Then I don’t want Reese involved in this.” He tapped the note. “Probably not Tenny, either, if they’re…” He lifted his brows, asking.  
 
    “Yeah, no, they’re a set at this point.” 
 
    “You’re not going alone,” Walsh said, firmly. “That’s out of the question.” 
 
    “I agree,” Ghost said, before Fox could say something smart, a warning look daring the two of them to start arguing. “We’ll come up with something.” To Fox, he said, “I’m assuming you’ve already got most of an idea?” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure one of the little buggers has been following me all day.” He grinned. “Might as well use that to our advantage.” He turned his smile on Walsh, who, a beat later, frowned.  
 
    “Why do I have the feeling I’m not going to like this?” 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry. You won’t.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Twenty-Eight 
 
      
 
    “Aw, poor baby.”  
 
    Luis jerked his head to the side as Mercy moved to touch his face, where a nasty bruise was coming up just beneath his left eye. They’d chained his hands and hooked him to one of the old halter rings in the trailer before Walsh hitched Emmie’s truck to it and spent the entirety of the FBI search hauling him all across the city. Still, there was no way to be truly secure in the back of a trailer. 
 
    “Fuck off,” Luis muttered, twisting away so he sat sideways in the straw. “The bucket turned over.” 
 
    “Yeah, I can smell it, mon ami. If you’re sweet, maybe I’ll send one of the prospects to clean it up.” 
 
    Unhappy muttering followed, and Mercy pulled the plastic-wrapped sandwich he’d brought from his cut pocket and dropped it to the straw between Luis’s feet. “Here. Bon appétit.”  
 
    He turned for the door, and Luis said, “Why did you need me out of the way today? Who raided your base?” 
 
    Mercy paused, and glanced back over his shoulder. The little shit was grinning now, sly and snide.  
 
    Mercy offered a smile of his own, all teeth, one capable of sending better men stumbling back. As hoped, Luis’s smile slipped, and he sank down into the collar of his shirt.  
 
    He didn’t back down fully, though. “That’s why I had to be bounced around in this shitty box, isn’t it? You got searched. Local? Or,” his eyes caught a stray beam of light coming through the slats, glittering and dark, “federal?” The last he said with obvious relish.  
 
    Mercy kept his own smile firmly in place, and turned to face him fully, taking a breath that he knew lifted his shoulders even higher and wider, just for the sake of watching Luis shrink a little more. “Oh, don’t you worry your pretty little head about it. Whoever it is, they can’t reach you. You’re all ours.” 
 
    That got a gratifying squirm out of the little punk. But, as Mercy made to turn again, he said, “You know, that other one – the English one – he said I should be more afraid of him than you.” 
 
    Mercy knew when he was being taunted by a petulant child. He said, “Oh, yeah. Him? He’s insane. Absolutely nuts.” 
 
    A muscle in Luis’s face twitched.  
 
    “He gets really pissed off – you never know what he might do.” Mercy grinned again. “Whereas with me, I’ll always tell you exactly what I’m gonna do before I do it.” Casually, he drew the knife in his front pocket and flicked it open, tilted it so the incoming slant of light glinted along the serrated blade. “No one likes surprises, after all.” 
 
    Luis suitably pale, now, and no longer smiling, Mercy stepped out of the trailer and locked its squealing rear door.  
 
    It was high time, he thought, that he pulled Tenny aside for a chat. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Ian loved New York. It was a love tempered by ugly memories, old ghosts long since laid to rest, but hovering, regardless, at the edges of his conscience. It helped to remember the weight of a gun in his hands, and Ghost’s grave, encouraging face; his gift of revenge, and the cleansing absolution of violence returned.  
 
    Ghost. 
 
    He didn’t want to think of him now.  
 
    He’d looked back on what had happened that morning during the flight up, champagne in one hand, Alec’s fingers laced through the fingers of the other, and had been removed enough to acknowledge that, in its own twisted way, Ghost’s insensitive grab had been a display of intimacy. Of sorts. It had been thoughtless instinct; he’d touched him the way he would have touched one of his Dogs, the way he would have touched his own son. Aidan was always in need of being dragged into stern lectures. It was a sign of acceptance: Ghost viewed Ian as one of his own. Maybe even as family – the Christmas dinners lent credence to that, for sure.  
 
    But the last time someone seized hold of Ian, that person had meant him harm.  
 
    His reaction had been understandable; a normal trauma reaction to sudden, violent touch. But he wasn’t proud of the way he was still rattled, still a little shivery inside.  
 
    Caught between old ghosts, and a Ghost who’d softly apologized, he decided the best thing to do was throw himself full bore into his host duties.  
 
    “Oh my God, this place is fab,” Cassandra exclaimed, spinning as she walked to get the three-sixty view of the Ritz-Carlton Central Park’s lobby.  
 
    “Don’t gawk, darling,” Raven said. “It’s unseemly.” 
 
    Ian felt a smile tug at his mouth; he did so enjoy Raven’s company. She and her sister had been a wonderful distraction to his clouded thoughts on the flight.  
 
    At his side, Alec was giving him a worried look, just as he’d been doing all day. He hadn’t been at Dartmoor this morning, and Ian hadn’t relayed the story, but he could sense that something was weighing on Ian’s mind. He walked close to him, now, and reached before Ian could to press the button for the elevator.  
 
    Ian caught his eye a moment, as they waited, the girls chatting behind them. “It’s fine, darling.” 
 
    Alec didn’t look convinced. “Please talk to me,” he murmured. “Whatever it is, don’t go away in your own head.” 
 
    Ian took his hand and squeezed.  
 
    The elevator arrived, and Ian waved the ladies in with a showy gesture that left both Alec and Raven snorting. “Here I am,” he lamented, joining them inside the car, “spending my time with people who don’t appreciate a proper gentleman.” 
 
    “Poor you,” Raven said with a laugh.  
 
    Cassandra twisted to and fro, examining herself in the flashy gold walls of the elevator. “I like this place,” she declared. “Raven never takes me anywhere fancy.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s not true,” Raven said. “You come to my agency all the time.” 
 
    Cassandra rolled her eyes. “That’s not the same.” 
 
    “Cassie,” Alec said, his impeccable timing warding off further argument. “Will you be able to work here, do you think?” 
 
    “Yes! The light’s wonderful.” 
 
    “You’ve not seen the room yet,” Raven said.  
 
    “Don’t worry,” Ian said, “the light’s lovely in the room.” 
 
    There’d been talk over the phone last week, when Raven first reached out, about renting a cheap flat here in New York for the duration of their stay. Ian had insisted on putting them up in his preferred hotel. He was glad now, given his inner turmoil, to be in a familiar environment. The well-known sights and scents of the Ritz soothed his jangled nerves, and when Alec looked at him next, he was able to offer him a smile.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    He’d stayed at the Ritz on Central Park so often, and had tipped so well, that it had been effortless to secure Raven and Cassandra the suite next to his and Alec’s usual one. They’d decided to stay the night, and wait to fly back tomorrow; no sense exhausting themselves for nothing. So they took the girls to dinner at a steakhouse which left Cassandra exclaiming some more and Raven face-palming in embarrassment.  
 
    “Don’t worry,” Alec told Cassandra with a wink, “I was a total embarrassment when I first got together with Ian. I never knew which fork to use.” 
 
    Raven kept shooting him glances, which he ignored. 
 
    Until Alec went to return a phone call to the home agency and Cassandra went to the restroom.  
 
    Then Raven shot him a look over her wine glass and said, “What’s wrong? Should I be worried?” 
 
    He paused with his own glass halfway to his mouth. He’d been so caught up in his own thoughts that he hadn’t stopped to consider the idea that anyone besides Alec would pick up on his strange mood.  
 
    He lowered his glass, and met her gaze, which had gone cool and direct, eerily like her brother Charlie’s. He debated what to say to her, and her composure, her desire to meet him on square, honest ground, stripped away his automatic charming smile and easy dismissal.  
 
    “Well,” he said, “on the small scale, nothing’s really the matter. Just stuck in my thoughts a bit.” He tapped his temple for emphasis, and she nodded. “On a grand scale, I’d say you already know what’s wrong, or we wouldn’t be sitting here right now.” 
 
    She tilted her head. Fair point. “I wasn’t trying to keep it from you – I just wanted to say it in person.” And, quickly and succinctly, speaking low beneath the jazzy chime of a piano and the clink of glassware, she relayed the alarming activity that had taken place in London, and which had driven her to reach out to him, and cross the Atlantic.  
 
    “Paranoid, I know,” she finished on a sigh. “But I suppose I come by it honestly, given this family.” 
 
    Ian frowned. “There’s no such thing as paranoid when you live on our side of the law.” 
 
    Her manicured brows lifted. “Our side?” 
 
    “You didn’t exactly go to the police with your worries, darling.” 
 
    “Hm. Yeah.” She picked up her glass of red and drained it in a few elegant swallows. She was one of those individuals who could make anything look glamorous; Alec had said the same of Ian on more than one occasion, and it always left Ian fluffing his figurative feathers. A little vanity never hurt anyone.  
 
    But neither did caution. “Your brothers told you what the Dogs are dealing with?” 
 
    “For the most part. Doubtless some details were excluded”–  
 
    “Needs must, I’m afraid.” 
 
    –“but it’s enough to give anyone sleepless nights.” She groaned, suddenly, and dropped her chin on her raised fist with a defeated air. “I hope I did the right thing, bringing Cass here.” 
 
    “New York’s a big city.” 
 
    “So is London, and they found us.” 
 
    “They knew to look for you there. No one knows you’re here, now, and there’ll be no record of our flight today, I’ve already made sure of that.” 
 
    She quirked a brief smile. “Thank you.” 
 
    Cassandra returned, exclaiming over the green marble and gold fixtures in the bathroom.  
 
    “I swear I’ve taken her places and shown her things,” Raven said with fond exasperation.  
 
    “But this is New York,” Cassandra stressed.  
 
    “She has a point,” Ian said.  
 
    Alec arrived back at their table, frowning as he surveyed their security: Bruce and two of Ian’s other people seated at the neighboring table, not very inconspicuous in their black slacks and sport coats. “Raven, when’s your security arriving?” 
 
    “They’re meeting us back at the hotel. I figured why pay them while I still had use of yours?” She flashed a blinding-bright smile that left Alec snorting.  
 
    “I guess we should be off, then.” Ian stood, caught Bruce’s eye, and their party gathered their things and headed out to the waiting black SUV that Bruce had called and told to pull around.  
 
    He felt, if not lighter, then at least a tad less hectic internally. It had surprised him when Ghost grabbed him, yes, but it had surprised him when Raven called out of the blue and asked for a ride in his jet to New York. In his time on his own, post-Carla, and then in the years since, working alongside the Dogs, he’d known threat and trouble – all of them had. But it had never been quite like this. Never the rich and powerful lauded by society conning the FBI onto their side and simultaneously stalking modeling agents in London.  
 
    No, he didn’t feel lighter. But he felt like they were all working hard together, and that, in this tense situation, some of them were bound to act stupid, now and then.  
 
    That didn’t mean he was looking forward to seeing Ghost again, however.  
 
    Raven and Cassandra were seated in the third row behind them, and Ian had instructed the driver to take the scenic route so Cassandra could exclaim over the lights, which she did so with enthusiasm. Her conversation with Raven was loud enough that Alec could lean in close, hand on Ian’s knee, and say, “Something happened at the clubhouse, didn’t it? You weren’t this unsettled this morning.”  
 
    Once upon a time, that perception would have left Ian twitchy and resistant; he would have pushed him away. Now, he thought a drink from the minibar, a long shower, and talking over his disquiet might be the best cure.  
 
    “Tell you in just a bit,” he said, laying his hand over Alec’s, and earning a knee squeeze in return.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Back at the hotel, the lobby bustled with incoming guests, and already-checked-in guests heading out for a night on the town, high heels and wingtips clipping loudly across the marble floors, voices echoing in the nooks of the high ceilings.  
 
    Ian scanned the wide space for the fifth time, clocking that Bruce and co. were still stationed around them in a loose perimeter – not clocking an incoming group of hired security guards. More than a few guests were being tailed by men with thick arms and black suits, but none broke away to approach them. Raven had sent two texts, now, and had begun to shift her weight and chew at her lip in agitation.  
 
    She turned to Ian. “I’m sure they’ll be along any minute. You can–” 
 
    “We wouldn’t dream of it. We’ll wait until they’ve seen you safely into your room.” When he’d made the reservations, he’d been sure to secure a room for her security next door to the one she’d share with Cassandra, just as he always did for Bruce.  
 
    But as the minutes ticked by, and a phone call went unanswered at the agency, Ian’s dinner soured in his stomach. Something was wrong. 
 
    “Maybe…” Raven said, drawing it out, stress marking her face. 
 
    Ian shook his head. “We’ll go on up. If they arrive, they’ll notify you – and then you can fire them.” 
 
    In the hallway outside the girls’ room, a prickling up the back of Ian’s neck had him taking the keycard from Raven and passing it off to Bruce. “Just to be safe.” 
 
    The lock disengaged with a soft beep, and Bruce pushed inside. They followed… 
 
    And froze. 
 
    The room had been ransacked. The covers ripped off the bed, and the girls’ suitcases opened on the floor, their contents strewn across the carpet. A bottle of perfume had been smashed, and the concentrated scent of Chanel No. 5 rushed to meet them at the doorway.  
 
    “Oh my God,” Cassandra gasped.  
 
    “What the fuck?” Raven breathed.  
 
    Bruce moved – swiftly for such a large man – through to the bathroom. 
 
    “Sir, step inside, please,” one of the others – John – urged, herding them into the room so the door could be closed.  
 
    Alan threw open the closet doors to search for anyone lurking.  
 
    Cassandra dropped to her knees and reached for her scattered belongings.  
 
    “No! Don’t touch anything!” Raven said. She got a hand on her shoulder and dragged her back.  
 
    John moved to inspect their things, drawing a pen from his pocket to sort through shirts, pajamas – even knickers. There was no room for embarrassment now, though. 
 
    Ian realized his heart was pounding, light-headed and off-balance. They’d been found – and in only a matter of hours.  
 
    Cassandra began to cry.  
 
    Raven held her, white-faced and trembling.  
 
    “Boss,” Bruce called. “You should come and see this.” 
 
    His first, panicked thought was that it was blood that had been used to write the note on the mirror – but then he spotted the tube of ruined red lipstick on the counter.  
 
    In all caps: RUNNING, LITTLE BITCH? 
 
    Alec pressed up against his shoulder and swore. “Call Ghost.” 
 
    Ian nearly dropped his phone in his haste to do so.  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Twenty-Nine 
 
      
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    Ian’s next breath came out as a gasp, and he realized that he’d word-vomited his story the moment Ghost answered the phone, not even bothering with pleasantries or their usual banter.  
 
    “Ian,” Ghost prompted.  
 
    Ian wiped a hand down his face and sat down heavily on the end of the bed. Bruce, John, and Alan were still next door, ensuring that the girls’ belongings didn’t contain any strange powders, blades, or other threats, and tidying up at Raven’s direction. Ian had come into his and Alec’s room, Alec watching worriedly as he made the call. Their room looked untouched, nothing out of place, but Ian couldn’t imagine pulling back the covers and sleeping here, now.  
 
    “Are you okay?” Ghost repeated. The genuine worry in his voice was what finally dragged Ian a few steps back from panic.  
 
    He took another breath, swallowed, and said, “Physically, yes. We weren’t harmed. And we – I,” he stressed, focusing on his breathing, thinking of all the ways he – the indomitable Shaman who was the bane of so many lowlife fools’ existences – could not act like a swooning Victorian maiden right now. “I have it well in hand,” he said, finishing on a stronger note. “But I thought it best to inform you of the situation right away.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Ghost said. “You’ve got Walsh and Fox’s sisters up there.” 
 
    That put a lump right back in Ian’s gut. “I know. We’ll move hotels, obviously. And we’ll–” 
 
    “Hold on,” Ghost said. “Don’t do anything yet.” He sounded…firm, yes, but paternal, also. An underlying warmth to his tone that made his words less of a command and more of a grounding reassurance.  
 
    Call Ghost, Alec had said, and Ian’s thoughts had already jumped there, because, as unlikely as it was, Ghost had become something of a father figure; comforting in his sternness and unwavering willingness to tackle any thorny situation.  
 
    “First,” Ghost continued, “I want the name of the security company Raven hired.” 
 
    The phone was on speaker, and Alec nodded and moved to go and ask.  
 
    “I want Ratchet and maybe Eden to do some digging and see what sort of operation they are. But y’all can’t use them. Either they didn’t show ‘cause they’re shitheels, or they’re the ones who trashed the room.” 
 
    Ian swallowed with difficulty. “The thought did cross my mind.” 
 
    “How many of your people do you have with you?” 
 
    “Three. But I’m going to pull more from my New York office.” 
 
    “Good. When you get off the phone with me, call them. I’m calling Mav.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Maverick – the New York chapter president. He can have Dogs there in three hours.” 
 
    “I hardly think–” 
 
    “No,” Ghost said, almost gentle. “I’m telling him to send them. The meanest, canniest bastards he’s got. These Abacus assholes blew up their clubhouse a few months ago: they’ll want a chance for revenge.” 
 
    “Oh. Right.” He’d forgotten all about that, in his adrenaline rush. 
 
    “I need all of you to stay put at the hotel for now,” Ghost went on. “They meant to spook you and drive you out. They won’t strike now, not in a hotel full of people; but if you leave, and get out on the road…” He let it hang, but Ian shuddered.  
 
    “Yes. You’re right.” 
 
    “Y’all sit tight, call your people, I’ll send my people. I’ll talk to Fox and Walsh when they get back, and see what they want to do about the girls.” 
 
    “Yes. Fine.” He frowned to himself. “Where are Charlie and Kingston?” 
 
    Ghost sighed. “Hopefully not getting themselves killed.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Clouds had rolled in from the west as the sun set, and night had faded in dark and moonless. It was black out on the water, the banks visible as smudges that served as poor guide marks. Walsh wished it was Mercy at the helm of the club’s small bass boat, rather than himself. Mercy could have navigated any waterway blindfolded.  
 
    But Marshall Hunter had said for Fox to come alone, and there could be no risk of two silhouettes sitting in the boat when it pulled up.  
 
    Too bad it wasn’t even Fox. 
 
    Walsh had shaved his chin smooth earlier, and reached now to tug his beanie down lower over his forehead, trying to conceal his wheat-gold hair. He wasn’t convinced that, even with his hair covered, he could pass for his brother, but Emmie had always said he had a “foxy” look about him. She’d inspected them both before they left, made a face, but then nodded. “You’ll do in the dark.” 
 
    “Thank you, love.” 
 
    “You know what I mean!” She’d laughed, expression bright a moment, before she stepped in to kiss him, and squeeze him tight around the neck, and tell him he’d better be careful, damn it.  
 
    He’d promised that he would be, rubbing soothing circles on her back.  
 
    But if Hunter had two trained little toy soldiers anything like Reese, all the care in the world wouldn’t get him far. Walsh was a damn good shot, and he knew how to brawl properly. But, much as it pained him to admit, dealing with boys who’d been trained like attack dogs was Fox’s area, not his.  
 
    He piloted the boat around a slow bend in the river, and the lights of the Gay Street Bridge shone like beacons, reflected down on the water in unsteady ripples. He took a measured breath, and was grateful his face never betrayed his nerves.  
 
    The note hadn’t said upon which bank Hunter would be waiting, but a small light flicked on, then off, then on and off again over to Walsh’s left, on a small, sandy bank bordered by scrub trees in need of cutting: a natural screen to keep anyone up the hill from seeing anything untoward in the dark. Like a murder.  
 
    Walsh steered over toward the signal, killed the engine, and let the current lap him up onto the beach, until he was close enough to step out into the ankle-deep water and haul the boat partway up onto the sand.  
 
    He couldn’t see a damn thing, but he could sense a presence in front of him: a prickle up the neck, the sensation of not being alone.  
 
    He took a few steps, boots scuffing over dry sand, and then paused, bolstered by the knowledge that whoever he was meeting was at a similar disadvantage. He lacked Fox’s repertoire of voices and accents, but he could mimic his brother well enough; before Emmie and Violet, his own voice had held something of that lazy self-assurance. Now, every time he blinked, he saw his family dead.  
 
    He pushed all such thoughts away and tapped into his old bachelor nonchalance. “Alright, I’m here. What do you want?” 
 
    Water lapped at the side of the boat, soft shushing sounds. Distantly, he heard the low hum of a much larger boat engine: one of those Neyland boat-tailgating luxury numbers. Someone laughed up the hill, the sound carrying down to the water; there were restaurants and parking lots up there, civilization. They felt miles away, now, as he waited in the inky dark, pulse throbbing unsteadily at the base of his throat.  
 
    “Do you talk?” he pressed. “Or are you one of the little automatons?” 
 
    Finally, a low, flat voice filtered out of the blackness ahead. “You’re not him.” 
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    “Charles Willian Fox.” There had been no footfalls, but suddenly the voice was much closer. “You aren’t him.” 
 
    Shit. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    The lampposts running the length of the bridge glowed with a cheery, warm light reminiscent of old gas lamps. They generated enough light to bathe the roof of the restaurant in soft shades of gray. Down below, on the strip of beach, the dark was impenetrable – not a problem for the man perched on the edge, peering down with night vision binoculars.  
 
    Barefoot, dressed in clinging leggings and turtleneck that didn’t so much as whisper when he moved, Fox walked soundlessly up behind the man and pressed a gun to the back of his head.  
 
    Marshall Hunter stiffened, but he didn’t lower the binoculars. “I had someone on lookout,” he said, conversationally.  
 
    “Don’t worry. He’s not dead.” 
 
    “Hm. The man in the boat is built a lot like you. Not as muscular, though. And the nose is wrong. One of your brothers, I’m guessing. Not the young one, though. I’m assuming he’s who incapacitated my boy?” 
 
    “He had help.” 
 
    “Ah. Reese. You’ve been putting him to good use, I see.” 
 
    Fox didn’t expect the surge of anger that flared inside him. Don’t talk about him. Don’t talk about either of them. They’re done with fuckers like you. His voice was light, though, when he said, “Since you brought him up, let’s talk about Reese. Is that what tonight’s farce is about? You trying to get him back?” 
 
    “Back?” Hunter chuckled. He still had the binoculars pressed to his face. “Nah. I’ve got no use for him anymore. He had promise, but I realized after a while that he had no initiative. Couldn’t think on his feet. Good at taking orders, bad at adapting to a changing situation.” 
 
    That anger in Fox’s belly started to simmer. “Meanwhile, your new ones are so genius they let us get the drop on them. You clearly traded up.” 
 
    Another low, creaky laugh. A laugh that said I’m two steps ahead of you, and which pissed Fox the hell off. He pressed in harder with the barrel of his Browning, feeling the tiny flinch Hunter wasn’t able to suppress.  
 
    “Why am I here?”  
 
    Finally, the binoculars lowered. The laughter dropped out of Hunter’s voice like it had never been there, which sent a frisson of awareness through Fox. Here was another actor. A showman, like himself. 
 
    No, nothing like him. Nothing, he swore, vehemently.  
 
    “Can we at least face one another and do this in a civilized way?” Hunter asked.  
 
    “No. Start talking.” 
 
    “Should I call off my boy on the beach, first? Or let him kill your brother?” 
 
    “He kills him, I kill you.” 
 
    “Ah. But then I couldn’t check in. And if I don’t check in, then the crew in New York who just scared the shit out of your sisters gets the green light to do more than scare them.” 
 
    Every inch of Fox’s skin flashed cold, and broke out in goosebumps. “What are you on about?” he asked, mockingly, but his pulse jumped. He couldn’t remember ever being afraid for himself on any op, but mention of the girls turned his blood to ice.  
 
    “You haven’t heard yet? Guess your phone’s turned off. Or maybe that fucking princess Shaman called your president instead. He’s got daddy issues, doesn’t he?” 
 
    Fox’s arm flexed; his grip tightened on the gun. One quick strike against his temple would lay Hunter flat. Fox had zip ties. Could probably hoist the man over his shoulder, and get him off the roof, and then he could unleash Mercy on him… 
 
    No. No, he had to hear. He couldn’t jeopardize the plan.  
 
    “What did you do to my sisters?” 
 
    “Not me. I can’t be in two places at once. But there are people all over – there are people everywhere – who can reach out and touch you and yours. You can’t get away. There’s no running. That’s what I came here to tell you. You’re out of your depth, Charlie. You and all your Dogs.” 
 
    “We. I thought you were just some sort of washed-up military wannabe who liked turning little boys into robots. How’d you get mixed up with Abacus?” 
 
    “Everyone’s mixed up with something.” 
 
    “Fuck off with your philosophical shit.” 
 
    Hunter shrugged. “You ended up with the Lean Dogs, despite having more valuable skills. We join tribes. For security, money, power. That’s human nature. My boys and I have skills, and Abacus has wealth and power. It’s not complicated, really.” 
 
    But Fox didn’t buy that, not fully. There was nothing simple about what Hunter was doing to boys, to young men – who knew how many. That wasn’t rational by any means. Nor was the way he spoke about Reese: mocking and derisive. This was personal, somehow.  
 
    Fox had never liked missing vital information.  
 
    “Alright, then. You’ve threatened me. I’m properly warned off mucking about with Abacus. Is that it? Business concluded?” 
 
    “For now. Yes.” 
 
    The past few minutes, the droning of a boat motor had grown louder and louder, the pleasing purr of a small yacht. It cruised around the bend at a good clip, its deck and hull lit up as if for a party. Three lengths out from the bridge, Fox started a mental countdown.  
 
    “For now,” Fox echoed. “Right. But I want you to take note of something, Mr. Hunter.” 
 
    “Captain,” he corrected.  
 
    “Mr. Hunter,” Fox repeated. “The next time we meet, I’m going to kill you.” 
 
    “Hm. May the best man win.” 
 
    “Oh, I intend to.” 
 
    The yacht reached the underpass of the bridge, and a sun-bright spotlight clicked on, painting the beach a blinding, daytime white.  
 
    Fox heard Hunter mutter a curse, but he’d been ready for it, eyes already closed. He ducked to the right, sprinted across the roof, gravel biting at the soles of his feet, and jumped. The oak tree there caught him in its crooked branches. He kept tight hold of his gun with one hand, clutched at bark with his other, and swung down to the grass. He took off again, down the weedy bank, across the sand, and into the water, where Walsh already had the boat turned around and running.  
 
    The boy who’d been lying in wait for him there was lit up by the spotlight, bent at the waist, hands pressed to his eyes, momentarily blinded, just as Hunter had been.  
 
    Fox ran straight into the water. When he was waist-deep, he draped his arms over the side of the boat, and Walsh gunned the motor. It was one of Mercy’s few insistences, that all their watercraft have good, strong, name-brand engines. It was a little boat, and a great big Mercury engine, and it took off like a shot across the water, carrying them away from the beach, the blinded boy standing on it, and the yacht – helpfully piloted by Mercy.  
 
    Fox managed to haul himself up into the boat, soaking wet and spitting water. “I think that went well,” he shouted over the screaming of the engine. 
 
    They passed a parking lot full of street lights, and it was bright enough to see Walsh roll his eyes.  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Thirty 
 
      
 
    “I’ve always said that nothing beats a little bateau, one that sits real light in the water, but I’m beginning to see the appeal.” Mercy patted the sleek, cherrywood bar top on the yacht’s main party deck. “I don’t think I could call myself a proper Frenchman if I didn’t like a little opulence, now and then.” 
 
    “You’re only a quarter French,” Walsh reminded, sipping a glass of chilled vodka, fresh from the minifridge.  
 
    “It’s like I always tell Ava–” 
 
    “A quarter’s all you need.” 
 
    “You’re grumpy as shit when you almost get killed, you know that?” 
 
    Fox abandoned his own drink, a whiskey Mercy had poured for him with a bartender’s flair the moment he mounted the stairs from below, in favor of going to lean on the rail and watch for the boys. The yacht – the club’s, a recent purchase – was parked at the end of a long dock at a slow-moving bend in the river, flanked on both sides by tied-up boats of all shapes and sized. They bobbed and bumped against the tires placed for just such a purpose, water lapping quietly at their hulls. Dull, bluish lights on poles offered a view straight up to the marina, dark and quiet this time of night. A few people moved about, though; someone with an unfortunate bucket hat was loading coolers and fishing equipment for an upcoming outing. Someone a few spaces down appeared to be living in their boat – Fox could see the flicker and glow of a TV through the windows.  
 
    Behind him, Mercy was laughing over Walsh’s getaway back on the beach. Fox didn’t attempt to pay attention. He kept replaying Hunter’s words in the back of his mind. We join tribes. For security, money, power. That’s human nature. It was. But he was still certain that there was more to it for Hunter. Obviously, Abacus made use of low-level thugs and lackies; that made sense. People outside their social and political circles would never be associated with them. Even if someone tried to toss the blame on the likes of Jack Waverly, the law would believe the rich and respected movie producer over the junkie, cartel boss, or paramilitary nutjob out on the street.  
 
    But of all the tribes to join, why would Hunter choose Abacus? Why not some other sort of criminal organization? An MC. A mafia family. A powerful drug dealer like Ian.  
 
    Speaking of Ian…That princess Shaman, he’d called him. A crack at his sexuality? Or, more likely, more worrying, a hint that Hunter knew all about Ian’s past. Which meant he knew about all their pasts.  
 
    He’d known his Christian name was Charlie, after all.  
 
    This was all so much worse than they’d bargained for at the beginning. And he didn’t believe Hunter’s denial about Reese, was convinced the man wanted him back, because the boy was far from useless.  
 
    Fox turned around to face the others. “Listen,” he said, and they immediately cut off their conversation and turned to him. “The way Hunter was talking, he’s not just enforcing for the higher-ups. That’s what he’s been tasked with, but he’s taking this personally.” 
 
    “He wants Reese?” Walsh asked.  
 
    Mercy frowned; he smiled so often, usually easy and jovial, that when he stopped smiling, it left the fine hairs standing up on the back of everyone’s neck. “Not on his fucking life.” 
 
    “Maybe. But I don’t…” Fox was exhausted, suddenly. He rubbed at his face, then stepped up to the bar and picked up his drink. “I don’t know what the fuck he wants,” he said, after a heartening swallow. “He’s fucked up.” 
 
    “We already knew that looking at Reese,” Walsh said. 
 
    “Yeah, but he wants something. I can feel it.” 
 
    Booted footfalls clomped onto the back deck and mounted the stairs. Fox shot Mercy and Walsh a quelling look and glanced back over his shoulder as Tenny and Reese emerged on the upper deck.  
 
    Both were dressed as Fox was, in form-fitting all-black, hats covering their hair. They’d wiped most of the grease paint from their faces, but smudges remained on jaw and cheekbone. Their expressions were still the blank, businesslike masks they’d worn since they’d all split up at the clubhouse.  
 
    “Any problems?” Fox asked.  
 
    “No,” Tenny said. But one of the smudges, Fox saw as they drew up to the bar, was in fact a bruise coming up.  
 
    Mercy slid them both whiskeys without prompt. Tenny picked his up and his gaze slid over to Fox, blankness giving way to a cold spark of banked fury. “What did Hunter want?” 
 
    A quick glance proved that Reese hadn’t reacted outwardly to the name. It was Tenny whose jaw flexed.  
 
    Fox’s mind might have been churning and chewing over possibilities, but he wasn’t going to saddle Tenny with them – not when he was already this wired about it.  
 
    Ah, love. It made men into idiots.  
 
    “Typical villain rubbish,” Fox said with a shrug, feigning nonchalance. “‘You can’t get away.’ ‘We can get you anywhere.’ That sort of shit.” 
 
    “You left out the bit about the girls,” Walsh said.  
 
    “What girls?” Tenny asked. 
 
    Reese said, “Raven and Cassandra?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Tenny’s gaze narrowed. “What about them?” 
 
    “I called Ghost on the way back,” Mercy said. “Their hotel room in NYC got trashed. Message on the bathroom mirror, the whole nine. Someone knew they were coming, and they knew which room they were in.” 
 
    “Oh,” Reese said, looking probably about as alarmed as he was capable. 
 
    “How in the fuck–” Tenny began, bowing up, gaze flashing – then he closed his eyes and shook his head. “No. You know what? I don’t care.” When his eyes opened, his attention landed on Fox. “What happened with Hunter?” 
 
    To Reese’s credit, he didn’t react to the name. Still, Fox tilted his head toward him in silent, subtle question: You want to talk about him in front of your boy? 
 
    Tenny’s answering glare was quite clear.  
 
    “Sit,” Fox said, motioning to the bar and moving to join Mercy behind it so they could all be squared off. “Drink your whiskey.” 
 
    “That bad?” Tenny quipped, but he did sit, to the outside of Reese, who’d settled in beside Walsh. Fox had the sense he’d planned it that way on purpose, wanting Reese hemmed in, protected.  
 
    When both boys had taken dutiful sips from their glasses, Fox recapped his rooftop conversation with Hunter, leaving out his suspicions on Hunter’s underlying motives. Tenny’s narrow, skeptical expression, however, said he didn’t need to voice them: Tenny was already thinking the same thing.  
 
    “That’s us warned off, then,” Fox finished. “They have friends in high places, they can reach out and touch us – all the usual bollocks.” 
 
    “They’re just fucking with us,” Walsh said. “Even if he we backed off, and stopped digging, they can’t afford to leave us alone, now. At the very least, they’ll fuck with our business.” 
 
    Mercy nodded. “These assholes give the impression they like to play with their food. They’ll try to dry up our revenue streams slowly.” 
 
    “Crippling us would be more fun than killing us,” Walsh agreed.  
 
    Fox said, “We’ve been too obvious.” Brows went up. “We styled ourselves their enemies from the first. We’re doing things the way the Dogs always do them: forcefully.” Now that he was saying it, the truth of the words pricked like needles. He’d patched in, he’d followed Ghost’s lead: a good little soldier offering insight, but letting himself be deployed where he was told to go. They were a united front, they were a family – but this wasn’t a scenario in which they could go in guns-blazing like a band of old west vigilantes.  
 
    Not yet, anyway.  
 
    He sighed, and leaned forward, elbows braced on the bar top. “I’m not saying what we’ve done so far is wrong. We’ve learned a lot about what – and who – we’re dealing with. I was ready to agree, at first, that this was a very big snake to try and cut the head off, and that we were better off working our way up from the bottom, but I’m not sure that’s right anymore.” 
 
    Walsh snorted. “Typical. You’ve got the perfect idea after we’re already neck-deep in the shit.” 
 
    “No, not perfect. This isn’t my area of expertise. I go where I’m told to go, and kill who I’m told to kill, and that’s it, the end. I don’t have to worry about collateral damage. You,” he pointed at Walsh, “have always been the one with the balance sheets, making sure everything comes out right. The perfect idea, if it exists, is part balancing act, part baby steps, part persuasion, part precision cuts.” He snipped his first two fingers together in demonstration. “It needs a deft touch on all fronts.” 
 
    Walsh sent him a weary look. “Lovely sales pitch. But where are you going with this?” 
 
    “When Luis showed up in Knoxville, he tried to recruit Ian over to his cause – poorly, granted, but you can’t tell me that wunderkind came up with the idea all on his own. He buggered it all up, yeah, but that was supposed to be an olive branch, I’m guessing. And where is Ian now?” 
 
    Mercy braced his hands wide on the bar and let out a small, humorless chuckle. “You want Ian to start cozying up to Waverly and his bunch?” 
 
    Fox nodded. “I think we should go up there, too.” He gestured between himself, Reese, and Tenny. “Keep an eye on the girls. Get away from” – Marshall fucking Hunter – “this mess down here. If we’ve been made locally, then we’ve lost our advantage.” 
 
    Mercy nodded. “Makes sense.” 
 
    Even Walsh looked to be in grudging agreement. “We’ll see what Ghost says.” 
 
    “Go call him,” Fox urged. “I want to be on the road by dawn.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “Tenny,” Mercy called, when they were more or less safe back at the clubhouse. “Hang back a sec, would ya?” 
 
    He looked around first, as if to ensure Mercy hadn’t called the wrong name.  
 
    Reese hesitated, a few steps behind him. Finally, Tenny gave him a nod, and Reese followed the others inside.  
 
    Mercy climbed up on top of his favorite picnic table and patted the space beside him in invitation.  
 
    Tenny followed a few beats later, wary as a cat; he kept a good foot of space between them.  
 
    Mercy withheld a grin and shook out a smoke instead. He tilted the pack in offering, and Tenny’s shoulders dropped a fraction as he accepted one, and then the lighter.  
 
    They smoked in silence a few moments, the air full of late summer night sounds: crickets, tree frogs, the occasional deep-bellied croak of a bullfrog down on the water.  
 
    Ava had always said he was a natural storyteller, that he could ease his way nice and gentle into a topic with a swamp anecdote, or a bit of his daddy’s wisdom. He didn’t think of it as a skill, per se, but simply the product of his upbringing. If the South moved slow, New Orleans moved slower, and no one grew up hunting gators and shooting snakes out of the water without learning that the world was an immovable, inexorable boulder rolling along; the only way to survive was to adapt. You got violent when you needed to, and stepped aside when that was the best option. Patience, Daddy had always said. This life is all about waiting for the right moment.  
 
    He’d spoken to Tenny before, sure, but always as a part of a group. They’d never had a tête-à-tête. This felt like the right moment; like the stakes were higher for the boy than they’d ever been, and that instead of tactics and maps and barked orders he needed a little conversational visit to the bayou.  
 
    “Was there something you wanted to say?” Tenny asked, before Mercy could do any sort of storytelling or easing-in. “Or are you afraid to sit out here alone?” 
 
    Mercy snorted. “Do I look scared to you?” 
 
    Tenny’s jacket and cut rustled as he shrugged. His next exhale was a forceful jet of gray smoke: a little stress tell. “Isn’t everyone afraid of something? That sounds like the sort of trite bollocks everyone keeps telling me around here.” 
 
    “Trite doesn’t mean untrue. For what it’s worth, I was gonna tell you a badass story about an alligator.” 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “But I’m not sure you’d appreciate it, so we’ll do it your way. You’re right: everybody’s afraid of something. The only thing that scares me is the thought of something happening to my family. I’m guessing that’s the same thing you’re afraid of.” 
 
    Tenny made a derisive sound and flicked the butt of his cigarette away across the pavement. “Fuck that pack of idiots.” 
 
    “I’m not talking about them.” 
 
    Tenny’s gaze slid over, a bright flare of suspicion in the dimness.  
 
    “It’s Reese, right? He’s the person you care most about.” Mercy said it as gently as possible, encouragingly, even, but still saw the quick flex of Tenny’s jaw. The poor kid was still so new to this, to loving someone, and so nervous about being challenged on that; on looking weak, or vulnerable, or any number of things. Mercy himself couldn’t relate – he loved big and didn’t ever regret it – but he’d seen that self-consciousness in a few of his club brothers. He suspected that Tenny bluffed a lot, that he was actually starting to like his biological brothers – but knew all too well that, relation or not, love or not, there was always going to be that one person, the one who mattered more than anyone or anything.  
 
    “Reese is your family,” Mercy continued. “What’s happening with him, his past coming back to haunt him, that scares you. Right?” 
 
    Tenny looked off across the lot, silent.  
 
    “That’s not an accusation, by the way,” Mercy said. He shook out a fresh cigarette for himself, and offered one to Tenny, surprised when he took it. They went through the sharing of the lighter, again, and Mercy said, “Between Ghost, and Fox, and Walsh, I figure you’re getting lots of boss man, big brother wisdom and lectures thrown at you left and right. Fox likes to think he’s too cool for school, but he’s honestly pretty uptight.” 
 
    Tenny snorted, and then coughed smoke, surprised, a grin tweaking his lips.  
 
    “I’m not about all that. I just wanted to say, if you guys head up to New York, you gotta listen to Fox, yeah, and do your Dog due diligence, sure. But it’s okay to have a priority. To worry about your family.” 
 
    Tenny’s head snapped around, gaze narrow, smoke curling up from parted lips.  
 
    “I think it’s a good idea to get Reese out of town. Seeing Hunter again’s messing with his head. You look out for him.” He laid a hand on Tenny’s shoulder, half-expecting to have it brushed away; but Tenny held statue-still, quivering faintly under Mercy’s palm. “And let me handle Hunter. I'll put that fucker in the ground.” 
 
    He grinned.  
 
    After a long, slow beat, Tenny did, too.  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Thirty-One 
 
      
 
    Ghost was in his office drinking whiskey, no coffee. Maggie was with him, seated in the cozy leather chair in the corner, legs drawn up beneath her, their youngest – Fox thought his name was Asher, but hadn’t ever bothered to ask directly – asleep in her lap, a miniature Ghost; plus rosy, fat baby cheeks, minus the whiskey. She looked tired, temple propped on her fist, eyes at half-mast. She didn’t move, but her eyes snapped open and fixed on the door as Fox entered, as calculating and ready for action as her husband was, until she recognized him and relaxed again.  
 
    Fox had overheard some of the London boys call Eden cold before, but Maggie was a little bit terrifying. Eden wore her coldness outwardly, brisk and efficient, and softened in private. Maggie was all home-cooking and hey y’all, but get on her bad side, and the claws came out, cloaked in Southern cotillion manners.  
 
    Ghost set his tumbler down with a decisive thump. “I think it’s a good idea for y’all to go,” he said, before Fox could plead his case in person. They’d spoken on the phone, briefly, back on the boat, and Ghost had said gimme ten to think about it. Now, rough-edged and stressed, he looked like a man who’d come to a hard decision. “I like the idea of you and the boys being here, in case we need you – but I was gonna send you to New York in the long run anyway. I think that’s where this is all heading. They want us here, now, trapped in our hometown, worrying about home problems. Time to take the fight to them. Plus, it’d be good to get Reese away from Hunter.” 
 
    “Won’t he just follow them?” Maggie asked. Fox had forgotten she was there. If he’d ever harbored any doubts that Maggie was privy to every bit of club business, this moment blasted them apart.  
 
    “Depends on what his masters want,” Ghost said. He sighed and picked his glass up again. “I dunno. Just…be careful. Check in. You know the drill.” 
 
    He was pinching the bridge of his nose when Fox walked out.  
 
    The clubhouse had quieted, and been mostly put to rights after the raid, minus the furniture that had been tossed out. Doubtless Maggie had already ordered new, or made plans to. People still milled about, talking in low voices, chasing the day’s worries away with drinks. As he moved down the dorm hallway, he heard muffled conversations coming from the other sides of doors. He opened the door to his own dorm, and paused on the threshold.  
 
    A blanket had been thrown over the slit-open mattress, and Eden lay atop it, fully dressed, boots and all, lying on her side, face pillowed on her folded hands. Peacefully asleep. A black duffel waited on the floor at the foot of the bed.  
 
    She wasn’t a sleeper by nature. She woke up early, and stayed up late, fueled by endless cups of tea and a determined work ethic. He didn’t realize, until he saw her now, that he’d expected to find her at the bar or in the kitchen, tea and a notebook, laptop screen lighting her face up blue.  
 
    The pregnancy was mucking about with her usual schedule, though. Making her tired. Making her sick.  
 
    The thought hit Fox like a gut punch: he hadn’t thought about his impending fatherhood at all today. How very Devin of him.  
 
    He eased the door to silently, and moved toward his dresser. Someone, probably Eden, had set the drawers to rights. There’d been nothing to find here save boxers, socks, and clothes, which he began stacking now on top of his dresser; he carried all his weapons in his bike’s saddlebags, save the many he wore concealed on his person at all times.  
 
    He tried to be quiet, but a rustle and a murmur behind him proved he’d awakened Eden.  
 
    “Christ,” she muttered, voice dragging with exhaustion. “You’re back? What time is it?” 
 
    “After eleven. Go back to sleep if you’re tired.” 
 
    The mattress springs squeaked as she got to her feet. Fox’s stomach turned unpleasantly as she came to join him at the dresser.  
 
    “I didn’t know how you had everything arranged before, but I folded like with like.” 
 
    “You didn’t have to do that.” He went to the closet to fetch his bag. He set it open on the bed, and turned to pick up the clothes he’d selected. He pulled up short, though, when he saw Eden’s frown.  
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    He avoided eye contact as he gathered his things and went to set them in his duffel. “The boys and me are heading up to New York. We’ll travel through the night, and–” 
 
    “Hold on.” Suddenly, she sounded wide awake. “New York? When did you decide this?” 
 
    “About an hour ago. When Ghost told me about Raven and Cass being targeted.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Avoidance wasn’t going to work. He zipped up the bag, and met her gaze, finally. She looked…startled. As pale and smudgy-eyed as she’d been asleep, but now with a glimmer of fear. She stood with her arms folded tight across her middle, and it was another reminder that things weren’t as they had been. She was off-kilter, fatigued, more emotional than he’d ever known her to be. And that was his fault, wasn’t it? Because just like his worthless father, he’d knocked someone up and affected her. Had shifted the course of her life, most likely for the worse.  
 
    He wasn’t used to feeling sorry for people. It was an ugly, queasy sentiment, deep in the pit of his stomach. It left him off-kilter. He didn’t know what to say, and that was a foreign state of being.  
 
    In the too-long beat he took to respond, Eden’s frown deepened, which at least made her look more like herself; made things easier for him. “Charlie.” 
 
    “Right. Yes. Ian called Ghost a few hours ago and said the hired security never showed up, and that the girls’ hotel room had been wrecked.” 
 
    “God.” Her expression smoothed with shock. “Are they okay?” 
 
    “Shaken up, but fine, as expected. Ghost called in New York chapter reinforcements and Ian was going to get some of his people in there.” When her eyes got even wider, he said, “Did no one tell you?” 
 
    The frown returned. “I was asleep.” In an angry mutter: “Fuck me.” 
 
    “It’s fine. If someone needed you, they would have come to get you.” 
 
    “Needed me? Your sisters were threatened, and no one thought I needed to know that? When I’m your–” She faltered. Doubt touched her gaze, a little flicker of I don’t know.  
 
    This was a moment, Fox knew, in which he should reassure her. He should label what they had. Even Tenny, emotionally constipated man-child that he was, had been able to confess his feelings to his lover. Had called him boyfriend.  
 
    Damn it, he’d thought he was past this. After his talk with Abe, he’d been doing better, had accepted things.  
 
    “Oh,” Eden said. “I see.” 
 
    “No. No, it’s – you’re my old lady. You’re right. Someone should have told you.” 
 
    Her head tilted to a dangerous angle. “If I hadn’t woken up just now, would you have told me? Or would you have gotten on the road and left me to figure it out in the morning?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “But you just said to go back to sleep.” Before he could respond to that highly accurate accusation, she held up both hands, eyes closing a moment in a pained expression. She let out a deep, shaky breath. “Okay, you know what? Forget that. This isn’t about us. You should go.” Her eyes opened, and he knew the glint in them all too well. “And I’ll come with you.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Reese secured the last of the bikes in the back of the trailer and went back down the ramp. Together, he and Tenny hoisted it and latched it into place. It was already hitched to the truck, and all their gear was packed inside – including several decoy license plates should they require them. Fox didn’t think they’d need to dodge anyone tailing them on the drive up, but in their line of work, caution was second-nature and downright essential.  
 
    “I feel like I’m not going to be much use on this trip, guys,” Evan said, scratching at the back of his neck in a movement that Reese had learned meant he was feeling self-conscious.  
 
    Tenny clapped him on the shoulder with a wide, false smile. “Don’t worry: you won’t be.” 
 
    “Thanks, man,” Evan muttered, and kicked at a stray piece of gravel.  
 
    Reese sent him a disapproving look, and only got another of those pretend smiles thrown in his direction. Well…mostly pretend. Tenny had been in a much better mood ever since Mercy asked him to hang back. Reese was terribly curious about that conversation, but wouldn’t pry. If they’d wanted him to hear it, they would have asked him to stay.  
 
    “Hey,” Fox called from the clubhouse, and they turned to face him. “Everything all set?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Tenny called back. 
 
    It was difficult to see from a distance, and given the shadows of the clubhouse porch, but Fox’s expression seemed grim. “Good. Give me, like, fifteen minutes.” He turned and went back inside.  
 
    “Ugh.” Tenny scraped his boot sole over the asphalt, hands jammed in his pockets. “If he’s gonna take so bloody long, I’ve got something I need to see to first. Alone,” he added, with a stern look, when Reese moved to follow.  
 
    Reese huffed his disappointment, but stayed put, hip resting against the back of the utility trailer. He watched Tenny stride off across the lot, down toward the office, and wondered what he could possibly need to attend to in that direction.  
 
    He’d forgotten all about Evan until he said, “Hey, so, uh, can I ask you something?” 
 
    Reese turned to him and found him chewing at his lip, nervous. Did Reese make him nervous, still? Maybe that was just his default setting. “Yes?” 
 
    “Those guys you and Tenny fought with. At the restaurant?” 
 
    Tenny nodded.  
 
    “Are they as – I dunno – scary as you guys?” 
 
    “Scary?” 
 
    “You know, like…” He mimed a few sloppy karate moves, and then aimed a pretend rifle off into the distance. “All Liam Neeson and shit?” 
 
    “Liam…Neeson?” 
 
    “Dude, you gotta watch Taken. You’d love it. But, I mean: scary. Special skills. Dark Knight. All that shit. You know.” 
 
    Reese thought he knew, although Evan had a very obtuse way of phrasing it. “They were trained by my old handler.” Something very inconvenient and unpleasant had persisted ever since he’d seen Hunter on the sidewalk in front of Smokey’s. He’d told Ghost about him when he first came to the Dogs; had mentioned him to Mercy and anyone else who asked. My handler. A simple statement, a reference to a person from his past. But since the night of the drive-by, even passing thoughts of Hunter left an odd tightness in his chest; left his mind slipping, so that, for a moment, he wasn’t quite sure where he was or what was happening.  
 
    It happened now, for a brief flash. A pulse of memory: his hands manacled, the smell of a musty old shed. Again. Again. It had never, ever been good enough. Again.  
 
    He swallowed with difficulty, and said, “I assume they’ve been trained the way I was. That they have similar skills and experiences.” 
 
    But his throat tightened another fraction when he remembered that wraithlike figure dodging his swing; the bite of the knife; that awful, unfamiliar sense that he might not win that particular fight.  
 
    Evan said, “Wow. Okay, but, like, why did he let you go if he was gonna stay in the assassin factory business? That seems dumb to start all over from scratch.” 
 
    Reese swallowed again, and his stomach clenched. Because I wasn’t good enough. Again. Again. I disappointed him. He and Tenny had gotten the drop on the lookout earlier tonight, and subdued him – but it had taken both of them, and they’d had a taser. What if there had been two? What if Tenny hadn’t gotten that taser pressed to the back of his neck in time? 
 
    What if…what if…what if… 
 
    Again.  
 
    “Reese?” 
 
    He gave himself a mental shake, and took a deep breath of cool, river-scented air. He was at Dartmoor. He was alive and whole. He’d completed tonight’s op and was about to go on another. In a minute, Tenny would come back, and say something rude, and he’d put his arm around Reese’s shoulders and tug him in close when no one was looking.  
 
    “I don’t know,” he said, but that was a lie.  
 
    He never used to lie.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    None of the flunkies were on guard duty down at the trucking warehouse tonight, though the outer office door was locked. Tenny picked it, fast and efficient, then went through to retrieve the second set of keys in the filing cabinet.  
 
    The cattle trailer was parked back in its usual spot, a hulking, rusty-edged box in the pale glow that filtered through the skylights. The door was secured with its heavy padlock, and Tenny could hear the straw rustling inside as Luis shifted. The door wasn’t quiet, and he’d doubtless heard it, straining out here in the cold, concrete silence, but Tenny toed off his boots and moved soundlessly across the floor. When he reached the trailer, he slammed his shoulder up against it and pressed his face to the gap in the slats.  
 
    As hoped, Luis let out a strangled cry of alarm.  
 
    Tenny bared his teeth in a wide grin. “Blimey, guv, you’re right jumpy, yeah?” he asked in his favorite bad-TV accent.  
 
    Luis, half his face visible in the gloom, grimaced and said, “Stop it.” 
 
    “Or what?” Tenny asked in his real voice. “You’ll come over here and knock my teeth in? Be serious, Luis: you couldn’t do that even if you weren’t sitting in your own spilled piss.” 
 
    Luis tipped his head back so that it knocked dully against the side of the trailer. At that angle, Tenny could see a nasty goose egg coming up on his temple, and he silently saluted Walsh’s uncareful driving. “What do you want?”  
 
    Tenny dropped his façade as well. “Marshall Hunter. You knew he was the contact you offered up. And you know who he is.” 
 
    Luis frowned. “He’s…a contact? I don’t know his life story. I think Sal picked him out.” 
 
    “Stop fucking around. You know who he is – you know who he is to us.” 
 
    His shapely black brows lifted. “Us? Oh. You mean your friend. The creepy blond one.” 
 
    “You set us up. You knew his relationship to Reese, and sent us right at him.” 
 
    “Now, why would I do that when all of you keep threatening to kill me?” 
 
    Tenny smacked the side of the trailer, and the sharp, gonging sound echoed through the warehouse and made Luis jerk. “What did he tell you? What’s he after?” 
 
    Luis, recovered from his start, huffed a laugh. “Are you saying you’d believe anything I told you? Go ask him yourself. I’m not in the business of keeping up with every sick freak’s mind games.” 
 
    “Says the man who staked people out and bled them dry like a fucking Aztec. Spare me. What does Hunter want?” 
 
    Luis was quiet a long moment, expression going almost serene. “You know what? I don’t think you guys have any intention of killing me. You would have already. We Aztecs,” he said, mockingly, “don’t waste time on enemies. But I guess you can kick a dog over and over and it keeps coming back.” 
 
    Tenny hit the trailer again, but Luis didn’t so much as twitch this time.  
 
    “Hunter’s strange,” Luis said, placid now. “Effective, but strange. I only met him the once. If you want to know more, ask your little boyfriend.” 
 
    It was oh-so-tempting to unlock the trailer, go in, and put a bullet through Luis’s skull.  
 
    But he didn’t have that kind of authority.  
 
    And shouldn’t have been this riled by the idiot in the first place.  
 
    Frustrated, helpless, he locked up and headed back across the parking lot, mind going to his duffel, and the file he’d crammed down in the bottom of it, that he still hadn’t looked at. Maybe it held all the answers, maybe it didn’t.  
 
    He was used to being the one who held all the cards, who was in the know, the agent with the dossiers at his fingertips. He hated being on the flipside.  
 
    When he reached the truck, he found not just Fox, but Eden, Axelle, and Albie as well, all dressed and toting bags. “This is why you needed fifteen minutes?” 
 
    Fox made a pained face, tone neutral when he said, “Yeah, they’re coming.” 
 
    “Don’t sound so happy about it,” Axelle said, scoffing.  
 
    “I’m–” Fox started, caught himself, and turned to regard Eden beside him. “I’m glad of the help.” 
 
    Eden twitched a small, tight smile.  
 
    Whipped, Tenny mouthed at Fox, when he turned back to him.  
 
    Fox tilted his head toward Reese. Same as you, he mouthed back. 
 
    Well. Fair enough.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Thirty-Two 
 
      
 
    “I’m afraid you’re going to wear a track in the carpet,” Alec said, tone only half-joking.  
 
    Ian had finally gathered himself together when his people arrived: a team of eight from his New York office, suitably strong and capable and calm. Their captain, Vince, had conferred with Bruce and set his men at posts in the parking lot, lobby, and the hall. Ian had spoken with the concierge, and then the hotel manager, who apologized profusely, offered to comp their rooms, move them to new ones, and bowed in deference to Ian’s statement that he would be calling in added private security.  
 
    He sat on the end of the king-sized bed of their new two-bedroom suite beside Alec, Cassandra between them. He had a gin and tonic in his hand, and all-in-all felt much calmer than he had a few hours ago. Felt nearly himself, actually – was beginning to dream up ways of harming the people who’d left him so frightened and shaken. Shaman didn’t do frightened and shaken, not anymore. Fuck them for trying.  
 
    But as he’d smoothed his hair and taken a seat, Raven had taken up his role pacing the room, back and forth, back and forth across the patterned carpet, hands on her hips, stiletto heels striking out sharply with every step.  
 
    Ian took another sip of G&T. “Raven, darling, sit down and have a drink.” 
 
    “I don’t want a drink,” she snapped. “I want to throttle someone.” She paused, facing the window; its parted curtains offered a dazzling view of the lamplit park, paths winding beneath leafy trees. She drew in a deep breath and let it out in a rush, reached to massage the skin between her brows with a fingertip. “We should never have come.” 
 
    Cassandra sniffled, and Alec put an arm around her slender shoulders.  
 
    “It’ll be alright,” Ian said, soothingly, though he’d been in the same furious and panicked state only an hour ago. “I’m going to fix it.” 
 
    “You?” She cast a glance over her shoulder, brows arched in an expression reminiscent of Charlie. “This isn’t your mess to fix. My brothers and their godforsaken Dogs dragged everyone into this, you and me included. They need to fix it.” The last was said viciously, eyes flashing.  
 
    “They do like to meddle, our Dogs,” he conceded.  
 
    She shook her head and turned away, reflection ghostly in the window glass. Her tone shifted to one of cold bitterness. “They’re your Dogs by choice. They’re mine by blood – and I never chose them, nor all the trouble they bring.” 
 
    Cassandra made a shocked sound. “They’re our brothers.” 
 
    “Yes, and a fat lot of good they’ve done us.” 
 
    “Raven,” Alec said, gently, “I know you’re upset…” 
 
    “Oh, I’m far past upset. I passed upset last year when Dad nearly got us all killed over his secret government bollocks. I’ve moved onto resentment and wishing I’d taken that job in Tokyo when I was eighteen so I never had to deal with any of this ever again.” 
 
    Cassandra sat up straight between them, hands fisting the bedspread. “You don’t mean that.” 
 
    “I would have come back for you, darling.” Eden’s voice raised the fine hairs on Ian’s arms, the coldness of it, the detachment. The voice of someone who’d reached her limit. “But the boys can fucking rot for all I care.” 
 
    A quick glance proved that Cassandra’s eyes had gone shiny with fresh tears; she’d cried so much tonight that her whole face was puffy and shiny with dried tear tracks.  
 
    Ian went to the minibar, fixed a second G&T, and went to hand it to Raven. She regarded the glass a long moment before she finally took it, then Ian hooked two fingers at her elbow and towed her from the window. She huffed an annoyed breath, but followed along easily enough. As they moved through the marble and gold bathroom that connected the two bedrooms, he heard Alec murmuring quiet reassurances to Cassandra.  
 
    Raven pulled away from him, once he’d closed the door, and walked to this room’s window to take up the same stance: standing straight-backed, one arm banded across her middle, other hand clenched tight on her tumbler, staring again out at the benighted park.  
 
    Ian walked toward her slowly, careful to keep a bit of distance between them as he joined her. She was not, he knew, the sort of person who would collapse into an offered embrace and cry into his shirtfront – for which he was grateful. He wasn’t equipped to handle that sort of thing.  
 
    Nor was he any good at offering advice or comfort, but he supposed he would try. “When I last spoke to Ghost, he said that Charlie was coming.” 
 
    She snorted inelegantly and took a long sip of her drink. “Ooh, yes, because he’ll make everything better.” 
 
    “He’s bringing Tennyson. And Reese.” 
 
    “Those psychos. Even better.” 
 
    He turned to look at her, and saw the glimmer of a single tear rolling down her cheek. She dashed it away with a furious gesture…but another replaced it.  
 
    Silently, Ian drew the clean handkerchief from his pocket and offered it to her.  
 
    She blinked at it, startled, and when she took it, she let out a shaky breath, and the anger bled out of her face. She dabbed at her cheeks and shook her head.  
 
    Ian waited.  
 
    She gathered herself for a few minutes, spine curling, shoulders drooping. She was a tall woman, but she looked small, then; he was reminded of their height difference when, normally, she seemed on equal footing, with her posture and her heels and her aura of graceful command. “I love my brothers,” she said in a watery voice. “Every single stupid one of them.”  
 
    “I know you do.” 
 
    “And I know there’s no use worrying over what you can’t change – we’re all Devin Green’s monstrous offspring. No changing that. None of us was ever going to have a normal life coming from him. But sometimes – sometimes, when things are quiet, and I haven’t had to speak to Philip for two weeks, and I’m focused on work, it starts to feel normal. Like I’m not connected to this – this thing. This crime family. And then I see something on the news, and I wonder which one of my brothers has gotten shot, or shot someone, or gotten themselves tangled in an international sex trafficking ring.” She gestured to the window in front of her, to their situation. “They do bad things, but they do good things, too, and every time I wish it wasn’t connected to me at all, they go and tackle something like this, and I’m terribly proud of them, even while I’m shaking in my Louboutins.”  
 
    She dabbed her eyes and glanced over at him. “Don’t you ever wish you could stop being afraid all the time?” 
 
    “Darling, I’m a beautiful drug dealer and an MC bankroller who used to be an unpaid hooker. I will never stop being afraid.” 
 
    She coughed a little laugh and shook her head – before she rested it against his shoulder.  
 
    Ian was surprised, but not so cruel as to not put his arm around her shoulders.  
 
    “I like to think of it this way,” he said. “Despite its dangers, I’ve found it infinitely less scary to be one of the power players running the board, than being a pawn in other people’s games. Civilians live with fear, too, but lack the means to do anything about it.” 
 
    “Hm. You’re quite wise for a drug dealing, MC bankrolling, former unpaid hooker.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Don’t forget the ‘beautiful’ part.” 
 
    “Who could?” 
 
    She felt better, he could tell, and that made him feel better. Maybe it was the gin, but with each second that ticked by, he felt readier to tackle what lay ahead.  
 
    A soft knock from the door to the bathroom heralded Bruce’s appearance; he was an old pro at this, steady and unfazed throughout, and Ian felt a surge of gratitude for him. Bruce had been through so much with him, and never failed him once…save stealing his mint Milanos. But Ian was willing to let that slide.  
 
    “Sir,” he said, “the Lean Dogs have arrived.”  
 
    Ian glanced at Raven. “Shall we?” 
 
    She sighed, but the corners of her mouth twitched upward in a hint of a smile. “If we must.” 
 
    In the other room, Cassandra was still teary, and Raven went to her right away and gathered her into a close hug. Alec stood and stepped away to give them a bit of space, and moved to Ian’s side. In a low voice, he said, “What do we know about the New York Dogs?” 
 
    In truth, Ian would be glad when Charlie and the boys arrived; he would rather deal with familiar, trusted faces. But that was the beauty of the club: membership spoke to loyalty. He hoped that the Dogs on their way up were capable killers, but if they weren’t they at least weren’t traitors or enemy spies.  
 
    He heard a door open out in the suite’s sitting room, and one of his guards said, “Wait here, and Mr. Shaman will come to you.” 
 
    “It’s like that, then?” an unfamiliar voice asked.  
 
    “Shut up,” another, mellower voice said. “That’s fine.” 
 
    Ian debated on donning his jacket again, but ultimately decided his rolled-up shirtsleeves might make a better impression. He smoothed his shirtfront, flicked his hair back over his shoulders, lifted his chin, and strode into the other room, Alec a half-step behind.  
 
    The two Dogs who stood in the center of the room weren’t flying colors of any kind – no cuts, no Lean Dogs printed on their hoodies – but there could be no mistaking they belonged to an MC. From the frayed hems of their jeans, to their wallet chains, to the strong builds hidden under sweatshirts, to the sun and wind lines on their faces. They looked keenly out of place in the middle of the sumptuous suite, and Ian found that a comfort.  
 
    They turned as Ian entered, and aside from the common MC characteristics, they couldn’t have been more different. The one on the left was young, mid-twenties at most, his hair a riot of windblown strawberry-blond curls. Big blue eyes and a boyish face, a generous smattering of freckles across his cheeks and the bridge of his nose. Ian hadn’t a clue how someone so guileless and, well, cute had managed to patch into the club. None of Ghost’s boys looked this innocent.  
 
    By contrast, the man on the right had dark eyes, a hawkish face, Roman nose, and thick, jet-black hair. He looked markedly Italian, and had a distinct air of authority about him. Ian knew who he was without an introduction.  
 
    “Good evening, gentlemen, thank you for coming,” Ian said, putting on his formal voice.  
 
    “You Shaman?” the young one asked.  
 
    “I am. This is my husband, Alec.” At his gesture, Alec stepped forward, and Ian waited for some outward sign of surprise or disgust. None came.  
 
    The dark-haired man extended a hand which Ian took in a firm shake. “I’m Maverick, New York president. This pain in the ass is Pongo.” 
 
    “Hey!” the boy protested.  
 
    “Pongo?” Alec asked, as he shook both their hands in turn after Ian. “As in…the dalmatian?” 
 
    When Pongo grinned, both cheeks dimpled. “I’ve got spots.” He gestured to his freckles.  
 
    “And too much energy, most of the time,” Maverick said, earning another sound of protest, which he ignored. “I left guys in the parking lot and in the lobby, too, and there’s a team circling the block, looking for anything suspicious.” 
 
    Ian lifted his brows. “Did you bring your entire chapter?” 
 
    “Most of them. Ghost says this is where shit’s gonna go down. After what they did to my club, I want in on it,” Maverick said, gaze hardening.  
 
    He’d lost men in the bombing, Ian recalled, including his president, which had thrust Maverick into the leadership role.  
 
    “We’re taking every precaution,” he went on. “I brought my best and brightest. One of my guys was run out of the bratva years ago, so he knows how they operate. My VP used to wait tables for old man Moretti, so he’s got insider knowledge there.” 
 
    Alec whistled. “Impressive. But…their loyalty lies with the Dogs completely, right?” 
 
    “Absolutely. I’ve got no doubts about any of them.” 
 
    Ian very pointedly didn’t glance toward Pongo, but Maverick smirked anyway.  
 
    He tilted his head toward him. “This one’s moonlighting as a CI. He’s got a Vice detective on the hook.” 
 
    “And by hook, I mean…” Pongo made a crude gesture, and laughed.  
 
    Maverick silenced him with a quick slice of his hand. He met Ian’s gaze again, his own grave and determined. “Every chapter of this club knows why we’re operating in the black these days. Ghost has made it very clear that you’ve helped us step up in the world.” 
 
    Ian swallowed around a sudden lump in his throat.  
 
    “And he says you’re family.” 
 
    The lump got bigger.  
 
    “He said to let you take point on this, so whatever you need, we’ve got you.” 
 
    Ian had to take a slow breath before he could respond. He couldn’t maintain his formal tone, though. “Thank you. The first order of business is to ensure that Phillip Calloway’s sisters are secure.” 
 
    “That would be us,” Raven said from behind him. She stepped into the room with an arm around Cassandra’s shoulders, formidable and lovely again; there was no sign she’d been crying.  
 
    “Raven Blake and Cassandra Green,” Ian said with a gallant gesture toward them.  
 
    Pongo tilted his head and let out a wolf whistle. “Damn.” 
 
    Maverick smacked him upside the head.  
 
    Raven’s smile was thin and dangerous. “A pleasure, gentlemen,” she said, dryly. “Less whistling, more ass-kicking, hm?” 
 
    Maverick shot Ian a look, and Ian smirked. “You expected less from this family?” 
 
    The tiniest smile lifted one corner of the man’s mouth. “Nah. I sure didn’t.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Thirty-Three 
 
      
 
    When Maggie cracked her eyes open, she realized two things: 
 
    One, it was morning, judging by the pale, early light slanting through the gap in the curtains.  
 
    Two, she was no longer in the worn leather chair in Ghost’s office, but lying on her side on a bed. Alone.  
 
    With a pulse of worry as to Ash’s whereabouts, she hit the en suite for a hasty toothbrushing, stepped into her boots, and went in search of her family.  
 
    She found Ash first. Harry had him, holding him like a pro in front of the TV while he sipped coffee with his free hand. It was quiet, most everyone else still asleep, she supposed, but Tango was at Harry’s side, eating a granola bar, and Emmie was in the recliner, in robe and slippers, sipping from her own steaming mug.  
 
    She glanced up at Maggie’s entrance with a tired smile. “Morning. You want coffee?” She moved as if to rise.  
 
    Maggie waved her back down. “I’ll get it.” She leaned over the couch to rake her fingers through Ash’s curls. “Mama,” he babbled, smiling up at her, but seemed content to continue twirling Harry’s hoodie strings in his chubby fists. “Is Ghost in his office?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Harry said, half-turning to regard her over his shoulder. “Ash was getting fussy, he said, and didn’t want to wake you, so he brought him out here.” 
 
    “And dumped him on you?” 
 
    “I don’t mind.” He was a sweet one, that Harry. “We’re good here, if you want coffee, or to go see Ghost.”  
 
    She gave Ash’s hair one last finger-comb, then raked her nails through Harry’s red hair. “Thank you, sweetie. I won’t be long.” 
 
    They would have a big breakfast later, probably, but for now she settled for coffee and a protein bar, and headed for the office.  
 
    Ghost wasn’t alone.  
 
    Their FBI expat was seated across from him, hair still damp from the shower, and he was wearing his prospect cut again. Interesting.  
 
    Their conversation cut off as she entered. Ghost looked up from his coffee. “Hi, baby. You get enough sleep?” 
 
    “Probably too much. I distinctly remember falling asleep in that chair.” She bypassed it this morning, in favor of dragging one of the smaller ones over to sit at the corner of the desk, beside Ghost.  
 
    “I thought you’d wake up when I carried you, but you were out cold.” 
 
    “You carried me? I wish I had been awake for that.” 
 
    He smirked and leaned over for his morning kiss, once she was settled in her chair. “Next time.” 
 
    “Big-talker. The first time you carry me in years, and I missed it.” 
 
    Maddox coughed, and she turned to find him glancing pointedly away from them, hands fidgeting in his lap, radiating awkwardness.  
 
    “I think we’re making your new prospect uncomfortable,” she said in a stage whisper.  
 
    Maddox blushed. “Oh, no – um, no…ma’am, I’m not – I’m not a prospect.” 
 
    “You’re not? But you look so handsome in your new cut.” 
 
    His blush deepened. “Um, well…” 
 
    “Mags,” Ghost warned, a threat of laughter in his voice.  
 
    “I’m just saying.” She sipped her coffee. “Okay, so, other than pawning our child off on poor Harry–” 
 
    “Hey, he volunteered.” 
 
    “–what are you up to this morning?” 
 
    “I was asking Maddox here about Agent Jansen, and he’s not been a lick of help.” 
 
    “Maybe he doesn’t know him.” 
 
    “He’s also sitting right here,” Maddox said, blush giving way to mild indignation. “And no, I haven’t ever met him. I only ever worked out of the Texas field office. It’s not like there’s just one FBI unit that moves around from city to city.” 
 
    “That’s a shame,” Ghost said. “Be better if there were less of you.” 
 
    “Hey, I quit. Don’t lump me in with the rest.” 
 
    “Jansen,” Maggie said, sipping her coffee and mulling it over. “Why does that sound familiar? I didn’t recognize him to look at,” she clarified, when Ghost and Maddox both shot her curious looks. “And it’s a common name, I know. But something…” She tapped her nails against her mug. She knew she’d heard that name before, or read it; some folded-back mental page was rustling, waiting for her to take hold and smooth it out. “Have you got Ratchet on it?” 
 
    “Yeah. I doubt he even slept.” He fired off a text, and Ratchet was coming into the office in less than a minute, carrying his open laptop.  
 
    “Okay, so, you won’t believe what I found,” he said as he dropped down in the chair next to Maddox. “No such thing as a coincidence, though, huh? Jansen used to be partnered up with Agent–” 
 
    “Gray!” Maggie bolted upright, nearly sloshing coffee, as the knowledge struck her. “He was Agent Gray’s partner. Right?” 
 
    Ratchet sent her an owlish look. “Whoa. How did you know that?” 
 
    “Back when he was being a pain in the ass, we dug up that old article.”  
 
    Still stunned, Ratchet turned his laptop around so she could see the screen. “This one?” 
 
    “That’s it.” 
 
    It had stuck out at the time because it was the only bit of intel they’d been able to gather. Ratchet hadn’t wanted to risk hacking – or even attempting to hack – federal servers, and the exploits of federal agents weren’t publicized the way they often were for local officers. He’d run an algorithm that yielded mostly junk, but which, finally, informed them that, as a young man, pre-fed Gray had worked as a beat cop, one who’d gotten into a rather high-profile shootout with a nasty street gang in Pennsylvania. Maggie scanned the article, familiar details popping out at her. Four officers had died that day, but Gray and his partner – yep, Patrick Jansen, with a photo and everything – had known about a rear entrance to the building and managed to make it inside without suffering injury. Despite SWAT’s arrival on the scene, Gray and Jansen had marched the perps out themselves, hailed as courageous heroes. 
 
    “How did you remember that?” Ghost asked. 
 
    She tapped at her temple. “Steel trap. Also, something about it always stank.” 
 
    “What was the gang?” Ghost asked. 
 
    Ratchet turned the computer back around so he could read it. “Red 10. They’re no longer in operation. That raid took the leadership off the board and they just kinda dissolved after that. Remaining members hooked up with other gangs, or wound up in prison for other offences.”  
 
    “And they weren’t just trafficking dugs, were they?” Maggie said.  
 
    “No.” He shook his head. “Girls, too.” 
 
    Maddox had gone wide-eyed and a little pale. “Can I see that?” 
 
    Ratchet passed him the laptop. His brows scaled his forehead as he read.  
 
    “What I wondered about then,” Maggie said, “is the way the two of them, in their police blues, and with nothing but their sidearms, managed to breach the perimeter and get inside the building when SWAT couldn’t.” 
 
    “They let them come in,” Ghost said, expression wry. “Because they were on the take, and the gang trusted them.” 
 
    Ratchet said, “Dude. Shit, yeah, that tracks.” 
 
    “He had it out for us from the start,” Ghost said. “And, based on that article, I thought maybe he just hated outlaws.” 
 
    “With no other context, you could even argue some sort of PTSD response,” Maggie said.  
 
    “Yeah. But I’m betting he and Jansen were already getting tied up with Abacus back then. They were compromised before they ever joined the Bureau.” 
 
    “And how many others are the same way?” Maggie asked. “How many young, impressionable cops or Quantico students did they get their hooks into?” 
 
    Maddox lifted his head, and turned to each of them in turn; all eyes were trained on him, now. “Don’t look at me. How would I know?” 
 
    “Well,” Ghost said, dryly, “seeing as how you’re the only one of us who’s actually ever worn a badge, I’d say you know better than we do.” 
 
    Maddox scowled, and returned his gaze to the laptop. “Trust me. All of this is new to me.” 
 
    “Corruption in general? Or on this scale.” 
 
    “Both.” And he sounded devastated.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Mercy hated that it sometimes took crises to remind them of the important things, and the ways in which they’d let their life lapse into “good enough” territory. He and Ava still kissed goodbye every morning, and goodnight before bed. They squeezed in sex where they could, as difficult as that could be with three children under ten.  
 
    But it wasn’t until they were all five parked at a picnic table eating roast beef sandwiches that Mercy realized Ava’s custom of bringing him lunch with the boys had fallen off once Millie was born. She used to bring sandwiches, Remy, and Cal, and eat with the bike shop crew most afternoons. She was her own boss, essentially, and could so such things – but three kids, and a tense year or so for the club had altered that.  
 
    He hiked Millie up higher in his lap, offered her the corner of his own sandwich, and wished that he’d bothered to feel bad about this before.  
 
    Ava was pushing a straw into Cal’s juice box and glanced up, briefly, missing nothing. “What?” 
 
    He smiled. “I miss this. All of us together for lunch.” 
 
    She smiled, too, but shook her head a fraction. “We wouldn’t be having it now if not for–” 
 
    “I know. I don’t miss that part. Just us together.” 
 
    Juice box safely delivered to Cal’s waiting hands, all three kids munching or drinking, she met his gaze properly, her own going wistful. “I know, baby. I miss it, too.” 
 
    “Daddy,” Remy spoke up. Mercy couldn’t get over how grave and serious he was; wasn’t sure if that was his own latent personality coming through, or some combination of all his genetics. “Can we play football later?” 
 
    For Remy, “playing football” was essentially catch; he was small, but his hands were already big, and Mercy had been using a bright orange Nerf football to toss back and forth. A glance at Ava resulted in a nod: they’d packed it. “Sure, buddy. And if I’m busy, I’m sure someone will play with you.” 
 
    Remy made a very subtle face. 
 
    “Hey, Uncle Aidan’s not got a bad arm.” 
 
    “Carter is better,” Remy said, and Ava stifled a laugh in her hand.  
 
    “They can compete for your favor, then,” Mercy said, and Remy finally grinned.  
 
    Millie abandoned the sandwich half, and he picked it up and resumed eating. “Fillette?” 
 
    “Hm?” She was tending to her own lunch.  
 
    “I hate to say it…”  
 
    She lowered her sandwich, expression mirroring Remy’s serious one; maybe she was where he got it.  
 
    “I do hate to say it,” he repeated.  
 
    “But you think you’ll have to go north.” It wasn’t a question. 
 
    Mercy tugged Millie in close to his chest, and she snuggled back, content to be hugged. “You know I don’t want to leave you all.” And he didn’t; he ached in anticipation. 
 
    Ava smiled, soft and wry. “Nah, I get it. Those boys need all the help they can get.” 
 
    “I’ll come back as quick as I can.” 
 
    “You always do.” 
 
    He smiled. “I love you. More than anything.” 
 
    She smiled back, bracketed by their two boys, sleep-deprived, stressed, and gorgeous as ever. “I know. Me, too.” 
 
    He didn’t want to leave, no, and no one had even asked him to yet.  
 
    But this club had offered him a second chance; had given him the love of his life, and his family, and a future. Whenever he could, he would return the favor.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Thirty-Four 
 
      
 
    A smiling idiot with poodle hair and a black hoodie met them in the lobby. Even without the jeans, boots, and wallet chain, Tenny would have clocked him as a Dog from a mile off. As it was, he turned to them from the bar, bottled Budweiser in-hand, tilted his head, and said, “You Fox?” 
 
    “That’s brilliant,” Fox said, as their group closed the gap toward him. “Let’s just be announcing each other’s names out loud.” 
 
    He scanned all of them, head tilted to an appraising angle when he got to Eden and Axelle, standing at the end beside Albie. Said, “Well, whoever’s watching us knows who we are already, so.” He shrugged and took a sip of his beer. “What’s it matter?” 
 
    “Who are you?” Albie asked, bowing up. 
 
    “Pongo.” He extended a lazy hand Fox’s way. “Your sisters are under a tight watch. You’re welcome.” 
 
    Fox accepted his shake, and Tenny noted the way his knuckles turned white, and the way Pongo’s generous mouth thinned with discomfort. “Appreciate it, mate. Where’s your boss?” 
 
    Pongo withdrew his hand and flexed his fingers. “Upstairs with Shaman’s people.” In a more sincere voice: “I wasn’t kidding. He and your sisters are swamped with guards, man.” 
 
    Fox nodded. “Send word we’re coming up.” 
 
    Pongo took another sip and reached for his phone.  
 
    Tenny scanned the lobby as they walked toward the elevator bank, and noted the others doing the same. Most of the foot traffic was corporate types with rolling luggage, talking into cellphones and checking watches.  A woman sat alone in a corner, sipping wine, and gave him a thorough once-over as he passed. There were no red flags. No one looked suspicious.  
 
    Until they reached the elevators.  
 
    There was a whole long row of gold-plated doors framed by slim silver trash cans and potted palms; only one set of doors, though, was bracketed by two men who came from very different walks of life, but who were serving the same purpose. On the left, a tall, broad-shouldered security guard in a black-on-black suit, the coils of an earpiece snaking around the back of his neck, his expression cool and blank. One of Ian’s, doubtless.  
 
    Opposite him, slouched back against the wall with an elbow resting on top of a trashcan, was a too-thin man with a hood pulled up over shaggy black hair, a lip ring, and a half-laced pair of combat boots with his skinny jeans stuffed down the tops. He was scrolling on his phone with an oblivious aura, but his gaze, when it snapped up to them, was dark and calculating and cold in a way Tenny was all too familiar with. He was a Dog, going by the wallet chain and the subtle silk-screened paw print on his hoodie, but, unlike Pongo, this was one who’d stuck a knife in someone before.  
 
    Ian’s man acknowledged their approach with a nod, and murmured something into the mic up his sleeve.  
 
    But it was the Lean Dog who pushed off the wall and greeted them. In Russian. “Maverick says you speak many languages?” It was a question and a test all in one. Tenny was a little bit impressed.  
 
    “He’s right,” Fox replied in kind.  
 
    “And he’s not the only one with tricks,” Tenny said, and drew the first flicker of emotion from the man’s face: a quirk of a black brow. “Do we pass inspection, comrade?” 
 
    Fox huffed what might have been an amused sound, or a sigh, or some combination of both.  
 
    “You brought women?” 
 
    “Professionals,” Fox corrected. “Good for more than guarding lifts.” 
 
    The Russian’s lips pressed together in a flat, unimpressed line, but he punched the UP button. “They’re in four-ten,” he said in heavily-accented English, then resumed his slouch against the wall.  
 
    “Warm welcome,” Eden quipped once they were on board and heading up. “What do we know about the New York chapter? ‘Cause I can’t even guess after meeting those two.” 
 
    Fox shrugged, gaze fixed on the floor counter. “I met Mav a few years back. He’s solid. I don’t know what his crew’s like these days, though. He had a clown and an ex-bratva killer waiting for us. That speaks to interesting choices.”  
 
    “Or it’s only a more diverse hiring pool,” Tenny pointed out. 
 
    Fox’s wavy, gold reflection smirked. “And we finally hear from the brat in the back. If you hadn’t antagonized that one just now, I’d have thought you’d gone mute.” 
 
    Tenny frowned – but he had been quiet. Reese had begun shooting him these looks, much like he was doing now, the weight of his regard heavy against the side of Tenny’s face.  
 
    Their trip had been uneventful, but long. They’d taken two vehicles, since the girls had tagged along last minute; Albie had ridden with them in Axelle’s GTO, which left Fox, Tenny, Reese, and Evan in the club truck, towing the bikes and their gear in the utility trailer. They’d taken turns with the driving, and driven straight through, save stops for gas and snacks, restroom breaks and the occasional leg stretch. Fox had confiscated the wheel for the last leg, when they hit city-inbound traffic, and then impossible Manhattan traffic (parking the trailer had been a bitch). Riding shotgun, Tenny had found himself with an elbow propped in the window, watching the sunset wink off windows as the city came to life with a thousand, thousand lights. Fleeting quips about the traffic, their fellow motorists, and Fox’s driving had passed through his mind…but flown right out again. 
 
    He'd thought it would be nice to get back to a real city – to feel the hum of humanity and possibility. So many targets, so many risks; alleyways and sleek high-rises and posh settings had always been more his scene than quaint shops and run-down gas stations and sweet tea. The American South was mind-boggling, but New York he understood. It also should have been a relief to put some distance between them and Marshall Hunter.  
 
    But he’d spent far too much of the trip checking the rearview mirrors for a tail. At a McDonald’s in Virginia, he’d been halfway across the parking lot, hand already reaching for a knife before he realized the face he’d glimpsed from the truck belonged to a father with three young children, and not the object of his hatred. As the tires hissed over the bridge on their way into the city, he realized for the first time just how difficult it would prove to keep Reese safe in a place like this. Back home – God, Dartmoor was home, now – he could see someone coming; here, danger lurked around every corner. And maybe Hunter was going rogue, coming after them…or maybe Hunter’s masters wanted Reese dead just as badly. They wanted all of them dead, probably, but Tenny wasn’t worried for himself or anyone else. Only Reese.  
 
    Reese who stared at him now.  
 
    Tenny ignored him, and told Evan, “Your shirt’s wrinkled all to be damned.” 
 
    Axelle snorted while Evan made displeased noises.  
 
    Room 410 boasted more guards at the door – all Ian’s black-suit-clad team this time – and Bruce greeted them when they entered. It was a large suite, complete with sitting room, two bedrooms and two bathrooms, and it had been turned into a command center of sorts; several laptops were open and men were on phones or speaking into mics and earpieces. Ian was on the phone, too, but came to shake their hands and introduce the president of the New York Dogs. Maverick proved to be calm and seemingly competent, Tenny admitted, if grudgingly.  
 
    “That’s just Toly,” he said of the man who’d met them down at the elevator. “He won’t win Miss Congeniality anytime soon, but he’s one of my best.” 
 
    “And the dolt at the bar?” Fox asked, brow quirked.  
 
    Maverick’s smile had gone rueful. “He has his own value – and he’s learning.” 
 
    Cassandra flung herself at her brothers and, despite the dried tear tracks on her face managed to blush at Reese. Tenny rolled his eyes and went to prowl through the suite rather than witness it – and rather than share in the reunion. Blood relation or not, she and Raven weren’t his family. He was here because he had an op to work; because his boss had sent him and he would see the job done.  
 
    A little poking about found him a quiet spot in one of the bedrooms; two black suitcases sat at the foot of the bed, and the space smelled faintly of Ian’s cologne. The window overlooked the park: a sea of dark tree shapes and the glow of the lampposts set along the paths. He propped a shoulder against the cool glass and stared out at the way the breeze shifted limbs across the light, and tried unsuccessfully to push his nagging worries aside. 
 
    The tread of a step across the carpet tightened all his nerves, and his hand fell automatically to his hip, and the knife tucked there – but the scent of expensive cologne swelled, and a moment later a drink was held beneath his nose, ice cubes clinking together invitingly. He followed Ian’s slender fingers, wrapped around the glass, all the way up his arm, the unbuttoned throat of his shirt, and to his face, finally, which looked tired and concerned in a way it hadn’t out in the sitting room. The face of a man who’d taken his mask off.  
 
    “What?” Tenny asked, but he took the glass, the biting cold of it welcome against his palm.  
 
    “You’ve just driven all the way from Tennessee with that lot.” He mirrored Tenny’s pose against the window. “I figured you could use a drink.” 
 
    “Hm.” It was a gin and tonic, and a strong one at that. “‘That lot’?” he echoed. “You’re not ‘pleased to see us’?” Which was what he’d said minutes ago, in front of everyone.  
 
    “Oh, I am, don’t doubt it.” Ian made an elegant face of disgust. “But that Evan – the state of his shirt.” 
 
    Tenny snorted and took another long swallow of G&T.  
 
    Ian’s expression softened. “I am happy to see you, though.” He offered a fractional smile, and Tenny didn’t miss the shift from pleased to happy. “I’m afraid I’m not all that good at comforting sisters when they’ve had a fright.” 
 
    “And you think I am?” Tenny shifted his gaze back through the window. “They’re not my family, no matter what the DNA says. I’m not here for them.” 
 
    “No,” Ian said, “I suppose you’re not.” 
 
    His tone was hard to read, but his regard, when Tenny flicked a glance to check it, was neither judgmental nor disapproving. It simply…was. A little fond. A little melancholy. The real him, Tenny though; the true Ian. 
 
    Reese would have loved that. Real. He had Tenny thinking of the truth that lay beneath, as if it was somehow more authentic than the truths people concocted to keep themselves powerful and safe.  
 
    Ian tilted his head, hair rustling against the back of his shirt. “Have you looked at the file I gave you yet?” 
 
    Tenny took another swallow, and let his gaze drop to Ian’s square-toed shoes against the patterned carpet, shame burning worse than the gin. “No.” 
 
    “I understand,” Ian said. “Once you know, you can’t take back the knowledge. Sometimes it’s better wondering, than to be sure.” 
 
    Tenny glanced up at him through his lashes. “You really believe that?” 
 
    Ian’s smile was grim. “Yes. But I don’t think you do.” He stepped away from the window, offering Tenny’s shoulder a firm squeeze before he left. “But does it matter? You’re going to kill the bastard either way, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Yeah. I am.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Thirty-Five 
 
      
 
    Eden was no stranger to fatigue. As an agent, she’d pulled plenty of all-nighters: hunched over paperwork with crap coffee from the canteen; sitting surveillance on a house from the cracked vinyl of an undercover van seat. But tonight went beyond mere sleeplessness, physical exertion, or even a too-long car ride. She felt as if she’d fallen down a flight of stairs – and then gotten hammered to soften the pain. She felt bruised: wrung-out and queasy and like even lying down would be too much effort.  
 
    She followed Raven into the second bedroom and gladly slumped down at the small table there, elbows braced on the tabletop. She hadn’t wanted Fox to know how ragged she felt, but now it was just the girls and keeping her spine straight was no longer an option.  
 
    “Oh, poor thing. I’d offer you a drink, but…” Raven gestured vaguely to her own stomach. “Water?” 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    “I’ll take a drink,” Axelle said, sitting down across from Eden and making a face. “Sorry.” 
 
    Eden waved her off. “You drove the whole way. When I think about how much coffee you had, it gives me a stomachache.” 
 
    “Everything gives you a stomachache these days,” Axelle said, and saluted Raven when she set a small, minibar bottle of wine down in front of her, and a water bottle in front of Eden.  
 
    “Albie offered to swap with you.” 
 
    “Hmph.” Axelle shook her head as she cracked the seal on her bottle. “I love him, but he’s not driving my baby unless it’s absolutely necessary.” 
 
    Eden withheld a surprised smile as she opened her water. It was the first time Axelle had used the L-word with regard to Albie. She was glad for her…and more than a little sorry for herself, a petty sentiment that she drowned by chugging half the bottle of water.  
 
    Raven perched on the end of the bed and crossed one long leg over the other. “I’m sure the trip was hell, but I’m glad you’re here. Cass and I are a little less outnumbered, now, on the woman’s intuition front.” 
 
    Eden dabbed her mouth dry with her sleeve and rotated in her chair so she faced the sisters; Cassandra had dropped down beside Raven, and Raven looped their arms together immediately. “How bad has it been?” 
 
    “Oh, you know.” Raven waved a hand, tone breezy. “The panic, the chaos, and then lots of sweaty men all trying to take charge. The usual.” She rolled her eyes, but there was no disguising the tension in her face. Her eyes were a little glassy – from alcohol, Eden suspected – but there were certain kinds of stress that couldn’t be diluted. 
 
    “Have you gotten anywhere with hotel security? Camera footage? Witnesses? Any of the staff see anything?” 
 
    “No, no, no.” Raven counted off on her fingers. “None of us are ‘law enforcement,’ ugh, so they won’t turn anything over to us. They offered to call the police, and Alec had to charm them out of it. Our solution, then, is for the most conspicuous assholes on the planet to stand outside our door and wander the halls until a bad guy jumps up like a Jack-it-the-box.” She pinched the bridge of her nose. “It’s hopeless.” 
 
    “Well.” Axelle had finished off her wine with alarming speed and headed for the minibar to find another. “Maybe not, now that the Spy Squad is here.” 
 
    “Are we calling them that?” Eden asked, chuckling.  
 
    Axelle straightened from the fridge, victorious, and grinned. “We’re calling ourselves that. You wanted to come,” she reminded. “Which means you’re part of the squad, too.” 
 
    “Ugh. Petition for a name change.” 
 
    “Nope.” Axelle smiled wide, and Eden found herself echoing her. It felt good to laugh a little, even at silly things.  
 
    It couldn’t last, though. “There’s something that’s been bothering me.” 
 
    “Just one thing?” Raven asked.  
 
    “I tried to puzzle it out on the drive. How did anyone know you were here?” 
 
    “I mean…stalkers gonna stalk, right?” Axelle asked.  
 
    “Yes, but even the most sophisticated of stalkers hits a snag now and then. Raven, you and Cassandra flew commercial to America.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “That means there’s a paper trail – or, well, digital trail, I suppose. Let’s say Abacus has been watching all of us for much longer than we first thought – since the attacks in Amarillo, or even earlier.” 
 
    Axelle and Raven nodded, Raven with an impatient exhale.  
 
    “They’re powerful, and they have resources, so we can assume they got hold of your flight information.” 
 
    “That’s why we flew to Tennessee and took Ian’s jet here. He didn’t even tell his pilot until the morning we took off, and he says his people are trustworthy.” 
 
    “They probably are, which means the trail went cold. Then you show up in New York, and within hours, Abacus knows which hotel you’re in, and which room you’re in.” 
 
    “It was the security team I hired, obviously. I had to make those arrangements in advance.” 
 
    “Let’s say for a second it was them, and you told them to meet you in the lobby – did you give them your room number?” 
 
    She shrugged. “No, but they could have got it at the desk.” 
 
    “Did you ask them?” 
 
    “Not personally,” Raven huffed. “Bruce did it.” 
 
    Eden made a go on gesture, which had Raven narrowing her eyes.  
 
    “They said no one inquired about me, but they could have been lying.” 
 
    Eden traded a glance with Axelle, whose expression showed dawning understanding.  
 
    “That would mean both the security company and the hotel were in Abacus’s pocket,” Axelle said, frowning, and shook her head. “I dunno.” 
 
    “Have we not already agreed on the powerful and far-reaching part?” Raven asked.  
 
    “Yes, but my experience with these sorts of groups – not that I’ve faced one this big, I’ll admit – is that, while they do possess an awful lot of sway and have hand-picked stooges in positions of power, they can’t control everything, despite portraying themselves that way.  
 
    “I looked up the company you hired,” Eden continued, “and they have a sterling reputation. All the celebrities use them. They were photographed escorting a Kardashian just last week. You didn’t hire a corrupt agency, Raven.” 
 
    “Then what’s your theory?” 
 
    “That someone contacted them and told them to drop you. Perhaps even threatened them.” 
 
    “Yeah, but, unless they tapped her phones, how would they know she’d hired them?” Axelle asked.  
 
    “Maybe they didn’t. Maybe they knew she was here and assumed she’d hire the firm with the best reputation.” 
 
    Raven made a frustrated sound. “Even if you’re right, why does that matter? It doesn’t change that we’ve been threatened.” 
 
    “I want to know where the leak is,” Eden said, “so we can pinch it off. Somehow, your movements were made known. They knew you were coming to New York, and this is Ian’s usual New York hotel. If they can find out flight records, they could find out which rooms were booked – they might even know Ian usually rents the same suite.” 
 
    “I certainly didn’t tell anyone outside of the family,” Raven said.  
 
    Silence. 
 
    And then Raven’s expression smoothed. Her brows went up, and her head turned slowly toward her sister.  
 
    Oh no, Eden thought, stomach turning over again.  
 
    “Cass,” Raven said in a careful, brittle voice.  
 
    Cassandra had the same ice-blue eyes as all of Devin’s offspring, but hers were currently wide and frightened as her gaze shifted from face to face. “What? You don’t – you can’t seriously think I’m that stupid.” Strained and desperate: “You don’t think I told anyone, do you?” 
 
    “Not maliciously, no,” Eden said. “But have you spoken with any of your friends about coming here? About what’s going on?” She spotted the iPhone resting on the coverlet at Cassandra’s hip, its case a colorful splash of anime characters in dynamic poses. “Any Twitter? Facebook?” 
 
    “No!” Cassandra’s expression went fierce, hands balling to fists on her thighs. “I’ve known my family was screwed up since I was four-years-old!” 
 
    Eden winced internally.  
 
    “It was always ‘don’t talk about this,’ and ‘don’t tell anyone what your brothers do,’” she went on, eyes brightening with tears. She gestured toward the other room. “I know not to run my mouth.” 
 
    Eden felt ruthless for wanting to turn the screws – God, what did that say about her future maternal instincts, wanting to grill a teenager? – but this was too important for feelings.  
 
    She didn’t have to step in, though. Raven’s gaze narrowed to a terrifying angle and she said, “You’re constantly on that bloody phone.” 
 
    Cassandra swiped at her eyes, but didn’t back down; she pivoted so she sat sideways on the bed, facing her sister, spine straight and tense. “Yeah, talking to my friends. Posting my art. I’m not talking about our crime family’s secret whereabouts! Oh my God. Do you really think I did this?” Her gaze swept toward Axe, and then Eden, brimming with contempt. “I’m not a kid. I know that people would kill me to hurt my brothers. I know that. Is it so bad if I talk to my friends about TV?” 
 
    “No,” Eden said, aiming for soft. “It’s not. It’s only–” 
 
    Raven interrupted. “It’s bad if your friends are some sort of catfishing–” 
 
    “Oh my–” 
 
    “Ladies,” Eden pleaded. “Can we–”  
 
    “Hey, Cass!” Axelle interjected, nearly shouting. The room fell silent – Raven glaring at the interruption – and, in a softer tone, Axelle said, “You got into that really prestigious art clinic, yeah?” 
 
    Cassandra drew up, defensive, but said, “Yeah.” 
 
    “Is there a group chat for it? For everyone who got accepted?” 
 
    Raven’s face twisted, but Eden sent her a quick shushing gesture, which earned a glare. She kept quiet, though.  
 
    “…Yeah.” Cassandra’s gaze shifted, back and forth.  
 
    Axelle offered a disarming smile. “That’s cool. It gives you a chance to get to know everyone before the clinic starts.” 
 
    Cassandra looked even more suspicious. “Yeah. That’s the point of it.” 
 
    “You made any friends that way yet?” 
 
    “Bloody – let’s not be cute about this,” Raven snapped. “Cassandra, who’ve you been chatting with?” She held out her palm. “Let me see.” 
 
    Cassandra snatched her phone up and pressed its dark screen to her chest. “It’s my phone.” 
 
    Eden and Axelle traded a glance; propriety wasn’t exactly a denial of having said too much. 
 
    Raven stared her down with an icy fury reminiscent of Walsh. “Give it to me.” 
 
    The moment stretched before, finally, Cassandra wiped at her tears with an angry sniff, unlocked her phone, opened an app and passed it over.  
 
    Raven scrolled for a while, brows climbing higher and higher. “Kaitlin and Brandon. These are other artists in the clinic?” 
 
    Cassandra dropped her head, so her dark hair veiled her face. “Yes,” she said in a small voice.  
 
    Entirely too calm, Raven said, “Brandon, it seems, was especially impressed with the photos of the hotel.” 
 
    Eden sucked in a breath. 
 
    “Shit,” Axelle whispered.  
 
    Cassandra trembled, faintly. “They’re my friends. They’re students, like me. Not gangsters.” She sounded defeated and frightened, though. Not at all sure of her words.  
 
    “Photos?” Eden asked. She felt a little faint.  
 
    Raven stood and handed the phone over. And there were photos, plenty of them, everything from the barn at Briar Hall, to the inside of Ian’s jet, to the posh lobby of the Ritz. She’d kept her new friends apprised of her whole trip, their chat full of exclamations and emojis and “squee”s at the prospect of finally meeting in person.  
 
    Stunned, Eden slid the phone over so Axelle could look.  
 
    “Well,” Raven said, “now we know where the leak is.” She settled back on the bed with a calm weariness, but no longer seemed livid.  
 
    “They’re just students,” Cassandra sniffled, miserable. “They’re my friends.” 
 
    Raven touched the top of her head. “Darling, I wish that was true.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    A cushy chair and a glass of minibar whiskey went a long way toward easing Fox’s road stiffness. It was with no small amount of chagrin that he recognized he wasn’t as young as he used to be. He’d once been able to stay up all night, hugging a tree trunk with night vision goggles strapped to his face, drop down, fight ten guys, jog back to his bike, and be good for another full day of the same with only a little coffee and toast. Now his joints ached and his eyes were gritty.  
 
    They gathered in the suite’s sitting room, scattered across the sofas and aforementioned cushy chairs. Maverick handed around drinks and Fox glanced up as Ian returned to their gathering, Tenny in tow. A quick, sideways glance proved that Reese – seated on one end of a sofa beside Evan – lifted his head when Tenny entered, pale brows drawing together the barest fraction. Tenny carried a drink he hadn’t had before, and he looked a little less pinched in the face; he followed close at Ian’s heels, not aiming for personal space or any sort of charade. The corner of Reese’s mouth twitched down, and Fox wondered if he was worried, or maybe jealous. Perhaps worrying if he ought to be jealous.  
 
    The two split apart, though. Ian perched on the arm of Alec’s chair, who tried to get up and offer his husband the seat – for appearance’s sake, Fox figured; the Great Lord Shaman should have been the one in the chair, and Alec sitting accessory. But Ian waved him back down and organized his long limbs with a dancer’s grace, unbothered by the arrangement.  
 
    Tenny went over to the sofa, glanced flat-faced down at Evan, and said, “Move, shithead.” 
 
    “Rude,” Evan muttered, but slid over, and let Tenny drop down to wedge himself against Reese’s side.  
 
    Reese’s brow smoothed.  
 
    “Alright,” Fox said. “Walk us through your setup.” 
 
    Maverick nodded. “We’ve got Shaman’s people in the suite, hallways, and in the lobby. As far as my guys go, you saw Pongo and Toly downstairs. I’ve also got guys on the street; they’re moving in shifts, plainclothes so they don’t attract attention. No one goes in or out of the hotel without having their pic snapped.” He pulled out his phone and offered it to Fox; Albie leaned in close so they could both see the array of telephoto lens snaps taken of each entrance to the hotel. “Even got the emergency exits covered.” 
 
    It wasn’t a bad use of resources, all things considered. “Good.” 
 
    “Also,” Maverick continued, “we’re on good terms with the crew who runs the bar on the corner. If anything too obvious heads our way, they’ll let us know.” 
 
    “Right. So. If we’ve got the hotel on lockdown, then we can use it as our base.” He took a sip. “Not the best option – too many windows, too many chances for a security breach, too many civilians.” 
 
    “Maybe that works in our favor,” Albie offered. “These guys are operating under the public radar. They won’t want to cause a huge scene and end up on the news.” 
 
    “No,” Fox agreed, “but there’s a lot of them and they’re good. Still. If they know we’re here, there’s no sense moving; they’ll find us wherever we go.” 
 
    “A lovely thought,” Ian said with an attempt at dry wit. His throat bobbed as he swallowed.  
 
    “Base?” Evan asked. He leaned forward around Tenny and Reese. “Aren’t we just gonna take your sisters and…” He jerked a thumb over his shoulder and whistled.  
 
    “And do what?” Fox countered. “We talked about this in the truck. I was on the phone with Ghost for an hour.” 
 
    Evan went sheepish. “I was taking a nap.” 
 
    “Jesus Christ,” Tenny muttered.  
 
    “Don’t berate the boy,” Fox said, mildly. “He’s our secret weapon.” 
 
    “I’m what?” Evan asked.  
 
    Tenny turned a scathing look on Fox that plainly said you’re joking.  
 
    “Our dear Evan,” Fox continued, “hasn’t been targeted. Hasn’t even been mentioned. He isn’t on these wankers’ shit list because, quite frankly, nobody thinks he’s any sort of threat.” 
 
    “That hurts, bro.” 
 
    “The plan – which you clearly slept through the discussing of earlier – is no longer to guard our flanks and chip away at the underbelly of the beast. We’re going straight for the throat. And you, Evan,” Fox grinned at him in a way that had Evan shrinking away, “have the vital role of pretending to be an idiot douchebag.” 
 
    Albie smothered a chuckle.  
 
    “Finally,” Tenny said, “a part he’s been practicing for his whole life.” 
 
    “I have feelings, you know. And, also, um, what the hell do you mean by idiot douchebag?” 
 
    “We’ve been fighting these people,” Fox said. “And that’s not working. Time to change tack – we’re going to court them instead.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    They talked through and fine-tuned their multi-front approach for hours. Fox had just decided to send someone to fetch the girls, when they came to them – or, rather, Axelle did. She looked tense in a way she hadn’t when they first arrived. “Babe. Fox. Y’all are gonna want to come hear this.” 
 
    Several other heads perked up. “Everything okay?” Alec asked. 
 
    “Yeah. We’ll fill everyone in, but I think Albie and Fox should hear it first.” She hesitated. “It’s about Cassandra.” 
 
    Fox traded a glance with Albie, whose brows rose in subtle alarm, and they got up to follow Axelle to the suite’s second bedroom.  
 
    She paused outside the closed door, and turned to them, frowning. “Okay, she did something stupid and careless – but she didn’t do it on purpose, and she feels terrible about it.” 
 
    Fox could feel his gaze narrowing. “What did she do?” The whiskey he’d downed burned off in an instant, and left him far too sharp and sober. 
 
    “I’ll let her and Raven tell you. And who knows: maybe we can turn this around and use it in our favor somehow.” 
 
    Albie started to ask something, but Axelle pressed the handle and led them into the room.  
 
    Cassandra was sitting on the bed beside Raven; they weren’t touching, but Raven projected that cool, steady aura of support that reminded Fox so much of Phillip. Cass had been crying, and fresh tears welled up in her puffy eyes as she told them about her chat room, but she didn’t flinch away and she kept her head up through the telling.  
 
    Albie kept muttering, “Christ, Cass.” 
 
    Fox stood still and silent, hands in his pockets. When she was done, and had said sorry for the fifteenth time, he shook out a cigarette and lit up.  
 
    “You can’t smoke in here,” Raven said.  
 
    “Stop me.” He turned and left the room. 
 
    “Fox!” 
 
    He went back through the sitting room, ignored Ian and Alec’s inquiries, and snapped his fingers at Tenny. Follow me, he said with a glance, and for once, the brat didn’t argue.  
 
    He already knew that Ian had rented out the entire floor for them. At a glance, a security thug let him into an empty suite, and a moment later, Tenny followed – with Reese in tow. Fox thought about sending him away, but those two were basically one conglomerate creature these days, and Reese could keep Tenny calm like no one else, so…whatever.  
 
    Fox took a deep drag off his smoke as Reese eased the door shut. 
 
    Tenny folded his arms and said, “What did that stupid little bitch fuck up?” 
 
    Fox took another drag, then set his still-smoking cig aside in a crystal bowl on the nearest table. He spun his rings around, so the fat Dog stamps were inside his fist, took two steps forward, and swung at Tenny.  
 
    Tenny dodged, because he was a fast little fucker, and Reese sprang up between them immediately, a hand on each of their chests.  
 
    “Stop,” he said, and then turned to Tenny and said, “stop calling your sister a bitch.” Back to Fox, he repeated, “Stop.”  
 
    Fox read it as a plea.  
 
    “Fuck you,” Tenny spat, but turned away and raked fingers through his hair, mollified for now. 
 
    Fox went back for his cigarette. “So,” he said, placidly, “Cass has been chatting with the other clinic kids, and posting photos. Eden thinks that’s how Abacus knew where to find them.” 
 
    Tenny still had his back turned, stone-still. 
 
    Reese frowned and said, “Abacus is running the clinic?” 
 
    “We don’t know yet,” Fox said. “But I think it’s safe to say that’s the only way anyone found them here. We need to…fuck.” He rubbed at his eyes, exhausted suddenly. There was a chair behind him, and he slumped down into it. “We need to look into this clinic. I wasn’t gonna let her go, given what’s happening, but it’s clearly not a coincidence.”  
 
    Slowly, Tenny turned back around, arms folded again, expression blank. “Some family you have there.” 
 
    “Yours too, asshole,” Fox said, without any real heat. He was too tired for this; too…done. “Okay, so, we’ll adjust tomorrow’s plans. Someone has to go to that fucking art center and check it out.” 
 
    Reese nodded.  
 
    Tenny scoffed. 
 
    A light rap sounded at the door, and when Reese opened it, Eden stepped through. She glanced between them all. “Everything okay?” 
 
    “Brilliant,” Fox and Tenny said in unplanned unison.  
 
    Tenny frowned and glared off into the corner.  
 
    Eden stepped farther into the room, hesitating; if they didn’t have an audience, he thought she would have come all the way across the carpet and sat in his lap. As it was, she planted her hands on her hips and said, “I think, in some ways, this is a good thing. This is an in of some kind. We can exploit it.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Fox said, and brought the cigarette to his lips.  
 
    His phone rang. Assuming it was Ghost, he pulled it out – only to nearly drop his cig when his caller ID told him it was Abe instead.  
 
    “Hey,” he answered.  
 
    “Charlie,” Abe said, in his usual emotionless, brusque voice. “I talked to Phil and Michelle. They told me where you are. Come downstairs.” 
 
    Fox pulled the phone from his ear to check the screen again – which earned him odd looks from Eden and Reese.  
 
    “What?” Eden said.  
 
    Yep, that was Abe’s name and number. He put the phone back and said, “You’re here?” 
 
    “Yeah, and some Russian asshole won’t let me up the lift. Come tell him who I am.” 
 
    He hung up, and stood. Ground his cig out on the fancy cherry top of the table. “Shit. That was Abe.” 
 
    “Abe?” Eden asked, startled.  
 
    “Yeah. He’s here.” 
 
    He was dimly aware of her following along at his heels as he went down the hall. In the elevator, he was surprised to see Reese and Tenny following them in. Albie, too, a silent question on his face.  
 
    Fox thought of throwing them all out, but pressed the button instead.  
 
    Down, down, down. His heart pulsed with each tick of the floor counter. Why had Abe come? Not that he wouldn’t be a welcome addition…but something about his presence struck Fox as funny.  
 
    They hit the lobby, and the gold doors slid open. Fox stepped out first, and turned to find Toly arguing with Abe in low, vicious Russian.  
 
    But that wasn’t the thing that caught and held his attention. 
 
    A man stood just behind Abe. Not tall. Unremarkable, really…save his eyes. Those blue, blue eyes. And that subtle air of swagger.  
 
    Devin Green tossed him a grin. “Hullo, son. It’s been a while.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Thirty-Six 
 
      
 
    A buzzing started up in Fox’s ears, a high whine like a power tool. He blinked once, slowly, to allow this hallucination to pass. But when he opened his eyes again, there stood Devin, still, gray scruff on his chin, deep laugh lines bracketing his all-too-familiar eyes.  
 
    Fox wasn’t aware of moving. One second he was staring at that stupid smirk, and the next he had two fistfuls of ratty old sweatshirt, the breath leaving Devin’s lungs in a quiet oof as his back slammed up against a stretch of empty wall.  
 
    He was dimly conscious of a chorus of shouts behind him, but all he could see was Devin’s face, still smiling, even as he tried to catch his breath. “Alright, mate,” he panted. “I deserved that.” 
 
    Fox wrapped a hand around his throat and squeezed. Devin made a delightful choking sound before an arm looped around his own throat from behind, and hauled him back.  
 
    He got free, and easily, but he had to release Devin to do so. A hand caught his chin, large, warm, and with the thumb digging right into a pressure point under his jaw, and he froze as a pulse of pain shot down the nerves in his throat, a warning. He’d been held like this before – and by the same person. 
 
    Abe got in his face and said, “Knock it off, Charlie.” 
 
    He was fifteen again, spitting blood, ears ringing. He’d pushed himself upright, then, heaving for breath, and taken another swing – only to get his face caught, like this. That’s enough.  
 
    Fox blinked, and Abe looked so old these days. He didn’t know if that would ever stop being a shock. His heart lurched and tripped in his chest, and it hurt to breathe, and he wasn’t sure he wouldn’t kill Devin if Abe let go of him.  
 
    “I know, I know,” Abe murmured, gaze sad. His mouth twisted into a frown as he glanced back over at Devin, who rubbed at his throat, still smiling. “He’s a real piece of shit, I know. But.” He focused on Fox again, head tilting to an angle Fox knew well: you don’t want to hear this, but you need to. “There’s nobody in the world I know who’s better at getting out of this sort of mess you’ve gotten yourself into.” 
 
    “You are,” Fox argued.  
 
    But Abe shook his head. “I’m good at parts of it.” The killing part, he didn’t say out loud. “He’s better at the whole thing.” 
 
    Fox pulled out of his grip, but Abe hovered in front of him until Fox turned around and put his back to Devin. His pulse still throbbed, and that wasn’t helped when he caught sight of the peanut gallery watching him.  
 
    Eden had her fingertips pressed to her lips, eyes wide with shock.  
 
    Albie looked like he might be the next of them to take a run at Dear Old Dad.  
 
    Reese had met Devin before, in London, and clearly recognized him now, if the half-narrowed eyes and compressed lips were anything to go by.  
 
    Tenny had his hips and his head cocked, feigning lazy, but his gaze was sharp on their father. Fox wondered, absently, what his assessment was. Was he finding fault? Was he, like Fox, fighting a wave of revulsion? 
 
    Albie sucked in a breath, made a noise like an angry bull through his nose, and charged. It was that, more than anything, that finally screwed Fox’s head back on straight.  
 
    “Nope.” He caught Albie around the waist when he tried to rush past, and tilted forward to stop his momentum. Albie was so composed most of the time – with his furniture making and his sense of responsibility – that Fox tended to forget how strong he was.  
 
    “One swing,” Albie growled, struggling. “Just one.” 
 
    “No,” Fox said, firmly, and caught Reese’s gaze.  
 
    Reese stepped forward, hooked his hands under Albie’s arms, and helped Fox wrestle him back into the waiting, open elevator – Toly was holding the button down for them – while Albie cursed and struggled.  
 
    The doors closed with a soft ding, and Eden slapped the button for their floor.  
 
    “Can we let go now?” Fox asked.  
 
    “You’re one to talk,” Albie groused, but went lax in their hold.  
 
    He and Reese let go together, and Albie tugged at his shirt and smoothed his hair with a huff. He stalked the two strides across the elevator cab as it climbed. “What the fuck is he doing here?” 
 
    “Besides making things considerably worse?” Fox asked, digging out a fresh cigarette. He pretended his hands weren’t shaking as he lit it. “Fuck. He probably works for Abacus.” 
 
    “I don’t believe that,” Eden said. She lifted both hands in surrender when Fox and Albie sent her looks. “I hate him as much as you do.” She made a face. “Alright, well, not as much as you. But I agree that he’s a spineless worm. I don’t think he’s working for the enemy, though.” 
 
    “He’d work for the highest bidder,” Albie said with vehement disgust. “And never question what he was asked to do.” 
 
    “But he’s your father, boys. A terrible one, I’ll allow. But he isn’t…” She trailed off in the face of their glares. “It’s at least worth hearing what he has to say since he’s already here.” 
 
    “Fuck him,” Fox said, taking a deep drag…but he knew he would hear him out, and then hate himself for even bothering.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Tenny had never had a consistent handler the way Reese had – no constant, familiar threat of Marshall Hunter. His handlers had come and gone, a whole revolving door of them, on the principle that it was better if he never developed an attachment for anyone in particular. There had been concerns about his loyalty – he’d heard them discuss it in front of him, like a dog – but like a good pet, he’d thrived on praise, and food, and he’d come back to heel again and again, because he’d never known anything but sterile walls and hard cots and the strike of a baton when he failed. Again.  
 
    He had no concept of fathers. Aside from the possibility that Hunter was Reese’s, and he wanted to kill him for it.  
 
    Devin meant nothing to him because he’d never been anything to him. But it was remarkable to watch the rest of his half-siblings fall apart in front of the man.  
 
    Devin and Abe came up in a second elevator, and Albie’s knuckles cracked as he flexed his fists and barely seemed to keep from rushing the man again.  
 
    Fox had himself well in-hand, but he was chain-smoking, an obvious tell.  
 
    Back in the suite, Ian and Alec donned matching quietly horrified expressions when they spotted Devin – expressions that turned to frowns when Devin snapped his fingers, pointed, and said, “Oh, you’re that fancy man.” 
 
    Axelle said, “Hoooooly fucking shit.” 
 
    Raven, coming into the room on her heels, froze for a moment. Her face stayed admirably blank, but she clicked two of her polished nails together. Click-click-click.  
 
    Devin spotted her. “Miss Raven. I forget sometimes how lovely you are, darling. Look at you. Pretty as a picture.” 
 
    She started forward – and then kept coming. Tenny didn’t notice her arm moving until she was delivering the slap that cracked like a gunshot against Devin’s cheek. She spun around, afterward, and stalked out of the room.  
 
    “Hm.” Devin rubbed along his jaw, grinning. “She hits harder than her mother, I’ll give her that.” 
 
    “Tennyson,” Ian said, crisply, “why is your father here?” 
 
    Tenny shrugged. “Don’t ask me. I don’t know the man.” 
 
    He shouldn’t have spoken; when he did, Devin turned, and finally fixed his attention on Tenny for the first time. Tenny had no doubt he could have bested him in a fight; stood a head taller and was more than twenty years younger, and didn’t find him intimidating physically. But his eyes… 
 
    They were Fox’s eyes. Walsh and Albie and even Raven’s eyes. The eyes that stared back at him in the mirror, when he shaved, when he splashed cold water on his face, when he traced a finger over a new bite mark on his collarbone and marveled at the way Reese was getting comfortable enough to take what he wanted during sex. Eyes that locked onto him and held tight, holding none of the warmth the man’s easy smirk suggested.  
 
    He walked closer, across the rug, to Tenny’s post by the TV cabinet, until they were face-to-face; Tenny had to angle his head down to maintain eye contact, but the motion didn’t fill him with the rush of confidence it should have. “Tennyson,” Devin said, as if tasting the name. “Is that what they call you?” 
 
    “That’s his name,” Reese said.  
 
    Devin did a slow head turn toward Reese, brows lifting. “His name? And where did he get one of those?” 
 
    Tenny hadn’t wasted a moment’s time before now worrying over Devin Green. He didn’t care where he was, or how they were related. He didn’t understand, therefore, why his pulse had gone high and quick in his ears, and why he couldn’t seem to get his tongue to work. Go to hell, wanker. Fuck you. Fuck off. Eat shit and die. All suitable responses…but Tenny found himself grinding his back teeth instead.  
 
    He didn’t look at Reese, attention still fixed on Devin and his insufferable smirk, but he felt the air shift as Reese stepped up beside him. “I gave it to him,” he said, bold and stupid as you please. “He goes by Tenny.” 
 
    Tenny was dimly aware of murmurs in the room, people noting what Reese had said and remarking on it. Up ‘til now, Fox was the only one who’d known that Reese had pulled a book of poetry off a shelf, and gifted Tenny the name of dead artist.  
 
    Devin’s gaze shifted back to Tenny, narrowed, calculating, his smile a work of fiction. “Well, then. The perfect soldier has an Achilles heel. Standing right next to him, even.” 
 
    Youth had its advantages. Faster than either Fox or Albie had been, Tenny struck – and struck hard. He caught Devin’s smirk with his knuckles, and sent the man reeling back, blood spurting across the carpet.  
 
    Ian stepped neatly out of the way and Devin dropped down into the first available chair, hand cupped around his bleeding nose. He was grinning and wincing at the same time, teeth stained red. In the pin-drop silence that followed Tenny’s punch, he could clearly hear Devin’s wheezy chuckle.  
 
    Tenny flexed his hand and checked his knuckles. Bruised, but not cut-open. At least he wouldn’t have to deal with fight bite. 
 
    Belatedly, he realized he hadn’t taken a breath in…however long they’d all been standing in this ugly tableau. His ears were still buzzing, heart still fluttering, something like panic humming through his veins. His siblings were all staring at him, all with the same eerie, blank look.  
 
    It was Maverick who finally reacted properly. “Whoa.” He stepped into the center of the rug, turning in a circle to sweep all of them with a quelling look. “Whoa. Everybody knock that shit off.” 
 
    Tenny started to turn away.  
 
    “Hey.” Maverick snapped fingers in his face and leaned in close, expression stern. “We are chin-deep right now, so no infighting on my watch. You wanna hit your old man, do it in your off time.” 
 
    Tenny stared at him. “If you want to keep your hand intact, you’ll get it out of my face.” 
 
    A small, wry grin touched Maverick’s lips. “Nice try, kid. Be a shit all you want, but right now? I’m the president in the room.” He turned, gesturing to the rest of the room’s occupants. “Everybody got that? I might not be your president, but I’m the president who’s here.” 
 
    “Are you seriously pulling rank on us?” Albie asked.  
 
    “You’re damn right I am,” he said, evenly, hands landing on his hips. “And since I’m the highest-ranking Dog in this room” – Fox snorted – “I’m telling all you Tennessee assholes to go get some food and sleep. We’ve got an early morning, and my guys are getting started tonight.” 
 
    “We can–” Fox started.  
 
    “Nope. Absolutely not. Get cleaned up, wind down, whatever.” He put on a superior face. “That’s an order.” 
 
    “Sure, thing, prez,” Fox drawled, rolling his eyes.  
 
    Done with this whole conversation, with this whole evening, Tenny turned to leave again, and this time no one stopped him. Reese did follow, though, because of course he did. The backs of their hands brushed he settled in so close.  
 
    At the door, he heard Cassandra’s voice behind him, soft and uncertain. “Dad?” 
 
    Devin’s voice was muffled by the blood no doubt running down the back of his throat, but the tone was cheerful when he said, “Hey, there’s my girl!”  
 
    Tenny kept going and didn’t look back.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Thirty-Seven 
 
      
 
    Talking needed to happen, but Fox wasn’t doing it in front of Ian and all his suit-clad goons. He fetched a towel from the bathroom, threw it in the direction of Devin’s face, and said, “Come down the hall,” without waiting for an answer.  
 
    He went back to the suite where he’d crushed his cigarette out on the table – traced a fingertip over it with a fleeting remorse – and was glad to see that Tenny and Reese had found somewhere else to go. After a few minutes, long enough that his agitation began to ramp up again, Abe and Devin finally joined him.  
 
    Abe closed the door, and Fox was relieved to know that no one else had followed them; that he wouldn’t have to deal with Albie or Raven’s reactions to whatever cheap explanation was offered…glad too that Eden wouldn’t watch the proceedings with that blend of shock and sympathy he couldn’t bear right now.  
 
    Devin still held the now-bloodied towel to his leaking nose. Fox hoped it hurt like hell. The petty sort of thought that only Devin could inspire.  
 
    Fox caught the leg of a French-looking chair with his foot, dragged it to the center of the rug, and pointed to Devin. “Sit.” 
 
    “Yes, m’lord,” Devin mumbled around the towel, offering an exaggerated bow. 
 
    “Sit the fuck down and shut up.” 
 
    “Charlie,” Abe cautioned. He leaned against the TV cabinet, arms folded, frowning.  
 
    “No,” Fox said. It was an effort to keep his tone as flat and emotionless as he wanted. Damn that man for knocking him off-center. He’d thought – really thought – after last time, after he turned tail and ran and had the audacity to send a letter, that he’d burned up the last of his ire. That, should he ever have the misfortune of meeting him again, he’d feel nothing at all. But of course, that wasn’t true, was it? How could it have been? “This stain on society,” he continued, pointing to said stain, “ran off in the middle of our last op like the spineless wanker he is, with no explanation, and waits until now to turn back up. Now, when we can’t afford any distractions, when we’re facing a goddamn international fucking human trafficking empire” – shit, he was close to shouting, and checked himself mid-sentence – “he thinks the sight of his face might do some good? No. I want a real explanation. Why are you here?” he asked, turning his glare on Devin. “Because if it turns out you’re actually working for those people, and you’ve come to spy on us for them, it won’t surprise me one bit.” 
 
    “It wasn’t his idea,” Abe said, startling him. His expression had gone grim. “I called him.” 
 
    A punch would have been more pleasant than that information.  
 
    “You called him?” 
 
    “And here you are getting all angry with–” Devin started. 
 
    “Shut up. Abe?” 
 
    He sighed; scrubbed a hand over his face a moment, clearly full of regret. “I nearly did it when you first called and told me about Eden.” 
 
    Another blow; this one felt like it landed in his throat.  
 
    “I called ‘round to Phillip a few days later, just to see if he’d heard from you, and he was pretty tight-lipped, but he said something about you lads in the club biting off more than you could chew over here. I called Michelle, and she gave me the details.” 
 
    “That little traitor.” 
 
    “Don’t talk about my granddaughter like that,” Devin protested.  
 
    “Shut up. Jesus Christ, you’ve met her all of once. You don’t even remember her name half the time, I’d wager.” 
 
    “I called him,” Abe pressed on, “because it’s like I said before: he’s good at this sort of thing. Not that you aren’t, lad, but this is beyond what the Lean Dogs normally deal with.” 
 
    He was right. That didn’t make it easier to hear. And certainly didn’t make Devin’s presence more acceptable.  
 
    “Forget ‘Chelle,” Fox muttered. “You’re the traitor for involving him.” He shifted his gaze to Devin. “That’s why he invited you, then. Why did you come?” 
 
    Slowly, Devin lowered the towel to his lap and lifted his brows. “Am I allowed to speak, now?” 
 
    Fox didn’t answer in favor of lighting another cigarette – two, actually. He rested both on his lip while he worked the lighter, and then handed one to Devin, who took it with a nod of thanks. 
 
    He took a long drag, eyelids fluttering in pleasure, and said, “I know you think I’m awful, and I am, no mistaking, but I don’t hate you. Not any of you.” 
 
    “A heart-warming sentiment,” Fox drawled.  
 
    “What father hates his own children?” 
 
    “What father does all the shit you’ve done?” 
 
    “A terrible one,” Devin said, easily. “I’m not proud, Charlie.” 
 
    Words built on Fox’s tongue, and he swallowed them though they nearly choked him. Forget hate, Dad. Fathers are supposed to love their children. You’ve never loved anything. Devin didn’t care about any of them, but expressing that, true as it was, would have made him feel like the crying toddler he’d once been, hot, tear-stained face pressed to his mother’s shoulder as he asked why his daddy didn’t want him. Unthinkable.  
 
    “So, what? You thought you’d start making amends? Bit late for that.” 
 
    “I know that,” Devin said, unbothered. “But I’m still offering the help, if you want it. I didn’t ever work with or against these people, but I brushed against them, a few times, in my glory days. Jack Waverly inherited something that’s been brewing for a long, long time. I know some people. And some things.” He tilted his head to what seemed like a hopeful angle.  
 
    Fox took a few drags on his cigarette, debating. In truth, letting Devin come up in the elevator and into this room was an answer in and of itself. Listening to anything that he had to say was a capitulation.  
 
    Fox was weak. So weak. 
 
    But just the sight of Marshall Hunter had sent Reese into a walking coma.  
 
    Raven and Cass had been terrified, and Cass had been unwittingly supplying the enemy with their location. 
 
    The feds were crawling around the clubhouse at home and things were…things were bad.  
 
    Chest tight, Fox dropped down into a chair and slanted his father a look. He found he couldn’t say anything, not even the most grudging of acceptances, but Devin nodded like he knew, and eased back in his own chair.  
 
    He tapped ash off his cig with a bloody finger and watched it drift down to the rug. “Tennyson, huh? Tenny.” He grinned, blood-edged teeth flashing. “Bit of a hair trigger for a lad who came out of my old program.” 
 
    Fox was immediately tense again, though he was too tired for his voice to reflect the fact. God, he wanted to sleep. Possibly to drink himself to sleep. “He’s not in your program anymore.” 
 
    “Obviously not. They beat us bloody if we so much as thought of developing attachments like that.” 
 
    Fox held no sympathy for him, felt certain that, beatings or no, Devin would never have been capable of developing an attachment to anyone or anything. But when he thought of Tenny, leaning against his shoulder one morning, broken and tearful, admitting that he loved someone, in that hushed moment just before sunrise, something inside him clenched up tight. Tenny was all snarls, and sneers, and he spoke to Reese publicly like he was beneath his notice – that was what his handlers had done to him. Turned him into someone afraid to love.  
 
    With a lurch, Fox realized he had no such excuse, that he himself was an unloving ass just…because. Because of genetics, maybe. Because of Devin’s ugly blood.  
 
    “The blond,” Devin continued. “What’s he to our young Ten?” 
 
    “I think you already know. Stop asking stupid questions.” 
 
    Devin shrugged. “I’m only surprised, is all.” His gaze slid over, seemingly casual, but sparking in a way Fox knew and hated. “I suppose, for all his training, he’s more like the others. Like Phil and Walsh and sweet little Shane. He’s not like us, Charlie.” 
 
    Working very hard to keep his hands steady, Fox reached for another cigarette.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Tenny wanted to go for a run.  He wanted to do a hundred sit-ups, and a hundred push-ups, and do pull-ups until he couldn’t feel his arms. Wanted to work the heavy bag until his hands ached. 
 
    Well, one hand ached. He massaged it absently as he stalked across the empty suite – one several doors down from Ian’s – and wanted to be out doing something. The only cure for this kind of adrenaline surge was physical exertion. Maybe the hotel had a gym… 
 
    The door clicked shut softly, and Reese moved near-soundless across the room toward the post he’d taken at the window. He stared at his dim reflection in the glass, and the sprawling park beyond, and clenched his jaw tight to keep from screaming. Go away, he wanted to shout, like a child. Leave me the fuck alone.  
 
    Heedless, Reese came to stand beside him, and took hold of his hand. “Let me see.” 
 
    Tenny snatched it away, and rounded on him, lips peeling back off his teeth. “Leave it.” 
 
    Reese blinked at him. “If your knuckles are split–” 
 
    “They’re not.” He turned away again, sucking in a deep breath, trying to calm down.  
 
    Reese said, “Oh. You’re angry with me.” 
 
    That was the problem: he wasn’t. Not really. He was angry with Devin Green for knowing exactly where to strike on their first official meeting, living up to all of Fox, and Albie, and everyone’s hatred of him. Was angry with himself for not expecting an ambush and for having soft spots in the first place. God, he was soft, was ruined.  
 
    But he was a little bit angry about the fact that he’d needed Reese’s assistance, and so his temper boiled over, a hot flush that filled him head to toe.  
 
    “Tenny,” Reese said, and his fingertips ghost over Tenny’s bruised knuckles.  
 
    Tenny rounded on him with a snarl. “What the fuck is your problem?” 
 
    Reese didn’t retreat, not even when Tenny shoved his face in close and bowed up his back, every angle of his posture screaming back off. No; instead, he frowned. “If you split your knuckles on his teeth, then we need to clean and bandage them. You can’t fight properly if they get infected.” 
 
    “You – are you taking the piss right now? What the hell were you doing offering my name like that?” 
 
    “He was insulting you,” Reese said, and his jaw settled in a stubborn line, brows notched together. He looked determined in a way he never had when they’d first met; looked like someone braced and ready. “And you were just standing there.” 
 
    Just standing there. He’d been just standing there, like some useless knob, some civilian, some nobody, letting a man needle him. No smart comeback, no diversionary tactics, no deflection. He’d once convinced two men to kill each other in an elevator, and stepped over their bodies afterward, his hands and his conscience clean. And five minutes ago, he’d…stood there, brain blue-screening, vitals flying wild.  
 
    It was happening again, now: his heartrate was accelerating, his breath leaving his mouth in harsh pants, his palms filling with sweat. “Fuck you,” he spat. “You think I’m weak? That it? That I need you to swoop in and save me?” 
 
    “I think your father’s an asshole,” Reese replied, evenly. “And he makes the whole rest of your family upset. I saw him trying to upset you – he did upset you – and I–” 
 
    “Upset? I don’t even know the man. He’s nothing to me. Do you think you’re a psychiatrist all the sudden? Two months ago you didn’t even know what your own face was doing, and now you’re psychoanalyzing the whole room?” 
 
    Reese’s frown deepened. “There’s a lot of things about people I don’t understand, but I know you. I can tell when you’re upset. And I’m not going to stand there and be quiet when I can say something.” 
 
    Tenny was so furious the edges of his vision were slipping in and out of focus. He growled an ugly sound that hurt his throat, unable to stop it from boiling out from between his teeth. “It wasn’t any of your fucking business.” 
 
    “Yes it was!” It was the loudest Reese had ever been – he was nearly shouting – and it shocked Tenny to momentary silence. But then he added, “It’s my business because I love you and I’m going to protect you when I can.” 
 
    In his red haze, the word that slipped through and struck home was protect.  
 
    “Protect? You think you have to protect me, you idiot?” 
 
    Between one blink and the next, Reese’s gaze dropped; it flicked down and touched, briefly, on the scar on the side of Tenny’s neck. On the place where Reese had pressed his hand down and held tight, and saved his life. A gaze that flicked back up, after, but it seared him like a brand.  
 
    Tenny shoved him in the chest with both hands.  
 
    Reese staggered back a step in a way he never would have had anyone else struck him; had it been anyone else, the strike wouldn’t have landed. Reese’s eyes widened, face going slack with momentary shock. Then his mouth firmed and he moved.  
 
    Tenny caught his wrists – and Reese broke his grip effortlessly and sent a karate chop toward his throat. Tenny bent back at the waist, caught himself on a hand, and felt the strike whistle just above his face. He slapped his other hand down, and swept Reese’s leg with his own. Reese lost his balance, but turned it into a tuck and roll, and sprang back up just as Tenny did.  
 
    Reese paused a moment, waiting, and that was his mistake, because Tenny didn’t hesitate.  
 
    Tenny went in with a fast flurry of strikes, some blocked, some landing; Reese didn’t say a word, but a few low, fast exhales accompanied the give of skin beneath the edges of Tenny’s hands. Tenny took his share of hits, too: ribs, arms, and a nasty kick to his left thigh which left his teeth gritted. They were too evenly matched, but still, he sensed Reese holding back.  
 
    Something crashed to the floor – a lamp, maybe. Tenny tripped over a chair and righted himself with a fistful of the front of Reese’s hoodie.  
 
    “Fucking fight me for real!” he snarled. 
 
    Reese grabbed his hand, dug his thumb expertly into the pressure point that had his fingers spasming open, and chopped against his collarbone, turning his whole arm numb. Triumph flashed in his eyes, and Tenny was going to kill him.  
 
    With a muted roar, he threw all of his weight forward, got his good hand tangled in too-long blond hair, and twisted Reese around. He surged, and pressed, and bore him face-down to the carpet, landing with a knee at the small of his back. The air left Reese’s lungs in a hard rush. Tenny’s arm was full of pins and needles, but he’d suffered much worse; palm half-numb, he still managed to get hold of a grasping hand and twist Reese’s arm behind his back.  
 
    The sound of Reese hitting the carpet, the little chuffs of his struggle as he tried to buck Tenny off his back, sent chills skittering over his skin. The sight of his hair laced through Tenny’s fingers, and fanning across the carpet, left him breathless.  
 
    “I’m not weak,” he panted. “You aren’t stronger than me.” 
 
    Despite Tenny’s grip, Reese managed to turn his face to the side, one blue eye glittering up at him. “I wasn’t trying to be.” 
 
    Still, Tenny didn’t let go, not even when Reese quit struggling and went lax beneath him. They stayed like that, both catching their breath, the feeling coming back into Tenny’s arm. His pulse kept knocking, but the rage bled out of him in a sudden rush, leaving him with a realization.  Two, actually.  
 
    He was hard. 
 
    And Reese was pliant beneath him. 
 
    He couldn’t resist trailing the thumb of the hand in Reese’s hair down the back of his neck, and was rewarding with a little shiver. Tenny sucked in a breath and released Reese’s wrist; he moved, but only to brace his palm on the carpet. Hand free, Tenny pushed up the back of Reese’s hoodie and touched bare, smooth skin; up the groove of his spine, across strong, twitching shoulders.  
 
    “Tenny,” Reese breathed, and this time, when he tried to lift his hips, Tenny pulled his knee off his back and let him. He was rewarded with a sinuous flex of exposed back, and hips lifting Reese’s ass straight up against his hard-on.  
 
    He couldn’t help but grind against him, dropping his forehead to the bare skin of his back with a groan. A quick reach proved that Reese was hard behind his fly, too, and he grunted out the sweetest little noise when Tenny squeezed the bulge there.  
 
    Tenny flipped him over and he went easy, sprawled back across the carpet, legs falling open so Tenny could kneel between them. His face was flushed from the fight, gaze half-lidded with want.  
 
    Tenny pushed his hoodie all the way up so he could stroke his stomach and tease over his nipples; could watch the muscles shiver and dance beneath his touch. Reese’s hips twitching upward as he sought more.  
 
    Tenny rested his palm over the quick thump-thump of Reese’s heart. “You…you said you love me.” 
 
    “I do.” The answer was immediate, and honest in the way of everything Reese said. Accompanied by the attention of blue eyes that had, despite what anyone else thought, become impossibly warm in the past months.  
 
    When Tenny attacked him again, it was mouth to mouth. Harsh, desperate kisses. Reese opened to him right away, mouth wet and eager. He gripped at Tenny’s waist, and lifted his hips when Tenny ground against him. As keyed up as they were, the touch was electrifying, even through their clothes.  
 
    Tenny pulled back just far enough – Reese’s lips chasing his – to reach down and fumble open his fly one-handed. Reese’s was more difficult, and he cursed when he heard threads snap. But he managed, and then he pulled both their cocks out and took them together in his fist. He kissed Reese again, wet and messy, tongue fucking deep into his willing mouth, and jacked them roughly, the way soon slicked with pre.  
 
    Reese rutted up into his palm, bit at his lip, and Tenny couldn’t last. He came with a breathed out “fuck,” and stroked his come over Reese’s cock until he spilled too, all over their stomachs and clothes. He kept touching until Reese shuddered and hummed with oversensitivity, then he braced both hands on the carpet and pushed up far enough so he could see Reese’s face.  
 
    He was pleasure-drunk, pink-cheeked and glassy-eyed and lovely. Dirty hand on the carpet – ugh, that was unpleasant – he reached with his clean hand to smooth sweat-damp blond hair back. His fingers trembled, his whole body did, partly from the sudden, strong orgasm…but mostly from the fight. From the adrenaline comedown. And from the stomach-clenching guilt over the things he’d said.  
 
    “You shouldn’t, you know,” he murmured, tracing a pale eyebrow with his thumb. “I’m not worth it.” 
 
    Reese wound his fingers in his hair and pulled him down for another kiss, this one soft and slow; Tenny melted into it. A kiss that said, yes, you are, and which Tenny didn’t deserve.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    In his search for Eden, Fox passed a closed suite door in time to hear something ceramic shatter, followed by curses, grunts, and the sounds of bodies colliding. He paused, wondering if Abacus had somehow slipped a hitman past their defenses – and then heard Tenny’s unmistakeable voice say “fuck you.”  
 
    Ugh. Children. He didn’t care if they were fighting or fucking, and continued on.  
 
    It was Eden who ended up finding him. A door opened, and she poked her head into the hall. “There you are.” 
 
    “Here I am.” He followed her into a thankfully empty room and plopped unceremoniously down onto the bed beside her open suitcase.  
 
    She looked far too awake, braiding and unbraiding her fingers in front of her. “What did he say?” 
 
    “Nothing to be that excited about.” He rubbed at his eyes with thumb and forefinger, craving yet another cigarette. The ones he’d smoked so far had left his throat sore.  
 
    When he dropped his hand, Eden was frowning at him. “I’m not excited, I’m–” 
 
    He waved her to silence. “Just…Eden, just stop. I can’t deal with this right now.” 
 
    The frown deepened. “With what?” 
 
    “With…” He gestured vaguely toward her, knowing it was a mistake, but lacking the eloquence for a dismissal that would reassure her.  
 
    “Oh.” Her voice was tight. “Fine.” She went to sit across the room in the chair by the window. “He have any useful information?” She aimed at casual, but Fox knew better.  
 
    “He has some contacts connected to their financials, he claims. And he’s supposedly been to the island resort they use as a playground.” 
 
    “Ugh. And I didn’t think he could get more revolting.” 
 
    “Not to play, he said, but on an op.” He had no idea if he believed him on that front, though, to his credit, he’d never had trouble pulling women; ten children were proof of that. For all his faults, Devin had never been the sort of man to buy women, especially not those being passed around as property.  
 
    It wasn’t the mention of the island, or anything else business-related that was bothering him now, lying like a lead blanket across his shoulders. It was what Devin had said to him as he was leaving the room.  
 
    “I almost forgot,” he said, joining Fox at the threshold. “Congratulations are in order.” He smiled, eyes crinkling at the edges, dried blood cracking along his upper lip. “Your first bundle of joy.” 
 
    Fox could deck Abe for sharing his personal business with the bastard. “First and only.” 
 
    “Oh, ho ho! Just the one, he says. Don’t want to end up like me?” He winked. “’Fraid you won’t have much say in the matter, lad. If you stay with her – you are staying? She’s right pretty, wouldn’t blame you – then she’ll get to make that choice. Or, you could always…” He moved two fingers, miming running away.  
 
    Fox had left with a stern glance at Abe. “Don’t let this fucker out of your sight.”  
 
    Devin’s laughter had followed him out into the hall.  
 
    He looked at Eden now, her arms and legs crossed, and, though he was too tired to undertake such a thing, he said, “Are you going to want more?” 
 
    Her expression smoothed with genuine surprise. “More what?” 
 
    “Children. After this one. Will you want more?” 
 
    She studied him a long moment, then her gaze dropped, and her hand settled on her stomach. Down low, where, now that he looked, the first bit of softness was starting to make itself known. “I didn’t necessarily want this one,” she said, tone wry. “At least, I never planned for it.” 
 
    A surprisingly comforting admission.  
 
    “But now that you mention it…” she continued, a spark flaring in her dark eyes, “I think ten sounds like a nice reasonable num–” 
 
    “Oh, fuck–” 
 
    “Ha! You’re so easy.” She grinned, and though it was edged with fatigue, it was a true grin, one that settled the churning mess that was his stomach.  
 
    “Fuck you,” he said, because he could, then shoved her suitcase off the bed and patted the coverlet beside him.  
 
    “Hey!” she protested…but came to his side anyway, arms warm and welcome when they slipped around his neck.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    When they finally got up off the floor, Tenny gave Reese first dibs on the shower and attempted to scrub the carpet clean with a wet washcloth. It was a semi-successful endeavor. After, he took his own fast shower, and they climbed into bed. Reese fell asleep almost immediately, but Tenny’s thoughts kept chasing one another, keeping him awake.  
 
    Even when Reese had claimed to hate him, in those first ugly, tense months, he’d let Luis slip away in favor of putting pressure on Tenny’s bleed. Had been sitting at his bedside when he woke in the hospital. He’d sensed it then, too; had from the first, really, though he’d hated it: like recognizing like. Two creatures who’d instantly known they were cut from the same cloth.  
 
    But tonight, even in the face of all his rage, Reese had vowed to protect him. Because he loved him.  
 
    That was… 
 
    Chest tight, a lump in his throat, Tenny slipped quietly out of bed and padded into the sitting room in his underwear.  
 
    Both their bags were sitting to the side of the rug there, and he crouched down to unzip his. He dug through his clothes and gear, sheathed knives and ammo boxes clinking together, until he found the innocuous file folder at the bottom. Its edges had gotten a little crumpled, but it was otherwise unharmed.  
 
    Tenny stared at it a long moment, pulse thumping in his ears, before he snatched it out, rose, and plopped down on the sofa, opening it so fast the pages inside fluttered, afraid he’d lose his nerve again.  
 
    Whoever had put the dossier together for Ian was a pro. Three pages of tightly-spaced black type offered a detailed record of Marshall Hunter’s life, from his birth in 1962 to his “death” in 2018. The Marine Corps. service photo on the front page was too exact a likeness – if decades younger – to the man Tenny had encountered to make that death real. He’d staged his own, obviously, in an effort to buy himself a new identity and more wiggle room in the underground. He’d been born in Montana, and joined up when he was twenty-one. He’d fought in the First Iraq War, and been medically discharged in ’85. Aside from a bar fight – arrested, but charges dropped – in ’92, his record was spotless.  
 
    It was on the final page that Tenny’s breath caught. The man was survived by five children: Nicole, Kristin, Reese, Jaxon, and Grayson.  
 
    Only one name meant anything to him.  
 
    Hunter was Reese’s father.  
 
    Tenny was staring sightlessly at the paper, debating the wisdom of telling Reese about it, when the lock on the door beeped and it swept open.  
 
    Pongo froze on the threshold, still gripping the handle. “Uh…” His gaze swept over Tenny’s mostly-naked form. “Mav said we could use any suite on the floor. I just need to shower.” 
 
    “Whatever.” There were two bedrooms, and the bathroom served both of them. He stood and snapped the file shut. “Just don’t go through my shit. And don’t wake us up.” 
 
    His gaze went to the two bags. “Us…” Then his eyes popped wide, which made him look even stupider. “Oh, uh, yeah…” 
 
    “You got a problem with it?” 
 
    “Nope! Nope, totally don’t. It’s cool, it’s fine.” 
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
    He closed the door and mimed zipping his lips.  
 
    Tenny gave him a parting glare, and then stalked back to his own room.  
 
    In his absence, Reese had rolled over into the warm patch that Tenny had left, hand splayed on the sheets, hair in his face. He snored softly.  
 
    Feeling unbearably tender, Tenny set the file on the nightstand and eased back into bed, carefully nudging Reese over so he had room. Reese immediately slipped an arm over his chest, and settled with his head on Tenny’s shoulder. A wordless murmur left his lips, but he didn’t wake.  
 
    Tenny tucked his hair back, and brushed a kiss to his temple.  
 
    Should he tell him? Would that jeopardize what they needed to do? Slow Reese’s reflexes and fill him with doubt? 
 
    Or would it matter at all? Would it be a fast, hot hatred, like Tenny felt for his own father, but essentially meaningless, because they had each other, and that was all they needed? 
 
    The debate kept him up long enough to listen to the shower cut on, Pongo whistling under the spray, until exhaustion finally chased him below.  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Thirty-Eight 
 
      
 
    Detective Melissa Dixon had only been out of uniform for eight months, still a rookie, but foaming at the mouth to prove herself to her older – mostly male – fellow detectives on the Vice squad. The moment Pongo hinted that he might know something about something, she’d been all ears – and, after a few drinks, and a healthy dose of his freckled charm, open legs, back at her place. They’d had their current thing going for about three months, now, often enough that it had become something like routine. Pongo would offer useful tidbits about low-level dealers who worked against the Dogs’ interests in the city, and he got his dick wet in exchange. It meant he was on the road more than most of his brothers, but sacrifices must be made and all that.  
 
    Overheated, fresh sweat shining on his bare chest and stomach, Pongo lit a cigarette from the pack on the side table and enjoyed the view as Dixon clipped her bra into place and adjusted the cups. She stood at the end of the bed, in front of her mirrored dressing table, which meant he had back and front views. He hummed an appreciate noise on his first drag, and she responded with an annoyed huff.  
 
    She bent down to retrieve her jeans from the floor – nice – and stepped into them with quick, aggravated motions. If her blond bob hadn’t been mussed, and her cheeks hadn’t been pink, no one would have known she’d just come on his cock with a scream loud enough to inspire an angry knock from her neighbor.  
 
    She tossed him a harsh look as she zipped her fly and snatched up her white button-up shirt, now crumpled. She shook it out and jerked her chin toward him. “You need to get dressed.” 
 
    Pongo blew smoke up at the ceiling fan, watching it shred and disperse. “What’s the rush, sweetheart? I’m still catching my breath.” He patted the mattress beside him. “You could come catch yours and keep me company.” 
 
    “Ha,” she deadpanned, doing up her shirt buttons; Pongo mourned the disappearance of her white, lacy bra, and all the things it did for her silhouette. “You don’t have to catch your breath. You’re like a fucking machine.” 
 
    He grinned and stroked down his stomach with his free hand, lazily gripped his cock. “Yeah, you want a demonstration?” 
 
    “I want you to get up.” 
 
    “Oh, I can get it up, just gimme, like five minu–” 
 
    “Pongo.” 
 
    Oh. This was serious. Pongo sat up and watched her attempt to fix her hair in the mirror, expression pinched. She was a pretty girl, but her face tended toward sour most of the time, save just before and during their encounters; right after, even while the sweat was drying, she shifted into I-shouldn’t-be-doing-this mode. It wasn’t often that he doubted his ability to soften someone up, but Dixon was a hard nut to crack.  
 
    “Hey,” he said, dropping his post-coital drawl. “What’s up? You cool?” 
 
    “Nothing about this is cool,” she muttered, trying to smooth the wrinkles from her shirt. “Damn it.” Then she sighed, turned around, and leaned back against the dresser. “I’m on call, so I can’t hang around.” Her gaze shifted pointedly to his pile of clothes on the floor. She wouldn’t leave him alone in her apartment to see himself out if she got called in, he knew. She trusted him to take her apart with his hands and mouth, but not with her sock drawer and Netflix account. “You said you had something interesting for me?” Her brows went up, expectant.  
 
    “Oh, yeah, that.” He leaned over to stub his cig out in the ash tray she’d put out on the nightstand just for him. She’d complained about his smoking at first, but he’d given her his best smile and told her she rocked his world so hard he couldn’t go without a smoke in the aftermath. The next time he came over, the tray had been waiting, proof positive that she couldn’t go without a good lay every few days. “I do.” He slid off the bed and searched for his boxers in the pile. “Hey, can I ask you something?” 
 
    He couldn’t see her face, but he could hear her impatient exhale. Still, she said, “What?” 
 
    “What’re you doing on your next day off?” 
 
    She didn’t answer right away, and once he had his jeans up his hips, and was buckling his belt, he looked toward her face, which had gone all crimped-up with some sort of internal conflict. When they made eye contact, her gaze skated away across the room. “Paperwork,” she said.  
 
    “Aw, man, that’s lame. It’s called a day off, Dixie.” 
 
    “Don’t call me that,” she snapped, and her cheeks pinked, brighter than they’d even been in the throes. She blushed every time he called her that, and every time she told him to knock it off. “I can’t afford to fall behind on anything.” She fiddled with her hair, smoothing it, a self-conscious gesture. “Rookies can’t fail.” 
 
    “Who says you’re failing, sweetheart?” He tugged his shirt over his head and stepped in closer to her. She whipped her head around and pulled back when he moved to cup her chin. “Hey, easy, girl.” 
 
    “I’m not a fucking horse,” she said, but held still when he reached for her again. When he had gentle hold of her chin, he could feel the fine shudder that trembled in the soft skin beneath her jaw. She scowled up at him, but there was anxiety in her gaze, too much of it for her to mask properly. “What do you want?” 
 
    “We should grab dinner.” 
 
    “What? I told you I’m on call–” 
 
    “No. On your off day. We’ll get dinner and catch a movie. There’s gotta be some kinda superhero shit I’m behind on, and we can–” 
 
    Alarm flashed in her eyes. She took a big step back, out of reach, but not before he felt the leap of her pulse against his fingers. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Uh…asking you out.” 
 
    “Don’t do that.” 
 
    He put on a frown and stepped toward her – only for her to step back again, until her back hit the closet door. She looked positively trapped. “Why not? We’ve got a good thing going here.” 
 
    Detective Dixon, with her marching walk and her angry looks, was, deep-down, a very frightened person, he’d learned. She wasn’t from New York – her accent was proof of that – but though she’d never offered up even one personal detail, he could read the fear in her, at moments. Moments like these, when he stopped angling to get in her pants and offered something a little realer. Bad breakup? Family trauma? Who knew. But there was something there. 
 
    She bristled up now like a little cat. “This thing” – she gestured between them – “is a business arrangement. I’m here for intel, not dates.” 
 
    He grinned. “Really? You’re not here for this?” He grabbed at his crotch and she made a disgusted sound. He sobered. “Seriously? What sort of arrangement? I snitch on little pissant dealers and then get, what, the chance to look at your pretty face?” 
 
    “You get my leniency every time I find Dog-dealt coke in this city.” 
 
    “Ah, now, see, we don’t tag our shit. How would you even know it came from us?” 
 
    “You’re telling me Four-Shoes Jimmy in Theater Row isn’t peddling your shit?” 
 
    He let his grin widen. “Ask him next time you see him.” When he shifted in closer, she stopped him with a hand on his chest, something like panic tweaking her features.  
 
    “Pongo.” 
 
    “Alright, alright.” He backed off with a shrug. “I only wanted to show you a good time, doll. But I can take a hint.” He pouted. “You don’t like me, you only like my dick.” 
 
    She visibly struggled to regain her composure; it looked painful, packaging away whatever wild anxieties plagued her and pulling on her cop mask. “Do you have anything for me or not?” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah.” He lit another cigarette, just to watch her make a face. On his first exhale, he said, “Okay, so, this isn’t exactly Vice business, but Organized Crime doesn’t know about it yet. It’s new, and it’s going down tonight or tomorrow. Thought you could be the tip-off at the precinct, get in your bosses’ good books.” 
 
    Mention of a scoop immediately shifted her energy to eager. She brightened, standing up straighter, hands going to her hips, expression smoothing for the first time since she’d rolled out of bed. “Yeah?” 
 
    “The Russians are gonna hit the Italians. I’ve got a legit source who says Kozlov’s just found out it’s the Espositos who got their base raided last month.” 
 
    Her eyes widened. “Two guys got killed in that raid.” 
 
    “Yeah, reached for their guns, the news said. The news also said it was a drug raid, but nobody said shit about the five underage hookers they pulled outta there.” 
 
    “Shit. We didn’t get the call, and Sex Crimes didn’t either.” 
 
    “Yeah. It was a fed raid. Kozlov figured out it was Esposito’s crew who ratted, and they want revenge. Shit’s gonna get ugly.” 
 
    She nodded, gaze indrawn with thought. She tucked her hair behind her ears in a gesture so girlish and cute it took him aback a moment. “Damn, right. Your contact’s reliable?” 
 
    “As reliable as me.” 
 
    “Ugh. That doesn’t give me much to go on.” 
 
    “Hey.” He grabbed his crotch again. “I’m real reliable in all the ways it counts.” 
 
    “Stop talking about your dick.” She swatted at him – but it was half-hearted, and she was already going back to the dresser for her badge. “The Esposito crew runs a whole block in Hell’s Kitchen. Bodega, laundromat, restaurant. I think there’s a sex toy shop, too.” She’d found her notebook and was already scribbling.  
 
    “Yeah, they do,” Pongo said. “But here’s something else Kozlov knows: Gino Esposito’s cousin – and the investor who helped him get off the ground in Hell’s Kitchen – is Sal Moretti.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Anatoly Kobliska didn’t believe in second chances because the man who’d raised him didn’t believe in them. He was twelve when his mother hooked up with Andrei Kozlov, Pakhan of the Kozlov Bratva. An inevitable sort of collision between a working girl with a pill addiction and a wealthy, powerful, dangerous man who could feed her addiction and drape her in diamonds and furs. Beautiful, but brittle as fine crystal, his mother hadn’t lasted two years running with the bratva before she OD’d. Fatherless, with no family connections, Toly had been nothing but a burden left behind…but a burden with sharp eyes, a closed mouth, and a ready nod when his Pakhan asked something of him. 
 
    “I don’t believe in second chances,” Andrei had told him, solemn as always, cleaning a knife beside the fireplace. “You will betray me only once, and then I’ll gut you.” 
 
    Toly had worked hard, had proved himself useful and loyal; had become a shadow who could slip in and out without detection – same as he slipped knives in and out of people. He was young and scrawny, but he was scrappy. He drank too much vodka at the behest of his brothers in arms, went to the strip clubs and sex dens; rolled up his sleeves at fifteen and took the bratva’s ink beneath his skin. At seventeen, he was named to the Obshchak, one of Andrei’s valuable enforcers.  
 
    Then he was sent to America, to serve Andrei’s little cousin, Oleg. It had felt like a punishment, and proved to be one.  
 
    He didn’t believe in second chances…and yet, here he was.  
 
    He felt ancient, at twenty-five. Had seen too much, done too much. He slept a little easier, though, these days – if startling upright with a drawn knife in his hand the last time Mav shook him gently awake could be counted as easier. His most egregious tattoos had been inked over and turned into new designs. Two, he’d kept, though: one was the little dagger on the back of his neck that marked him as Obshchak. He was still that, though he served a new master. He wore his hair to his shoulders to cover it, and the collar of his cut hid it when he put his hair back.  
 
    He wasn’t wearing his cut tonight, though, only soft colors: a faded Lean Dog hoodie with its hood pulled up to shade his eyes. He had a Glock in a shoulder holster, hidden beneath the bulky fabric, and an array of knives inside his waistband, down his boots, and up his sleeves. His wallet chain jangled, faintly, as he approached Mama’s Restaurant in Hell’s Kitchen. The sound drew the attention of the thick-necked man standing a few paces down from the door, leaning against the brick façade and smoking a cigarette, casual, as if he was simply enjoying the night air.  
 
    The restaurant had its closed sign showing in the glass door, but the windows revealed low light and diners chatting over wine and candlelight; eventually, they’d be ushered out into the night, and they’d think nothing of the big man smoking. Maybe some of the more astute among them would peg him for what he was: muscle.  
 
    When Toly was just a few strides from the door, and walking with purpose, the cigarette landed in the gutter and the man turned to block the way – an easy feat given his width. “Restaurant’s closed.” 
 
    “I have a message for your boss,” Toly said, and watched the man’s hand fly to his waist, toward a hidden gun. His English was good these days, he’d become totally fluent, but he hadn’t been able to dial back his accent. It marked him out immediately. “A written message,” he continued, and reached for it slowly in the kangaroo pocket of his hoodie, careful to crackle the paper so the guard wouldn’t think he was pulling a weapon. “From my boss.” 
 
    The man studied the proffered envelope a long moment before he snatched it up. “Wait here.” He went inside with one last, aggressive look over his shoulder to make sure Toly stayed put.  
 
    By the time the guard returned, a gaggle of tweakers across the street were eyeing up Toly like they were wondering how easy he’d be to rob. Try it, he thought, but then the guard was snapping to get his attention, standing in the open door, and saying, “Follow me.” The sour look on his face said he didn’t like this idea and was only following orders. Toly shoved his hands in his jeans pockets and followed.  
 
    The interior of the restaurant was cozy in a shabby, unpretentious sort of way. Vinyl tablecloths, taper candles melted into the tops of wine bottles at each table; black-painted walls and lots of framed photos; soft fairy lights overhead and low music, Sinatra crooning below the murmur of voices and cutlery. The heady scent of tomato sauce lay thick in the air.  
 
    The guard led him back through the kitchen, where the staff were in the process of cleaning up and shutting down. Most of them did a double-take when Toly passed, but he ignored them. Through the kitchen, they reached a private office, one cluttered with boxes and paperwork. A man sat behind a desk, glass of red wine at his elbow, massaging his temples as if he had a headache. The guard motioned to the chair across from it, then left, closing the door with a loud thump.  
 
    Toly moved a box aside and settled into the chair, adrift in the ass-impression of the many, many larger men who’d sat here before him.  
 
    Across from him, Gino Esposito lifted his head and fixed him with a flat, fish stare. “What are the Lean Dogs doing coming to me with tip-offs?” he asked, nudging the note that lay open on his desk.  
 
    Pulse picking up only slightly, because he’d been in tighter situations, Toly pushed up his right sleeve and turned his arm over to show the small, ornate K tattooed just below the crook of his elbow. It was red edged with black, and marked him Kozlov. Judging by the way Gino cursed and pressed back into his chair, he understood its meaning just fine.  
 
    “Jesus fuck,” he muttered, reaching for his top desk drawer – and presumably a gun. “Get outta my–” 
 
    “Wait.” Toly tapped the noose inked beside it. “See? They want me dead.” 
 
    Each night in the shower, when he soaped down his arm, he glanced at the ink he’d kept, thought of the dagger on the back of his neck, and wondered why he’d taken such a risk. If the bratva ever got hold of him, and found that ink, they’d carve him to pieces. They were small, but that wouldn’t matter. He’d marked himself a traitor to Kozlov, on purpose. It came in handy, in moments like these, as Gino eyed him warily, but was too great a danger in the long run.  
 
    Maybe he was a masochist.  
 
    “As you can see,” he went on, “it’s in my best interest that the Kozlovs don’t get any stronger. My president agrees. If you set a trap for the bratva, then that’s one less competitor for the both of us in the market.” 
 
    Toly wasn’t one for long rambles or wheedling or flattery. He said his piece, then pushed his sleeve back down and waited, hands on his thighs, face schooled to its usual, placid grumpiness. He thought Gino was a man who would appreciate that.  
 
    He was. After a moment, he scratched his chin in a considering way. “The enemy of my enemy, eh?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Gino nodded, then motioned to the door in clear dismissal. “I’ll think about it. Thanks for the heads up, Russian Dog.” 
 
    Toly nodded, and left, snagging an abandoned bit of charcuterie on his way through the kitchen. He munched pepperoni and fired off a text one-handed on the sidewalk: It’s done.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Taylor Bruni had been dubbed Topino by his old employer, a nickname that set anxiety squirming in his belly. When he’d first prospected, he’d made the mistake of sharing it with his would-be club brothers, and they’d taken it up – but they’d said it then and now with nothing but good humor and affection, and so it had become his road name, was inked under his left shoulder blade, and it had become a name that fit him warm and cozy as a well-loved sweater.  
 
    Tonight, he wore his favorite leather jacket over a hoodie, the hood shielding most of his face. Hands in his pockets, 1911 jammed in the back of his waistband out of sight, he approached a food cart that had no business being open this late. The scent of baked, greasy pastry floated toward him, and as he neared, the cart’s operator lifted his head lazily from the paper he was reading by streetlight.  
 
    “Good evening,” he greeted without enthusiasm, his Russian accent light, but detectable. “Pirozhki?”  
 
    “Sure.” He fished out a bill and offered it between two fingers. “I’ll take whatever’s on late-night special.” 
 
    The man stilled, tension stealing through him. His gaze sharpened, and fixed on Topino’s face. He didn’t recognize him, because of course he didn’t; that was the reason Topino had been the one sent on this errand. His gaze shifted then to the offered money – a clean, new $100 bill.  
 
    A beat passed, then the man nodded. “Tonight’s special is beef and onions.” He withdrew a pen and a scrap of paper. Jotted down a number and passed it over.  
 
    “Smells delicious, thanks.” 
 
    He walked around the corner before he dialed. An equally bored, accented voice answered on the second ring. “What?” 
 
    “I’ve got some valuable information for your Pakhan,” Topino said, and the other end of the line went silent, not even a rustle of breath. “The Espositos are planning on hitting you tomorrow, but Gino isn’t really the decision-maker in that family. He answers to his cousin, Sal Moretti, who doesn’t like to get his hands dirty. My advice would be to clear your people out, and strike first. Forget Gino: go after Moretti. He’s trying to take over the Kozlov Abacus loans for himself. He’s hosting a business lunch tomorrow with some VIPs. Clara Luna restaurant at two.”  
 
    Before he could receive an answer, he ended the call. He pulled out a cloth, wiped his prints off the burner cell, and tossed it in the nearest trash can. Then he walked back to his bike.    
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Trap: set.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Thirty-Nine 
 
      
 
    Ian finished tucking a pale blue pocket square into Tenny’s breast pocket, then stepped back, rested his chin on his knuckles, and gave him a critical once-over. “The wig…could be better.” 
 
    “It’s the best we can do on short notice, and it wasn’t cheap,” Raven said, arranging the ends of it and giving them one last pass with the flat iron.  
 
    “I know. All told, not bad. The suit fits well, at least.”  
 
    Tenny was no stranger to fittings with tailors, with measurements and cosmetics and being fussed over like a bride, all in the name of altering his appearance for an op. This was no different…in the sense that it was an op. But having Ian and Raven primp him felt much more intimate, and also…relaxing, in an odd way. These weren’t handlers or techs; one was his friend, the other was his sister (even if he didn’t want to admit it), and all of it felt a bit surreal.  
 
    Ian took his shoulder and turned him toward the mirror. “Have a look.” His lips quirked, threatening a smile.  
 
    A jolt moved through Tenny when he caught sight of his reflection. In one of Ian’s dove-gray suits, blue shirt, pocket square neatly tucked, with a long, auburn wig, Ian’s watch, and Raven’s deft application of a little makeup, he hardly recognized himself.  
 
    Ian stepped in close, so their faces rested beside one another. His hair had been carefully braided and tucked up into a black beanie, paired with a slouchy black turtleneck and skinny jeans. Tenny searched their faces, wondering if the disguise would hold. Ian’s nose was a little larger and sharper than Tenny’s, and Tenny’s eyes tilted upward at the outer corners. But that freshwater blue was passably similar, and they both had the finely-bred bone structure of an aristocrat. They were of a height and build. Ian’s hands and feet were larger, but that wasn’t the sort of thing a potential business partner would make note of.  
 
    Tenny reached to tweak a lock of his wig, tucked it behind his ear, and let out a deep breath.  
 
    “Nervous?” Ian asked, tone sympathetic.  
 
    “Only that this thing won’t stay on.” He lifted his nose to a haughty angle. “I’m never nervous about my acting.” He shifted his posture, curved his lips in a mocking little smile, and affected one of Ian’s more elaborate hand gestures. “Darling, I’m afraid I can’t concentrate on a word you’re saying while you’re wearing that dreadful hat.” 
 
    Ian grinned.  
 
    Raven let out an unladylike snort as she stepped up next to him. “God, you’ve even mastered the voice.” 
 
    Tenny tossed his head and sent his long, auburn hair shimmering back over his shoulder. “Nothing to it, really.” 
 
    Raven rolled her eyes. “It’s a good thing you’re useful, because you’re an insufferable brat. Both of you,” she added, as she turned away.  
 
    Ian affected a bewildered expression. “I’ve no idea what she means by that.” 
 
    “Neither do I, darling.” 
 
    Ian made a face. “Do I really say ‘darling’ that much?” 
 
    “Positively all the time.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Howard Models was conveniently located in the top four floors of the building next to Jack Waverly’s NYC residence. Raven knew that, because the boys had found it out in their recon, but it wasn’t until she stepped off the elevator into Nikola’s sleek, pop-mod lobby that she glanced through a bank of windows and caught sight of the neighboring apartment building’s rooftop garden and pool deck. Ugh.  
 
    An emaciated girl with spiky pink hair looked up from a magazine as they approached the desk, gaze flicking over their party with a mix of fatigue and disinterest. “Welcome to Howard Models. Do you have an appointment?” Her gaze lingered a bit too long, brows crimping, on their security detail, which consisted of Bruce, two other of Ian’s New York people, and Albie, all in black suits. A few inches shorter and less broad, his suit sourced at the last minute, Albie stuck out a bit like a sore thumb, but there was nothing for it.  
 
    Arm looped through Ian’s, Raven offered a cool smile and said, “Yes. Raven Blake and Jean-Jacque de Jardin to see Miss Howard.” They’d been asked the same thing at the security desk in the lobby, and been offered guest passes, but the receptionist still pulled them up on the computer to verify.  
 
    She slid a clipboard across. “Sign here.”  
 
    They did so, Ian muttering, “Unbelievable,” in French, frowning beneath the black lenses of his sunglasses, signing with a grand flourish. Every time she glanced at him, with his beanie, and his shades, and his turtleneck, she wanted to laugh. He’d taken to the role of disdainful, bad boy French designer with gusto and skill, and it would be admirable if she wasn’t so tickled by it.  
 
    On the other hand, the threat of laughter was doing a wonderful job of keeping her petrified nausea at bay, so there was that, at least.  
 
    “What?” the girl asked, glancing up at Ian, and then Raven.  
 
    Raven pressed a hand to her mouth and stage-whispered, “He’s used to being recognized. You know the French. So fussy.” She rolled her eyes.  
 
    “Yeah…” The girl skated a nervous/curious glance at Ian again. “You can follow Molly.” 
 
    Molly proved to be another too-thin girl in a black dress, though she was at least friendly. “Right this way, Ms. Blake, Mr. de Jardin.”  
 
    They were led through an open-plan office area, where the desks were long, minimalist tables, everyone working side-by-side without cubicle walls, the workspace bordered on all sides by floor-to-ceiling windows. Mere feet beyond the glass, the rooftop pool next door glimmered turquoise in the sunlight; women lounged beneath umbrellas, though it was too cool outside to do so; Raven supposed it was for the benefit of the men who were already taking drinks from the little thatch-roofed bar in one corner. How often, she wondered, did Waverly go up to stroll through the raised beds of the garden or sip Scotch by the pool? Did he day-drink with a pair of binoculars and watch the young women come and go? 
 
    “Hm,” Ian hummed, quietly, as if reading her thoughts. “Nice view.” 
 
    “Too nice.” 
 
    He patted her hand where it rested on his arm. 
 
    Nikola’s office was walled in frosted glass and occupied the whole back half of the floor. They couldn’t see through it, but the sound of raised voices carried. Molly’s shoulders hunched a fraction as she knocked on the door, and then eased it open only far enough to peek through.  
 
    “Miss Howard? Miss Blake and Mr. de Jardin have arrived.” 
 
    “Mr…who?” Nikola’s voice was even more shrill than Raven remembered. “Fine, fine, send them in. I’m done here,” she said, with obvious disgust.  
 
    Molly pushed the door wide and stepped inside to hold it for them. “Your security can wait down the hall if you’d like,” she offered, and Raven froze.  
 
    She looked at the girl – demure and uncertain – and wondered if this was some sort of trap.  
 
    Molly’s throat jumped as she swallowed. “W-we have a nice lounge, just down there.” A glance proved it to be visible from the office door, a little nook with uncomfortable-looking chairs, a sink, and a coffee maker.  
 
    “Fine,” Raven said with a sigh, and motioned to Albie, who gave her a not-at-all-subservient glare in return. She snapped her fingers for emphasis, knowing she’d pay for it later.  
 
    Alone, she and Ian proceeded into the room.  
 
    The long space was a veritable bowling alley of white on white on white on white. Blocked off into three separate areas – office proper, changing area complete with screens, platform, and three-angle mirror, and a sitting area with couches and a coffee table – everything from the chairs to the rugs to the bookcases to the knick-knacks on the bookcases was white. The only pops of color belonged to the three people standing in the changing area: a designer in a splashy kimono with a measuring tape around her neck and an array of pens clenched between her teeth; a model in a highlighter-yellow frock with too much tulle around her shoulders; and Nikola herself: tall, rail-thin, her pixie cut slicked back severely, in a black minidress and blood-red stilettos.  
 
    The model dashed at her eyes with the back of her hand, clearly upset.  
 
    The designer reached to pinch a fold of fabric at the girl’s waist. “Maybe,” she said, quite clear around the pins, “if we take it in a little here, then–” 
 
    “No, no, no,” Nikola snapped, hands interlacing at the back of her neck. “The whole thing’s a trainwreck. Toss it and start over.” 
 
    The model closed her eyes, a single tear tracking down her cheek.  
 
    The designer pulled the pins from her mouth, expression pained. “Miss Howard, we’ve been at this since yesterday, maybe–” 
 
    “Are you giving me excuses, Emily?” 
 
    “No, ma’am.” She took the model by the arm and helped her down off the platform. “Come on, sweetie,” she said, softly, and the two of them hustled out of the office in a rustle of skirts, not so much as glancing at Raven and Ian.  
 
    Nikola stood a moment, head bowed, still gripping the back of her neck, muttering to herself. Raven caught the phrase fucking stupid more than once. Then Nikola heaved a deep sigh, dropped her hands, and turned to face them, small, insincere smile on her lips.  
 
    “Raven! It’s been too long.” She glided forward and took Raven’s hands so they could exchange air kisses on each cheek. “You look wonderful.” She pulled back at arm’s length, smile showing a calculated flash of teeth, nothing about her expression sincere.  
 
    Raven put on her own false, agency smile. “So do you. That dress!” She tilted her head toward the door. “One of your own?” 
 
    Anger flashed in Nikola’s gaze a moment before she made a face and dropped Raven’s hands, waving dismissively. “No. One of my apprentices’. She has a lot to learn, as you can tell.” 
 
    It had never been said aloud – because some things could be said with undercutting barbs and vicious grins – but Raven could taste the other woman’s jealousy on the air. Raven had expanded her own agency with a line of couture frocks years ahead of Nikola, and been successful enough to sell them overseas. Nikola was obviously still struggling to get that sector of her business off the ground.  
 
    Nikola’s gaze shifted to Ian, and became alarmingly warmer in a cunning, predatory sort of way. “Oh. And who have you brought with you?” She offered a hand, grinning with all her white teeth showing.  
 
    Ian took her hand in his much larger one and bent in a bow too gallant for his getup, ghosting a kiss to the backs of her fingers. “Jean-Jacque de Jardin at your service, madame,” he said in a bored, though perfectly accented voice. He drew back to his full height and released her hand, face expressionless behind his shades the whole time.  
 
    “Madame.” Nikola flicked her fingers at him, chin tilting coquettishly. “Please. It’s mademoiselle.” To Raven: “Where’d you pick him up, you lucky, lucky girl?”  
 
    Raven hugged his arm and laid her head on his shoulder, knowing her grin had gone shit-eating. “We connected at Paris Fashion week. You should see his menswear line. Utterly delicious.” 
 
    Nikola gave him a lingering, up-and-down scrutiny. “I don’t doubt it.” She sighed, then turned and minced her way around her desk, motioning to the chairs opposite. “Sit. I’ll ring for some green teas. 
 
    “Now,” she said, once they were settled, and she’d snapped an order into the intercom on her desk, “what’s this about, Raven?” Her brows lifted. “You’ve finally come around on that merger?” 
 
    Raven had never liked Nikola – she didn’t like most people in her industry, truly. It was a cutthroat business full of eating disorders, back-stabbing, and excoriating insults. It took a lot of grit to survive, and that she had in spades. But it was one thing to dislike the woman for her manners and reputation as a vicious manager…quite another to know that she was also involved with Waverly and Abacus and all the debauchery and immorality that entailed. She felt something like hatred curdling in her belly, and fought to keep her expression neutral.  
 
    “Something like that,” she said, hedging. “Your associate in London was very persuasive.” 
 
    Nikola smiled, lips closed, smug.  
 
    “A bit too persuasive, if you catch my drift.” Raven sniffed. “We’re not quite so blunt as you Americans.”  
 
    The smile slipped. “Marie can be a tactless idiot, I’ll grant you. Apologies.” 
 
    “She continually stressed your interest in Kyra Blacklock.” 
 
    “Did she?” Nikola’s jaw tightened, though she attempted another smile. “Kyra’s a hot item, obviously, but she wasn’t the reason I suggested us joining forces.” 
 
    “She wasn’t?” Raven asked, all innocence.  
 
    “No. It’s like you just said yourself: we Americans are too blunt. Expanding into the UK would go much more smoothly if it was with you as the European brand ambassador. Likewise, we could help you expand further here in the States. It would be mutually beneficial, and the models could hop between locales for work, obviously.” 
 
    “Obviously,” Raven echoed. She crossed her legs. “Let’s say, for sake of argument, that I was interested.” 
 
    Nikola’s mouth puckered unflatteringly in pleased surprise. “Let’s say you were.” 
 
    “I have some concerns.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Jean-Jacque and I” – she laid a hand over the back of Ian’s where it rested on the arm of the chair; someone had let him borrow some rather gnarly and out of character rings: a jolly roger and a wolf and a rose – “have talked about joining forces: his male models and designs walking in my shows, my girls and my designs appearing in his photoshoots when they want men and women pictured together. A true partnership.” 
 
    “How lovely.” 
 
    “If I were to join you, I’d want to make sure Jean-Jacque was comfortable with the arrangement.” 
 
    Nikola’s smile deepened and sharpened, gaze sliding Ian’s way. “Of course,” she repeated in an entirely different tone, almost purring.  
 
    Ian was sitting with his legs spread wide, slouching in the chair in a way he never would as himself. He dragged in a reluctant-sounding breath and said, “Who is your backer?” 
 
    Nikola blinked. “My what?” 
 
    “My agency started very small,” Raven said, “as an offshoot of my mother’s. I took what I’d earned walking the runway and opened up a little one-room office, to start. I eventually took a loan from my mother until I could pay her back. But you didn’t have any family connections in the industry,” she said, smiling sweetly. “And you opened up this incredible agency your second month off the runway. Surely you had a financial backer. One who perhaps is a part-owner still?” 
 
    Nikola, Raven knew from old gossip, had been born plain old Nikki Howe, naturally dirty-blonde, the daughter of a Nebraska corn farmer who eventually went to prison for beating his wife half to death. She hadn’t come from money; she’d been stunning on the runway, but had been plucked from obscurity. She’d had a backer then, and doubtless still did. New hair, new name, always waxed, and glossed, and dressed to kill, no one ever associated her with those old, forgotten Nebraska headlines about Hank Howe.  
 
    Raven knew, though, and Nikola’s resultant look was downright venomous.  
 
    “If we’re going to do business,” Ian said, “we need to share our financial information, no? To ensure it’s a smart decision?” 
 
    Nikola ground her teeth a long moment, looking between them, hesitant in a way that no one should have been had this been a normal meeting. She was as dodgy as anyone part of a smuggling ring could hope to prove.  
 
    “Nikola?” Raven prodded. “Problem?” 
 
    She took a slow breath and exhaled, nostrils flaring. “My silent partner is Jack Waverly.”  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Lucky for the Dogs, Jensen Waverly was addicted to Instagram, had a public account, and posted everything. He tagged his location in nearly every photo, which was how Evan knew to find him at Crew, a place that couldn’t decide if it wanted to be a pub, a club, or a burlesque dinner house.  
 
    There was a bouncer at the door, and a twenty-dollar cover fee; dim as nighttime inside, it was styled like an old-fashioned pub, with touches of glamour: crystal chandeliers on low settings; ornate wall sconces and paintings illuminated with art lights. A stage occupied the wall opposite the bar, and on it, a woman in complicated lingerie was doing something equally complicated with a stool and a series of scarves to the low throb of dated music.  
 
    The tables and couches were full of day drinkers, but Jensen Waverly was easy to spot. He had the couch with the best view, seated in the center of it, arms draped across the back, sunglasses pushed up on top of his head. He wore cargo shorts and a t-shirt, was utterly unremarkable in every way…save for the fact he was surrounded by sycophants. He slouched like a king, taking up more space than he needed, glancing lazily between the stage and whichever of the ten young men grouped around him was speaking at the moment. He never leaned toward any of them to hear better; they leaned into him. He was sipping something clear out of a tall glass, and he smiled rarely, looked bored more than anything.  
 
    A spoiled little prince holding court.  
 
    Doubt gripped Evan, sudden and tight. His orders were simple: get in good with Jensen and see what he could learn. The idea was to mimic what Luis had (supposedly) done, and get tucked under Jensen’s wing. But he’d never worked a job like this, and he had no idea if his acting skills were up to snuff. For the most part, Tenny’s constant beratement didn’t bother him. That was just Tenny, and he was an asshole to everyone. But now, standing here in the low light, sweat beading up between his shoulder blades, he felt like the useless idiot he’d been called so many times.  
 
    Oh God, he was going to fuck this up.  
 
    No. Focus.  
 
    Fox had told him not to get drunk – “God knows what’ll fall out of your stupid mouth if you get sloppy” – but he headed to the bar because a little liquid courage might be the only thing standing between him and nervous embarrassment.  
 
    He sipped his rum and coke at the bar for a few minutes before he finally worked up the courage to walk over.  
 
    Act casual, Fox had said. Like you just happened to run into him. 
 
    But don’t act like a stupid tit, Tenny had added.  
 
    He took a deep breath that was far too unsteady, tried to think of the last good joke he’d heard – something Deacon had said about a donkey – and plastered an easy smile on his face. Just act natural, dude, he told himself. You’re always smiling. Easy peasy. 
 
    He started past Jensen’s couch, then paused, and did a double-take. Here went nothing. “Whoa! Hey, dude!” 
 
    Several heads turned his way, the entourage regarding him with a blend of curiosity and immediate judgment. Jensen sipped his drink, gaze still fixed on the stage.  
 
    Shit.  
 
    The music wasn’t that loud, but Evan raised his voice anyway. “Hey, Jensen, right?” The man in question finally turned his head a fraction Evan’s way, gaze flicking up bored and flat. “Yeah, it is you! I’m Kyle.” He thrust his hand out for a fist bump. “We met at Steve-o’s party last week.” Thank you, Instagram. “You did that keg stand. Bro, it was sick!” Said keg stand had been part of a multi-pic post showing the before, during, and after; Jensen hadn’t looked like he would remember much of that party.  
 
    Reluctant understanding dawned on Jensen’s face. It wasn’t a particularly good face. His shirt cost five-hundred bucks, his shades two-grand, and his haircut was sharp…but he had his dad’s nose, chin, and heavy brows. When he got older and heavier, it wouldn’t be pretty.  
 
    “Yeah,” he said, after a beat. “Kyle. Right.” He didn’t return the fist bump, so Evan let his arm drop.  
 
    “Dude, you told me about this place!” 
 
    Jensen frowned.  
 
    “It’s sweet!” With an inner cringe, he dropped down into the empty spot on the sofa beside Jensen. Jensen looked affronted – a few members of the entourage looked like they thought he was about to get punched – until he added, “What are we drinking? Next round’s on me.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Sunlight flashed through the tinted windows of the Suburban, warm against Tenny’s closed eyelids. The hum of the engine, the light bounce of the SUV each time they hit a pothole – he could have been in any city, any country, any car. He’d done this more times than he could count; had started at thirteen, a prop in someone else’s operation. He’d been flying solo at fifteen; indispensable at eighteen. At some point, there was always a car full of handlers, and he’d always done this. Everything faded; he was only the steady breaths filling and leaving his lungs, his slow, regular heartbeat. He lifted each finger individually and tapped it back down on his thigh. Tensed and then relaxed each muscle, a cascade of tension that rippled from his jaw down, leaving him humming and loose afterward. He didn’t have a knife or gun on him, but this was his greatest weapon: his body. His reflexes, his muscle memory, his years of training. Nothing else mattered so long as he had this. Had himself.  
 
    The Suburban slowed, and then stopped.  
 
    Tenny opened his eyes, and the light seemed electric, colors oversaturated.  
 
    The driver – a New York Dog named Topino – twisted around in the seat to look at him. “I’d go in with you if I could,” he said, expression apologetic.  
 
    “Not necessary.” 
 
    “Right. Well. You’ve got these guys.” 
 
    Through the windshield, he watched Ian’s security team exit the lead car and take up posts on the sidewalk. The guard in the passenger seat of his own car climbed out and moved toward the rear door.  
 
    Topino frowned. “You sure you got this? This is…a lot.” 
 
    Between one breath and the next, Tenny tugged on his newly-acquired Ian mask. Donned his posture, and the tilt of his head, and the quirk of his lips. “Clearly,” he said in his Ian-voice, “there’s a shortage of true skill in New York.” 
 
    Topino’s eyes widened. “Damn.” He grinned. “Good luck, then, Mr. Shaman.” 
 
    Tenny allowed himself one true, feral grin – the real him, according to Reese – and then resettled in his Ian suit and climbed out onto the sidewalk as his detail opened the door. It had been more than a year since he’d worked a proper op, as someone undercover, someone posing as someone else, and for a while there, back at the hotel, he’d worried he’d be rusty. But now, clothed and ready, he found it was no effort at all to stand as Ian would stand; to button his suit jacket and glance up at the restaurant’s marquee with superior indifference.  
 
    Sal Moretti was the part-owner of a dozen restaurants across the city, but his son, Matt, had two that were his babies: Bella and Clara Luna, where Tenny now stood as his security detail flocked around him like so many blackbirds.  
 
    One guard opened the door, and the rest fell into place in front of and behind him. Tenny had never had an entourage; it was a bit of a power trip, to be honest.  
 
    Inside, the restaurant was of the type that felt like nighttime no matter the hour. Dark wood paneling and low lighting; small round tables with wine-colored cloths and candles in glass lamps. Decoration was sparse, a few potted palms in the corners and some somber, framed portraits on the wall. The place reeked of money: its clientele expected prompt service, small portions, and exclusivity. Tenny was already familiar with the layout thanks to Topino’s sketches back at the hotel. He knew where the kitchen was, and all the exits. Already had his escape route planned.  
 
    A hostess hurried to meet them, smile harried. “Mr. Shaman?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “If you’ll follow me?” 
 
    She led them to a private dining room in back, through a set of dark wood French doors. The table that waited was large enough to seat at least ten, and at the far end, there was Jack Waverly.  
 
    Tenny had never been one for pop culture – mostly because he’d never had the luxury. But he’d seen several of the many, many movies Waverly had produced at this point, and even the most basic Google search had pulled up countless photos of the man posing with starlets at events. He donated to an array of political candidates and charities; hosted a lavish auction each year, the benefits of which supposedly went to a children’s hospital.  
 
    He was exactly the sort of overfed, oily weasel Tenny had been sent to kill in his previous life. Not a handsome man to begin with, age and rich-living had turned him lumpy and bloated. Perpetual eyebags turned his already small eyes to buttons pressed into dough. He was in the middle of sipping red wine when Tenny walked in, and paused, glass hovering in front of his lips as his gaze roved Tenny with an intensity that tried hard to look like disinterest.  
 
    He lowered his glass and motioned to the man standing against the wall, who then stepped forward to intercept Tenny’s guards.  
 
    “Your men will have to wait outside.” 
 
    Tenny nodded. “That’s fine,” he said in his Ian voice. He held his arms out, as Waverly’s guard approached, and submitted to a quick, but thorough pat-down. He swallowed the impulse to elbow the man in the throat, and was grateful it was him here, and not Ian; that Ian, without Tenny’s years of training, didn’t have to walk unarmed and unarmored into enemy territory.  
 
    “All clear,” the guard said, and then pulled out a chair for him.  
 
    Tenny settled; unbuttoned his jacket and arranged its halves, tugged at his cuffs, smoothed his hair.  
 
    The guard turned over a clean glass and filled it with merlot, catching the drops at the rim of the bottle with a towel, smooth as any professional waiter.  
 
    “I took the liberty of ordering,” Waverly said. “You like porterhouse?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Waverly grunted an approving noise and stared at him, elbows on the table. He hadn’t been born into money, unlike his son; according to Wikipedia, his father had been a welder, his mother a homemaker, and Jack himself had spent his teen years loading and unloading trucks for minimum wage. He entered the world of film production as a PA, fetching coffee and granola bars, and the story goes – according to his website – that he “worked his way up from there.”  
 
    In Tenny’s experience, that sort of meteoric rise was the result of knowing some very ugly things about some very important people.  
 
    “So,” Waverly drawled. “You’re him.” 
 
    “Hm?” Tenny hummed, that quiet, agreeable sound Ian made that could have meant he wasn’t bothered or was planning your murder. It was a clever façade, one Tenny intended to make the most of.  
 
    Waverly gestured in an impatient way. “This Shaman I keep hearing about.” His gaze raked like claws. “Not what I expected.” 
 
    “Really?” Tenny affected one of Ian’s seemingly casual poses, leaned back in his chair, hand raised to a lazy angle. “Taller or shorter than you imagined?” 
 
    Waverly’s stare was contemptuous. “Prissier.” 
 
    Tenny tossed his hair back with a quick flick of his fingers. “I prefer to think of it as ‘fastidious and well-dressed.’”  
 
    “I bet you do.”  
 
    “Mr. Waverly,” Tenny said, as a waiter arrived bearing plates of steak and angel hair pasta, “you doubtless have far more experience in the area than I have, given our respective ages and years in business, but I don’t typically begin a meeting with personal insults.” 
 
    To his credit, the waiter didn’t react. He dropped a basket of bread in the center of the table and retreated.  
 
    Waverly smoothed his napkin over his lap, picked up his silverware, and then settled a glare on Ian.  
 
    Ian grinned. “Can we not have at least a pretense of cordiality, Mr. Waverly?” 
 
    A long, tense moment passed, and then Waverly snorted and dropped his gaze to his plate. A reluctant smile tugged at his mouth as he cut into his steak. “Well, they got one thing right: you’re a real smartass.” 
 
    Heh. Tenny kept his smile restrained and serene, though inwardly felt the warm glow of victory. “An exceptional one, even.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Forty 
 
      
 
    This sucked. It sucked so much.  
 
    Cassandra didn’t have the same hang-ups about Dad that her sister and brothers did. For the longest time, they’d shaken their heads and waved away her inquiries about Devin’s sins against them. They hadn’t wanted to taint her opinion, given that Devin had, “inexplicably” according to Raven, spent more time being a part of Cassandra’s childhood than he had with any of the rest of them. Cassandra’s mother, who likewise didn’t hate him as much as the other mothers, had said, “I’m not saying he’s a good man – but he’s getting older, and I think that’s changed his priorities.” And so Cass had fuzzy memories of him tucking her in at night when she was small; he’d visited often, and brought her gifts, and called her “my girl.” He wasn’t like her friends’ fathers: parked in front of rugby with a beer; Sunday afternoons at the park; Christmas mornings – except for that one time – or her cringey school plays. But he was a real father, in his own way. And she didn’t hate him.  
 
    She’d grown up knowing, however, that thanks to his past career and exploits, and thanks to her brothers’ involvement with the Lean Dogs, life wasn’t the candy-coated adventure of so many childhoods. The world was a dangerous place full of dangerous people. But everyone from Phil down tended to be too nervous; too cynical and overeager to assume that everyone who so much as looked at them funny was some sort of enemy. There were good people out there, too. Friends. Allies. Safe places and good intentions.  
 
    The clinic was real enough, that they’d been able to confirm through multiple sources. And the friends she’d met in the chat had shared photos of themselves, and their art; they spoke like people her age, liked the same shows she did. They had a lot in common!  
 
    Apparently, she’d been catfished.  
 
    She wanted to die.  
 
    She sighed and fiddled with her hair where it lay over her shoulders. She’d chosen her outfit weeks ago with bubbly excitement in her stomach, but now all she felt was regret and nerves. The reason their suites had turned into a circus, the reason her brothers had come to the city, was because she’d been careless. Because she’d once again proved herself to be the little kid of the family, the stupid baby who didn’t know any better.  
 
    It sucked. 
 
    Someone rapped on the doorframe, and she turned to find her dad with a shoulder resting casually against the jamb, arms folded.  
 
    He smiled. “Ready to go?” 
 
    She found she couldn’t smile back, but nodded. “Yeah.” 
 
    She gathered her bag and portfolio on the way out of the bedroom, thankful, when she reached the sitting room behind Dad, that Raven had another assignment today. Fox’s stare was judgmental enough.  
 
    He was flanked by Reese, and that angry-faced Russian Dog, Toly. A few of Ian’s men loitered in their black suits, waiting for instructions, and Abe was ready to go, sipping coffee out of a travel cup. It was a small group, compared to Tenny and Raven’s respective entourages, but Cass could admit that Fox and Dad were worth more than a few hired guns.  
 
    “Alright,” Fox said. “Let’s go over it again.” 
 
    “I remember from last night,” she said.  
 
    “Still.” His voice was flat and unhappy. “Again.” 
 
    Cassandra bit back a sigh. “We’re going to go in through the front door and I’m going to check in while you guys pretend not to be as conspicuous as hell.” 
 
    Devin snorted and grinned.  
 
    “Then, I’ll go into orientation, point out Brandon and Kaitlin, and wait for you guys to” – she gestured – “ruin my chances of an art scholarship.” 
 
    “Scholarship,” Fox deadpanned, “because that’s what’s important here.” 
 
    “It’s important to me.” 
 
    “Give her a break, Charlie,” Devin said. “Can you blame her for failing to consider her family’s sins each time she makes a new friend?” 
 
    Fox made a face that said yes, but didn’t comment.  
 
    Cassandra wanted the floor to open up and swallow her.  
 
    They went down in the elevators out to the porte-cochere and the two black SUVs waiting there.  They piled into the first one, Dad in the front, Cass in the back between Reese and Toly. Fox gave their driver directions and he and Abe got in the second car. The driver eased them down the hotel drive and out into choked-up afternoon traffic, and it was… 
 
    It was awkward. The radio was on low, a sonorous talk show of some kind, but not loud enough to fill the inside of the car with distracting background noise. Devin was a chatterer, but today he stayed vigilant at his window, and said nothing.  
 
    Cass sat with her arms folded, trying not to press too far to either direction; Reese had to think she was stupid after last night, and there was nothing encouraging about Toly’s sullen silence.  
 
    Finally, Devin took a breath and said, “Hey, Reese.”  
 
    Thank goodness.  
 
    “You and Tenny, huh? You guys dating?” 
 
    Scratch that. Shut up, Dad.  
 
    To her left, Reese sat still and composed, seemingly unbothered, hands in his lap. She saw him nod from her periphery. “He’s my boyfriend,” he said. “We went on one date.” 
 
    Devin chuckled. “You’re a blunt one, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Dad,” Cassandra hissed.  
 
    “I’m just making conversation.” He twisted to look at her around his headrest. “Would you rather it be quiet?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He shrugged and faced forward. “Suit yourself.” Twisted the volume knob so the talk show filled the car.  
 
    Devin had opened the door to the topic, though, and suddenly Cass couldn’t help but think about Reese and Tenny. Her brother. She’d only met Reese once before, and those had been less than ideal circumstances; she wasn’t so stupid that she’d thought they’d forged any sort of connection…but she’d had some dreams, afterward. More than a few daydreams and some fanciful thoughts. Reese had dropped down out of the ceiling, face streaked with paint, beautiful and terrifying, and she’d found herself, days, weeks, months later, full of longing.  
 
    When Raven first said they were going to New York via Tennessee, she’d wondered, even hoped…but Reese was with her brother, apparently. Her brother the raging asshole.  
 
    It felt a little unfair. Like everything right now. Fuck Tenny.  
 
    Guilt washed over her the moment she’d thought it. None of what was happening was Tenny’s fault. Asshole or not, he was her brother, and she wasn’t going to be so petty that she would wish his boyfriend would break up with him. Reese was too old for her anyway, as Raven was wont to point out.  
 
    She took a few breaths, resettled, and turned toward Reese. “Um…” 
 
    He was staring out the window, but turned to look at her when she spoke. Every time she thought she’d gotten used to his gaze – that emotionless, cold-water blue – she was shocked all over again by the sight of it. She wondered if he ever smiled; if that intensity ever dropped away.  
 
    For a moment, caught in his intense regard, she forgot why she’d spoken. Then she gave herself a mental shake. Face heating, she said, “Um. Tenny. Is he, uh – is he actually nice to you?” Oh God, had she really asked that? She winced. “I’m sorry. Pretend I didn’t say anything.” 
 
    He blinked, expression not changing. “Nice.” He said the word as if he’d never heard it before, testing it. The tiniest line appeared between his brows as they drew together a fraction. “He says lots of cruel things, but he doesn’t mean them. I know he doesn’t.” He shrugged. “That’s what counts.” 
 
    “Here, here,” Devin chimed in. “It’s actions over words, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Both are cruel, in your case,” Reese said, and Cassandra choked on a shocked laugh.  
 
    On her right, Toly let out a quiet “heh” of amusement.  
 
    The rest of the trip was spent in silence, though a less uncomfortable one, thankfully. Cassandra would have spent the time scrolling through Twitter or Instagram, but Fox had kept hold of her phone, and had been messaging her friends in the chat. God knew what he’d told them; in different circumstances, she would have enjoyed seeing his attempts at sounding like a seventeen-year-old girl in type. She wondered how many emojis he was using.  
 
    Finally, the Parker-Holloway gallery came into view, and Cassandra’s belly clenched with nerves. She would have been jittery anyway, here at this gallery, with a clinic ahead and new friends to meet in person. Knowing that this had become one of her brothers’ ops made her want to throw up.  
 
    The building was an old pre-war, three story, red-brick box with plenty of windows. Its parking lot was tiny, but a metal portico out front offered a place for drop-offs. Cass climbed out of the SUV on shaky legs and numb feet, trying to keep her breathing steady. When Devin came to her side, and pulled her arm through his, she leaned into him, grateful for the physical contact.  
 
    “Right then,” he said cheerily. “Here we go.” 
 
    Fox, expression unbothered behind a pair of dark sunglasses, joined them and held the door open, not speaking. Devin steered her through, into a wide, open-air reception hall with polished concrete floors, brick walls, and a sleek, minimalist desk. A girl about her age was checking in, flanked by her parents. Her probably-very-normal, not-assassin parents. 
 
    God, she was going to be sick.  
 
    “Chin up,” Fox murmured as he passed behind her, their sleeves brushing, and then strolled deeper into the gallery, hands in his pockets.  
 
    “Sir? Excuse me, sir!” An employee all in black went hurrying after him.  
 
    A quick glance over her shoulder proved that Reese and Toly had ghosted off somewhere, too; she hadn’t even heard their boots across the floor.  
 
    When she faced forward again, the girl ahead of her had turned around, name tag clipped to the front of her sweater, looking a little nervous, gaze alighting hopefully on Cass. It was an expression she knew well from her years at school: are you friendly? I don’t want to be here all alone. 
 
    Cass could only smile slightly in response, throat tight, and let Devin steer her up to the desk. The woman seated there offered a warm smile. “Hello. Checking in to the Bright Spark Clinic?” 
 
    Cass started to respond, and only managed a sad croak.  
 
    Devin slipped his arm around her shoulders and turned all his considerable charm on the receptionist. “That’s right: my angel here got into this fancy program all on her own merit. She’s going to be the next Rembrandt.”  
 
    “Dad!” There was one way to get her voice back. “Yes, checking in. I’m Cassandra Green.” 
 
    “Oh, you’re our British attendant! Welcome! If you’ll just sign here, and here – here’s your name tag.”  
 
    There was an array of brochures, and an orientation packet; a complimentary pen, lanyard, and a small art history book written by their clinician, a professor of modern art at NYU. A Parker-Holloway tote was offered to hold it all, and then she was being directed toward the second-floor room where orientation would begin in a half-hour. Devin remained at her side as she headed for the staircase.  
 
    “Sir?” the receptionist said, “only clinic attendees are allowed at orientation.” 
 
    “Oh. Oh, right, of course. I’ll just say my goodbyes here, then.” He pivoted around so he and Cass faced one another, and Cass swallowed a fresh surge of nerves. “Good luck and have fun, darling. I’ll pick you up at six, right?”  
 
    She nodded, and went willingly when he pulled her into a hug.  
 
    “You’ll be fine,” he whispered before he pulled back. “Just do like we talked about, and leave the rest to the boys and me.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    A variety of boutiques and cafes occupied the ground floor of the building where Howard Models was located. The din of voices bouncing off the terrazzo floors provided sufficient privacy for their conversation. Raven walked between Ian and Albie, and there was a headache building at her temples.  
 
    “Waverly funding a modeling agency establishes financial ties between him and Howard,” Albie said. “And maybe a good lawyer could do something with that in court, who knows. But it doesn’t automatically prove that Nikola’s involved with Abacus directly – or at all.” 
 
    “We’ll need hard evidence or testimony for that,” Ian said, sounding grim. He’d pocketed his sunglasses, and a few auburn wisps of hair had escaped his beanie. “Coffee, anyone?” 
 
    “God, yes,” Raven said with a sigh. “Gallons of it, if we’re going to spend all day chasing our tails.” 
 
    They ducked into a crowded coffeeshop, joined the back of the line – and Raven spotted a familiar bit of floral blue silk tucked away at a corner table.  
 
    She tapped Ian’s arm and nodded when he looked down at her. “Look. It’s that designer and the model from upstairs.” 
 
    The model had changed out of the ugly yellow dress into a hoodie and leggings, hair scraped back in a loose ponytail. She’d had a proper cry after they’d left Nikola’s office: her eyes were red and raw, and she swiped at her nose with her hoodie sleeve.  
 
    “Testimony, you said?” 
 
    Ian lifted his brows and inclined his head as if to say, it’s worth a shot.  
 
    “What?” Albie asked.  
 
    “You go and keep watch,” Raven said.  
 
    He made an unhappy sound. “Don’t get used to me following your orders. It’s not going to become a habit.” 
 
    “Sure, darling.” She led the way, Ian following, over to the table. Neither woman noticed their approach. When Raven said, “Excuse me,” both jumped and whipped their heads around, matching petrified expressions on their faces.  
 
    Raven offered a smile – a real one, rather than the tight facsimile she’d given Nikola. “Hello, sorry to intrude, but I saw you both earlier, up in Nikola’s office.” 
 
    The designer recovered first. “Oh. Um.” Her gaze shifted between the two of them. “I’m sorry, but I don’t–” 
 
    “Recognize us? Completely understandable. You both seemed to have a lot on your mind.” She turned to the model, and noted, with a pulse of alarm, that when she laid a hand on the girl’s shoulder, she flinched hard. “How are you, dear? You seemed rather upset earlier.” 
 
    “Oh.” She sniffed and swiped at her face. “I’m okay.” 
 
    Raven frowned. “Nikola’s rather famous for her temper, I’m afraid. Do you mind if we sit?” Ian snagged two chairs from a neighboring table and dragged them over.  
 
    “Uh…sure,” the designer said.  
 
    “I’m Raven,” Raven said, as she settled. “Raven Blake. And this is my friend Jean-Jacque.”  
 
    Ian made a quietly amused sound.  
 
    “Raven Blake?” the designer asked. “Oh, wow, I love your line.” 
 
    “Thank you. You’re Emily, yes? And I didn’t catch your name, I’m afraid.” 
 
    Though the designer had softened visibly now that she knew who Raven was, the model was still uncomfortable-looking. “I’m Siobhan,” she finally said.  
 
    “Siobhan. Lovely to meet you.” 
 
    Ian, French accent back in place, said, “Madame Howard wants to do business with Raven, but” – he turned a serious glance on Raven – “I don’t think that’s the best idea after meeting her.” To the women: “Do you ladies enjoy working for her? Is she a generous employer? Because I don’t want us partnering with someone who mistreats her people.” 
 
    Emily and Siobhan shared a look. Their expressions turned guarded – and faintly afraid. “She pays well,” Siobhan said, but Raven could tell there was plenty she wasn’t saying.  
 
    “That dress,” Raven said, “is it your design?” 
 
    Emily frowned, then shook her head. “No. Nikola’s. She’s having me…perfect it.” 
 
    “It should be perfected right into the rubbish bin,” Ian said, and Siobhan snorted in surprise, a hint of a smile touching her lips. “I’m sure you could do much better.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t know about–” 
 
    “She could,” Siobhan piped up. “Em’s sketches are gorgeous.” 
 
    “No,” Emily demurred. “I have a lot left to learn. And besides, we shouldn’t be talking about Miss Howard like this.” She fidgeted in her chair, nervous, suddenly, and glanced out through the window at the passing throngs of shoppers.  
 
    “Why not? She’s a bitch,” Siobhan said.  
 
    “Shh!” Emily hissed at her. “You can’t say that.” 
 
    “Ladies,” Raven said, projecting calm and comfort as best she could. “It’s alright. Nikola is a bitch.” 
 
    Emily gasped. Siobhan went goggle-eyed.  
 
    “This industry is full of them, unfortunately,” she continued. “But if you’re talented, and hard-working, there’s work waiting for you with me. I’ve always got room for new people, so if you don’t want to stay with Nikola, you don’t have to.” 
 
    The girls shared stunned glances. It doubtless sounded like a wild, unimaginable possibility to them, but Raven was counting on the weight of her reputation.  
 
    “Be honest with me, now,” Raven said, worried she was pushing her luck. “Some not-so-nice things go on at Howard Models, don’t they?” 
 
    They looked shifty, hesitant.  
 
    “For instance, I know that Jack Waverly is her business partner.” 
 
    At mention of his name, all the color drained out of Siobhan’s face. It was as damning as any verbal admission. 
 
    “Darling,” Ian said, slipping back into his true persona, leaning forward, expression inviting. “We can help, if you’ll tell us what you know.” 
 
    “Siobhan,” Emily said quietly, and Raven didn’t know if it was a plea for quiet, or for a confession.  
 
    Siobhan chewed at her lip a long moment, and then her eyes filled with fresh tears. She nodded, voice thick when she spoke. “What do you want to know?” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Tenny could suck it, because Evan was actually really fucking good at this whole playing pretend thing. After a couple hours, and several rounds of drinks, Jensen had warmed considerably. In fact, Evan thought he – or “Kyle,” rather – might be the guy’s new best friend.  
 
    “Aw, man.” Jensen hooked an arm around his neck and leaned most of his weight against his side. “This ain’t shit.” He was slurring a little, glassy-eyed and red-faced, as he pointed at the stage with his glass, slopping vodka over the rim. “Look at her, she’s not even hot!” He was shouting, and judging by the sudden stiffness of the girl performing, she’d heard him.  
 
    “Dude, I know!” Evan shouted back, feigning intoxication, and saying a silent apology to the poor girl. She was quite pretty, actually, but he supposed when your dad was a millionaire several times over, you could afford all number of girls.  
 
    “You know what we should do?” Jensen asked. He turned his head so his nose bumped Evan’s cheek, his reeking breath hot on his neck. Gross. “We should go to the office.” 
 
    A ripple of “ooh”s went up from the entourage. Shouts of “fuck yeah” and “dude, let’s go!” Several of them stood, weaving on their feet.  
 
    “What’s the office?” Evan asked, though his pulse kicked up a notch. The “office,” whatever it was, hadn’t ever been mentioned on Instagram. Could it really be this easy? Getting invited into the secret circle? 
 
    “Shit, you gotta go,” one of the other guys, Rory, said.  
 
    When Evan turned his head, Jensen grinned at him, wide and smug, a spark flaring in his unfocused eyes. “Man. You’re gonna love it.” 
 
    Leaving was a bit of a clusterfuck, all of them too drunk to make a coordinated effort of standing, pulling on jackets, searching for wallets that had slipped down into the couch cushions. A waitress came around to ask if they wanted anything else, and Jensen said, “Get outta my face, bitch.” She retreated without fanfare, as if this was a normal occurrence. Jensen called his car service, and Evan pretended to have as much trouble walking as the rest of them as they all made a pit stop at the bathroom and then staggered out onto the sidewalk.  
 
    A series of black Range Rovers waited on the curb, and the drivers hopped out to open doors for them. Jensen hooked his arm around Evan’s neck again, and nearly sent them tumbling into the gutter. “New guy rides with me,” he declared. “I gotta get him up to speed.” 
 
    Some of the others laughed, which Evan didn’t like. He liked climbing into the back of the lead Rover even less, especially when Jensen and Brody piled in behind him and slammed the door.  
 
    It was one thing to sit with them in a public place, where he could get up and walk out at any point. But here in the car – doors locking as the driver pulled away from the curb – he was trapped, and on his way God knew where.  
 
    How had Tenny done this sort of thing for so long without shitting his pants all the time? 
 
    He cleared his throat and pushed cheerful drunkenness into his voice. “This office…it’s not, like, an office office, is it? ‘Cause that sounds kinda lame.” 
 
    “Psssh,” Brody laughed, and proceeded to light a joint, the stink of it thick in the enclosed space.  
 
    Jensen still looked entirely too smug, intoxicated or not. “Lame. Ha! You ain’t ready. Trust me, man, you ain’t ready.” He smacked at Brody’s arm. “Gimme a hit.” 
 
    The trip wasn’t a long one, maybe ten minutes, tops. Evan tried to keep track of their turns and landmarks through the window without looking too alert, but Jensen kept jostling against him as he swayed through the turns, and eventually the joint was pressed into his hand. By the time the Rover cruised to a halt, he was pleasantly loose-limbed and no longer nervous. It was easy to laugh along with the other two as they piled out onto the sidewalk; they weren’t so bad, these guys. And they’d invited him along! They liked him! Maybe the situation wasn’t as fucked up as Fox kept saying it was – Fox was a boring old asshole, anyway.  
 
    The building before them was tall, all gleaming blue-black glass with a black awning out front and a roll of black carpet leading up to a door framed by urns bursting with ferns and flowers. A uniformed doorman opened the door with a quick nod and a low, “Mr. Waverly,” and they stepped into a marble-floored lobby loud with the crash of a massive waterfall. Signage on one wall welcomed them to the Beaumont Building, and the main business appeared to be, judging by the size and location of its font, the New York offices of Jack Waverly, Producer, Director, Screenwriter, etc.  
 
    A guard was stationed at a desk, but he glanced up, noted it was Jensen, offered a wave and went back to the book he was reading.  
 
    Jensen’s friends were pumped, whooping and singing and calling to one another, voices echoing loudly over the rush of water. Evan took a deep breath of chlorine-scented air, and found himself smiling, eager now to see what was so special about this place…aside from its immediate, obvious grandeur.  
 
    They made their loud, unsteady way to the elevators, and all managed to cram into one large cab. Jensen hit the B for basement, and several of them groaned when they began the downward glide.  
 
    “Shit,” Paul muttered. “Shouldn’t a had that last shot.” 
 
    Despite the tight press, Jensen managed to turn around and smack him upside the head. “What am I always telling you?” he slurred. “Why you gotta be whiskey-dicked all the time?” 
 
    “I know, I know,” Paul whined. “You got coffee down here?” 
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
    They arrived to another chorus of groans – Evan caught himself with a hand against the bright chrome wall, less than steady himself – and emptied out into a dark, cool basement space packed with boxes and crates and maintenance equipment.  
 
    “Come on, new guy,” Jensen said, and started off through the maze. “I’m ‘boutta blow your fucking mind.” 
 
    They walked and walked, and finally reached a corner of basement blocked off with chain link fence. There was a padlock on the gate, one that Jensen opened – after some fumbling – with a key. Beyond waited another elevator, the industrial kind, with a sliding door and a metal grate. It fit them all easily, the air inside the cab starkly cold. When they were loaded and heading down once more, Evan felt his buzz begin to fade. Nerves boiled back up in his belly and he wished he’d thought to fire off a text to someone to let them know he was leaving Crew earlier.  
 
    Seth shot him a grin and waggled his brows, which kicked off a sequence of ugly mental images. Maybe this whole thing was a giant prank on him, and he’d get his ass kicked and left to rot in some basement cell. Maybe they’d recognized him as a Lean Dog straight off, and this whole thing had been a ruse to wear his guard down and get him somewhere where no one could hear him scream.  
 
    He regretted every horror movie he’d ever watched.  
 
    But as they descended, the boys got more and more excited: rocking on their feet, cracking their knuckles, murmuring to each other in snatched whispers. Adrenaline shaved the edges off their inebriation, so they seemed almost clear-eyed by the time the car finally ground to a halt and its two doors slid back.  
 
    In his thirty seconds of mounting panic, Evan had created an elaborate imagining of Saw-style concrete and rusty pipes. So he was stunned when they emerged onto soft burgundy carpet, in a receiving area decked out in rich wallpaper, velvet drapes, and with tufted couches and small end tables lining the walls.  
 
    Jensen strode forward, a new swagger in his steps, all his boys hot on his heels. Evan wiped the shock off his face and hurried to catch up.  
 
    The carpet and wallpaper continued down a wide hallway, framed artwork mounted above dark wainscoting. It felt like they’d stepped into a Victorian mansion. Paneled doors were set at intervals, each bearing keycard readers like at a hotel, with numbered keypads beneath. Jensen took them all the way to the one at the end, flashed a card, and let them in with a polite, electronic beep.  
 
    Here was another lounging area full of couches, tables, and an impressively-stocked wet bar along one wall. A hulking guard dressed in black awaited them, a gun and an assortment of other goodies belted around his waist, and Evan nearly backpedaled out of the room. It was too late, though; if he bolted, he was good as dead.  
 
    Several of the guys went right to the bar. Jensen dropped down onto a sofa and sprawled out just like he had back at the club. 
 
    “Mr. Jensen,” the guard greeted in a low rumble.  
 
    “S’up? We got anything new in?” He grinned. “Not feeling like leftovers today." 
 
    The entourage cackled like hyenas.  
 
    The guard shifted on his feet, looking uncomfortable. “Mr. Jensen, the news ones are slated for the auction.” 
 
    “All of them?” Jensen flicked his fingers in dismissal. “We can share, then.” 
 
    “Mr. Jensen, your father–” 
 
    “My father isn’t here right now, is he? Which makes me your boss.” He snapped his fingers, scowling. “Do what I said, or you’ll have your pay docked.” 
 
    The guard’s jaw tightened, but he nodded, and left through another keycard access door.  
 
    Jensen rolled his head along the back of the sofa so he was looking at Evan; his Cheshire cat smile was awful. He patted the space beside him. “C’mere, new guy. Lucky for you, I’m feeling generous.” 
 
    Evan crossed to the sofa with the sense that he was moving toward something horrible; that he was about to do – or be forced to do – something that would haunt him for a very long time. He sat down, heart beating wildly, and Jensen clamped a punishing hand on his shoulder.  
 
    The door opened, and the guard returned – not alone. He pushed a girl along in front of him. She was barefoot, dressed only in a few scraps of lingerie, and she was whimpering like a kicked dog, blonde hair hanging in a curtain over her face.  
 
    “Yeah,” someone called. 
 
    Someone else whistled.  
 
    The girl lifted her head, eyes wide and rolling in terror, and the sight of her hit Evan like a gut punch. 
 
    He’d not seen her in person, only on the fliers and files Eden had shared with the club. It was the girl who’d gone missing in Alabama: Kaylie Eckridge.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “I feel like there’s a tracksuit joke to be made here,” Axelle murmured.  
 
    Eden lowered her binoculars and did a broader sweep of the street through the gapped blinds. The rent-by-the hour seedy motel they were camped out in was conveniently located across the street from the laundromat that served as the front for the Kozlov bratva. They owned several fronts, according to Toly’s intel, but the Suds ‘n Sit was the only one that had become common knowledge around the city. Toly had said that if the Italians took the bait and launched an attack, it would be here.  
 
    “Oh, I got a million of those,” Pongo said. “What do you call a–”  
 
    “Shh,” Eden hissed. “There’s a car.” 
 
    The bed springs creaked as he hopped to his feet and joined them at the window. A black Mercedes was doing a slow crawl toward them, its windows blacked-out to an illegal degree. The pedestrians loitering on the sidewalk did double-takes, and were savvy enough to pick up the pace as they walked away.  
 
    “Do you think your little detective managed to organize anything?” Eden asked, doubtful.  
 
    “Dunno. She’s hella ambitious, though, and, like, in love with her partner. Maybe she managed to persuade him to go talk to their captain or something.” 
 
    “Guess we’ll find out,” Axelle said, and then swore when the rear, driver-side window rolled down on the Mercedes.  
 
    The loud whoop of sirens erupted below, and then the screech of tires. Patrols cars slammed into view at both ends of the street, lights flashing, penning in the car.  
 
    “Ha!” Pongo exclaimed. “Atta girl.” 
 
    If he sounded a little bit proud, Eden was too pleased to point it out to him. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “Alright.” Waverly wiped grease from his lips and settled his forearms on the table. “Let’s not play games, here. I don’t wanna talk in circles.” 
 
    Tenny had cut into his steak and pushed it around his plate a little, but hadn’t eaten a bite nor taken a sip. He was very good at that game. “Agreed. If you aren’t one for subtlety, I can be blunt.” 
 
    Waverly grunted a disagreeing sound – or maybe that was just indigestion from inhaling his food so quickly. “You were approached weeks ago about coming onboard, and your response was – well, let’s just say it was negative. And violent.” 
 
    Tenny remembered that “approach” from the other side of the desk. Cracking Luis in the back of the head, seeing the flash of relief in Ian’s eyes – and being proud that Ian hadn’t panicked, and had instead been ready to defend himself and Alec.  
 
    “You’re admitting it, then?” Tenny asked. “That Luis Cantrell works on your behalf?” 
 
    “Cut the shit. You already know that because your people disappeared him.” 
 
    “My people?” 
 
    “Everyone knows you’re in bed with the Dogs.” 
 
    “If you believe that, and that I somehow know what happened to Luis, why even take this meeting?” 
 
    “Let’s just call it professional curiosity.” 
 
    It was an invitation to plead his case, and Tenny took it. He dropped the Showman Ian façade and slipped into Ian’s ruthless, cutting shark mode. He shifted forward in his chair, and noted the way Waverly’s attention narrowed in on him. “I do work with the Lean Dogs MC. They’re one of several organizations which distribute my products – you see, I’m a wholesaler, like yourself. I don’t dirty my hands with the on-ground operations, but the Dogs are only one of my retail sources. I work with groups across the US and Europe, and am involved with a variety of influential civilians and politicians alike. We have a great deal in common, you and I. The Lean Dogs have acted rashly and violently, I’ll grant you – what can you expect from a bunch of low-life bikers?” He made a show of the word, wrinkling his nose. “All they know is stabbing, and shooting, and reveling in the ordinary. 
 
    “You and I, though – we’re the sort who make the world work. Warring with each other will get us nowhere. The incident with Luis helped me to see that. There’s no need for us” – he gestured between them – “or our loved ones to get hurt in the crossfire. I want us to join forces. That’s why I’m here.” 
 
    “You and I,” Waverly parroted, lip curled. “We’re nothing alike.” 
 
    “Well, you have considerably more power, I’ll grant you,” Tenny said. “But I fill out a suit more beautifully, so.” He shrugged and leaned back. “My contributions aren’t insignificant. There’s a reason Luis approached me in the first place, and it isn’t because you think I’m beneath your notice.” 
 
    Waverly tipped his head a fraction in concession.  
 
    “I’m not too proud for my own good,” Tenny continued. “I won’t challenge you, if I come onboard. But I do have one condition: that you leave my husband, and Raven Blake and her sister alone from this point forward.”  
 
    “Raven Blake. Dog loyalty, again.” 
 
    “No. Raven isn’t a member of the club. She knows what her brothers signed on for, what they’re risking. Leave her out of it. Leave her sister and my husband out of it, and I’ll call the Dogs off of you. They need my money too much to go against my orders.” 
 
    Waverly considered a long moment, scratching at his chin. “I would need a show of good faith,” he said, finally.  
 
    Tenny’s phone pinged and he withdrew it. “How about this? The Kozlov bratva just found out it was the Italians who got them raided. I just received confirmation that they’ll be here in two minutes. The authorities have been tipped off. You and I can quietly slip out the back and let them handle the Russians when they show up. How’s that for good faith?” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Abe had swiped them visitor passes while Fox distracted security. They slapped them on their chests, and then he turned toward the first painting they came to and said, “I’m not always a fan of Impressionism, but the brushwork in this piece is immaculate. It gives the impression of fractured light on water, don’t you think?” 
 
    An employee walked right past them without a second glance.  
 
    “That was good,” Toly murmured.  
 
    “Let’s see if it’s good enough to get us all the way up to the offices.” 
 
    It got them to the second floor, but then they faced a problem. An employee wearing a lanyard stood outside the door that led into the Employees Only area, which was their destination. Abe slipped Reese a flash drive through sleight of hand and whispered, “You know what you’re after?” 
 
    Reese nodded. 
 
    Abe nodded back, and then pasted a warm, grandfatherly smile on his face, hitched his steps so that he looked frail, and shuffled toward the employee. “Excuse me, do you think you could show me…” 
 
    As simple as that, the employee left his post, and Reese and Toly slipped into the staff area without being seen. There was a likely chance they’d been caught by the cameras, but both of them were wearing ballcaps and had angled their faces carefully.  
 
    So far, Reese approved of Toly. He was quiet, collected, and hadn’t felt the need to posture or preen. Efficient and competent. A useful partner in this endeavor.  
 
    Beyond the door, they found a short, narrow hallway flanked by half-open office doors. Cassandra had told them that all her official clinic correspondence had come from someone named Janet Bledsoe, and thankfully, all the offices bore name plaques.  
 
    They found her office empty, unlocked, and cluttered with house plants that gave the overwarm space a faint peaty scent. Toly gestured to the computer and said, “Do you mind?” 
 
    “No. Go ahead.” 
 
    He snapped on a pair of nitrile gloves from his pocket, pushed the chair in, and leaned over the back of it to get to the keyboard. The screen prompted them for a password, and he had it figured out in a matter of seconds.  
 
    Reese glanced over his shoulder to check the doorway – clear – and stepped up beside him. “How’d you know her password?” 
 
    Toly snorted, faintly, as he clicked through Document tabs. He reached with his free hand to flick a Post-It fixed to the side of the monitor. “She has a list.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “It’s Bright Spark, yeah?” 
 
    “Yeah. Look, here, it says it’s a roll call.” 
 
    They popped in the drive and saved it, along with a score of other related Docs, anything labeled Bright Spark. Then they got into her email and screenshotted everything that seemed relevant.  
 
    Reese wished they had more time for this, that they could really stop and search all her files at their leisure, but all the while he felt an imaginary clock ticking in the back of his mind.  
 
    Out in the hallway, the outer door opened and then clicked shut.  
 
    “Shit,” Toly muttered. He pulled out the drive and pocketed it. “Time to go.” 
 
    They stepped out of the office, and the employee heading toward them pulled up short, her eyes widening in surprise. Fear flashed in her gaze, and Reese supposed they didn’t make the typical portrait of museum-goers.  
 
    “Can – can I help you?” 
 
    “We got turned around,” Reese said, drawing on all he’d learned from Tenny and trying to project a sheepish smile and an easy tone. Based on her expression, he missed the mark. “We’re going. Sorry.” 
 
    She flattened herself against the wall as they passed; Reese heard her small gasp. Easily startled, he figured, or maybe his face was even more frightening than normal when he was trying to do friendly things with it. 
 
    But as they pushed through the door, he heard a crackle of static, and then her voice low and urgent: speaking into a radio. “Second floor offices. Yes. Hurry.” 
 
    “Shit,” Toly said again, as Abe spotted them and headed over. “We’ve been made. We’ve got to get out.” 
 
    “Not without Cassandra,” Reese said. “Where are Fox and Devin?” he asked Abe, when he reached them.  
 
    “They can find their own way out. Don’t worry about them. Is the girl on this floor?” 
 
    “Somewhere. It’s orientation.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    The employee who’d helped Abe stepped around a section of display wall, walkie-talkie held up to his mouth.  
 
    That was when Reese got the feeling that “calling security” wasn’t as simple as a few overweight retired cops coming to have strong words with them.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Fox found his father loitering in front of a statue of a woman – shocker. Devin didn’t glance round when Fox drew up beside him, still staring up at the object of his fascination.  
 
    “Look at the tits on her,” he said. “The way the cloth folds over them. You can see her nipples.” 
 
    “It’s marble, you old lech,” Fox said, without heat. That was the problem with Devin: the longer you were in proximity to him, the more he started to seem normal. Or else Fox became numb to him. “It’s supposed to look realistic.” 
 
    “I’ll say.” 
 
    “If you’re done hitting on an inanimate woman,” Fox deadpanned, “a new low for you, by the way, but I don’t guess I expected better…we should head up and collect Cass. Abe and the boys should have had ample time to download something decent.” 
 
    Devin sighed. “Sorry, darling,” he told the statue, “I’m afraid I can’t stay.” He turned toward Fox, finally, grinning.  
 
    “You’re the most fucked-up person I’ve ever met.” 
 
    “Aw, come on, that can’t be true. Have you met yourself?” 
 
    Much to his chagrin, Fox found himself snorting, tickled. “Shut up.”  
 
    The museum was quiet, a few visitors strolling through the exhibits, talking in hushed voices about the art, the loudest sounds the pop of old floorboards and the occasional slam of an unseen door somewhere. So they were able to hear the thunder of running feet approach quite clearly.  
 
    Devin cocked a brow. “Stampede?” 
 
    “More like the cavalry, I’m thinking.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Just days before, Cassandra had been tingly with excitement at the prospect of meeting Kaitlin and Brandon in person. If she was honest – which she didn’t want to be – she’d been a little more excited about meeting Brandon. They’d traded photos in the chat and he was cute. Plus, he “lol”ed at her jokes every time, and watched all her favorite anime, and never failed to respond, no matter what time of day or night she posted.  
 
    But sitting next to him now, as they waited for orientation to start, she realized how easily she’d been fooled. Realized how eager he was to hear about her life – about her family and her accommodations.  
 
    Before, she would have thought that meant he liked her.  
 
    Now…she had to be suspicious of everything. That was what her family had taught her.  
 
    “Your dad really came all the way from London?” he asked now, as the three of them sat waiting for orientation to begin.  
 
    She didn’t answer right away, reviewing what she ought to say. It’s okay to talk about me, Dad had said back at the hotel. I’m walking you in, so it’s not like I’m a secret.  
 
    She hesitated long enough that Brandon frowned. “Cass, you okay?” 
 
    “Oh. Yeah. Yeah, I’m fine. He did come from London.” She made a show of rolling her eyes. “He’s not around half the time, and suddenly he’s all worried about me and shit. Ugh.” 
 
    Kaitlin made a face. “God, my dad’s the same way. He doesn’t listen to anything I say, but I go on one date and suddenly he’s all, ‘that’s my little girl.’” 
 
    Our dads are nothing alike, Cassandra thought bitterly. You’re not here right now as part of a fucking mission.  
 
    “What does your dad do?” Brandon asked, too eager. “’Cause he’s away for work a lot, right?” 
 
    “He’s a contractor.” He just gets contracted to kill people, is all.  
 
    “Cool.” His face was all friendly interest – big smile, sparkling eyes, the works – and all she could see was a threat. Someone who wanted to know too much about her; someone who wanted to use her against her family. Was he even eighteen, as he claimed? Or older. An undercover cop? A gangster?  
 
    His smile slipped. “You sure you’re feeling okay? You look a little pale.” 
 
    See? That was suspicious, right? Grandmothers said “you look a little pale,” but not teenage dudes!  
 
    She hated this. She hated it so much.  
 
    “I’m fine,” she gritted out.  
 
    The door flew open, a sudden rush that snatched everyone’s attention. Cassandra twisted around in her chair to see a woman in a black dress wearing a gallery lanyard come skittering into the room, slam the door shut, and lean back against it. “Hi, everyone.” Her smile was strained. “There’s been a slight delay. We’re dealing with a bit of a security issue.” 
 
    Oh God.  
 
    “Not to worry, though. It’s being handled. If you’ll all just stay here and–” 
 
    Cassandra stood. “What sort of security issue?” 
 
    “It’s fine. The guards are–” When Cassandra strode forward, all pretense of a smile fell away. The woman looked petrified. “Miss. Please take a seat. Our security personnel are handling things.” 
 
    Then she heard the crack of a gunshot. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    There was a moment, in the melee between the statue and the staircase, between kicks, and ducks, and strikes, when Devin was laughing wildly behind him, that Fox found himself grinning.  
 
    He was having fun. With his dad.  
 
    Maybe more like adjacent to his dad. But.  
 
    After all the stress of the past few weeks, all the upside-down bullshit, it felt damn good to flex his muscles. To do what he did best, and fight people. He had his stealth, and his instincts, his training, his accents and his charm and everything else…but nothing filled him with joy quite like beating the ever-loving shit out of people.  
 
    No museum employed dozens of guards. The dumb muscle that rushed toward Fox and Devin belonged to someone else – and weren’t a match for them besides. Clearly Waverly, or Abacus, had assumed two men could be overwhelmed by sheer numbers.  
 
    It was always a good thing to be underestimated.  
 
    Fox chopped a guard in the throat with the edge of his hand, and he went down hard, choking and wheezing. A meaty thud behind him said that Devin had dropped another one. They’d reached the foot of the stairs, finally, and the guards that had dogged them the whole way had fallen; a few were moaning, one was trying unsuccessfully to gather himself. 
 
    “Charlie,” Devin said, and his tone sent a chill skittering up the back of Fox’s neck.  
 
    He looked first at his dad, who’d gone oddly stone-faced. Devin nodded up the stairs, and Fox thought fuck, already knowing what he’d find when he turned his head.  
 
    A woman, one of the gallery employees, stood halfway up the stairs, pale and shaking. Marshall Hunter stood on the step behind her, one hand around her throat, the other holding a gun to her temple. More guards stood behind him, at the top of the stairs.  
 
    Devin stepped up beside him. “Friend of yours?” 
 
    “One could even say bosom friend.” To Hunter, he called, “I should have guessed this was you. It smacks of showy desperation.” 
 
    The woman squirmed, and Hunter’s grip tightened until she gasped for air.  
 
    “Does your boss know you’re off-leash?” 
 
    “Does yours?” Hunter shot back. “Your pretty little Shaman’s off trying to negotiate, and here you are skulking around and poking your nose where it doesn’t belong.” 
 
    “Aw, well. I’m a poker, what can I say?” There were five guards up there – and where the hell was Abe? “If you think a civilian hostage is going to deter me, though, you’re putting too much stock in my humanity.”  
 
    Hunter grinned. “Stop trying to pretend that the Lean Dogs aren’t soft as shit. It’s a bad look.” 
 
    Fox opened his mouth to respond–  
 
    And two of the guards at the top lurched forward, off-balance, and tumbled down, flailing and shouting.  
 
    Hunter whipped around. “Shit.” A gunshot echoed sharply against the walls; the woman dropped, boneless, in time for Hunter to press himself against the wall and then dash up the stairs as his men went crashing past.  
 
    Fox drew his own gun and gave chase. He had a momentary, clear shot at Hunter’s back – but didn’t take it when he saw Abe grappling with more guards at the top of the stairs.  
 
    He leaped the fallen employee and kept going; could hear Devin keeping pace beside him. At the top step, he clipped a guard in the temple with his gun and turned to Abe. “Where are the boys?” 
 
    “They went after Cass.” Abe was breathing like a lathered horse; there was blood on his knuckles, and it smeared across his chin as he wiped more blood from his split lip. “Down that hall.” 
 
    “Where’d Hunter go?” Fox asked, taking off at a jog.  
 
    “Who?” 
 
    He didn’t answer. Dread pooled oily and sickening in his belly as he pressed on, around a corner, down the next hall. He passed an open door, lots of young people on the other side of it shouting in alarm. “Bright Spark Clinic” was printed on a piece of paper taped beside the room number. Cass. But Fox had an ugly suspicion it was no use stopping to search for her in that room.  
 
    He stepped over bodies, guards in black that had been stabbed, blood like hieroglyphs on the pale concrete. Toly’s handiwork, maybe. Or Reese’s. A trail of dying breadcrumbs that led him, finally, into a wide, airy space flooded with light coming in through a bank of windows. It was a room full of sculptures, funky modern things made of old wire and junkyard trash.  
 
    Fox had run into his share of unfolding scenes; had leaped into the middle of chaos. He wasn’t one to panic, to freeze, to hesitate in any way. Abe had ground the art of triage into him since he was a boy: he could pinpoint the most important strike point within seconds of entering a fray.  
 
    But the scene playing out now, in this room of twisted metal, played out too fast and shocking for comprehension. By the time he got halfway across the floor, it was over.  
 
    Toly was dragging Cassandra across the room, an arm hooked around her waist, gun aimed on the trio fighting in front of a window. Reese was engaging two slim wraiths in black, one on either side, tight and fast strikes, kicks, and dodges. Fox knew right away they were Hunter’s boys – namely because Hunter was striding toward them, his gun still in his hand.  
 
    Fox threw out a hand toward Toly. “Hold! Keep her back!”  
 
    A stunning blow landed against the side of Reese’s head; he grunted, and swayed – and Hunter shot him right in the chest.  
 
    “Goddamn it.” 
 
    Fox lunged forward, but the distance was too far. He couldn’t get off a clean shot without hitting Reese – again, oh fuck, again, was he still breathing? Where was he hit? – and by the time he reached them, his hand closed over the empty space where the back of Hunter’s jacket had been. In a shower of breaking glass, Hunter and his boys went out through the window, Reese clutched between them like a lifeless doll.  
 
    Fox skidded over glass shards and drew up to the empty sill; stuck his head out to scan the alleyway below. 
 
    But they were gone. 
 
    Just…gone.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Forty-One 
 
      
 
    Fox’s heart was trying to choke him, throbbing wild and high in his throat. “Lock it down,” he barked, not caring who responded. “Shut this whole place down.” He couldn’t hear the slap of his feet on the floor as he bolted back toward the staircase, his pulse thumping in his ears. He sprinted back down the stairs, dodging fallen bodies.  
 
    Two of Ian’s guys stood in the lobby, guns trained on the guards who were trying to regroup. The receptionist was huddled under her desk, crying, arms clasped over her head.  
 
    “Don’t let anyone leave,” Fox ordered as he passed. “Rip out the phone.” 
 
    “Where are you going?” one of Ian’s men asked.  
 
    Fox didn’t answer. He pelted out the door and around the corner, back to the alley.  
 
    But it was empty.  
 
    A glimmer of sunlight drew his attention to a few fresh blood drops beside the dumpster.  
 
    Reese. 
 
    Holy shit, holy shit, holy shit –  
 
    He whirled at the scrape of a shoe, gun up, and Abe greeted him with open palms outstretched. 
 
    “Easy.” 
 
    Fox ducked around him and jogged to the end of the alley, searching for a car, a conveniently-open window, another blood drop – anything.  
 
    But there was nothing.  
 
    He looked up and down the intersecting street, heart still hammering, sweat prickling across his skin. He was gone. He was gone.  
 
    He gripped his hair tight with his free hand when he realized it was shaking. He turned around, and Abe was catching up with him. His calm, familiar face should have been a reassurance, but wasn’t in this instance.  
 
    “Charlie. You need to breathe.” 
 
    Oh. Was he not doing that? He dragged in a deep breath that left him lightheaded. “They took him. Fuck. They fucking took him.” 
 
    “I know. Hey.” He gripped Fox’s forearms and slowly lowered both his arms to his sides. “You can’t do this.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, it’s fucking happening, isn’t it?” Fox wheezed. A wave of dizziness crashed over him and he bent forward to put his head between his knees. “What am I gonna tell Tenny?” A fresh wash of panic turned his stomach.  
 
    “Tenny’s like us,” Abe said, still damnably calm. “He knows that–” 
 
    Fox pushed upright with a snarl. “Tenny cares about – loves – exactly one person on this planet, and I just let him get shot and kidnapped, so no, Tenny isn’t gonna know anything except murder. Jesus Christ.” 
 
    “How is you having a fit about it helping anything?” Abe shot back. He gripped Fox’s shoulder and gave him a hard shake. “It’s time to compartmentalize. We have to go back inside, get things sorted, and get the hell out of here.” 
 
    He was right. Abe was always right, damn him. 
 
    “Can you do that? Or do I have to knock you out?” 
 
    Fox closed his eyes a second and worked to get his breathing under control. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt this way. He didn’t do this.  
 
    He also didn’t let people get kidnapped, either.  
 
    He opened his eyes and nodded. “No. Let’s go.” 
 
    His heartrate was almost normal by the time they pushed back through the front door. Ian’s men seemed to have things well in-hand: the goons all lined up and secured with zip ties, even the unconscious ones; the small handful of employees sitting behind the desk, shaking and terrified.  
 
    “We confiscated their phones,” one of Ian’s men said.  
 
    Fox nodded. “Good. Lock the door. Civilians?” 
 
    “Hank got them into a back room.” 
 
    “Keep them there. We’ll leave soon; have the cars brought around.” The last he called over his shoulder as he and Abe headed for the staircase.  
 
    He paused, briefly, on his way up, attention caught by the employee Hunter had shot. She’d collapsed with the exit wound down against the floor, so that, save the neat hole in her temple, and the blood that had puddled down three stairs, she looked alive, still. Eyes open, lips parted, face smooth with shock.  
 
    He'd shot her so he could drop her; shot her so he wouldn’t have to slow himself down by dragging her along, once her usefulness had ended.  
 
    That wasn’t why he’d shot Reese.  
 
    He skipped up the rest of the stairs three at a time; Abe cursed and huffed to keep up with him.  
 
    He heard the blubbering and begging long before he rounded the bend in the hall and found some dumbass kid backed up against the wall, one of Toly’s knives winking at his throat. Cassandra stood behind Toly, arms banded tight around her middle, Devin’s arm looped around her shoulders.  
 
    “Friend of yours?” Fox asked, head tilting toward the boy.  
 
    Cassandra’s eyes were wet, but her chin was set at a stubborn angle that reminded him a lot of Raven. “No,” she said, emphatically.  
 
    “Please,” the boy was crying, snot-nosed, tears pouring down his cheeks. “P-please, I don’t – my dad’s really rich – he’ll pay you! Please don’t kill me, please, please–”  
 
    The knife tilted in Toly’s hand, overhead lights glinting down its length. “Shut up,” he snapped. He glanced over his shoulder at Fox, cold-eyed and serious. “This is the one. The boy who set all this up.” 
 
    “Set…set what up? Oh my God, I didn’t–” 
 
    Toly hissed, “Shut your fucking mouth,” in Russian, and the boy gasped. “Oh my God, oh my God, ohmygod…” 
 
    Fox strode forward and gripped the boy’s jaw in one hand, smushing his lips together and turning his babbling into a garbled wheeze. “Hey. Dipshit. Who’s your dad?” 
 
    His eyes were rolling wildly. He tried to respond, but the way Fox was squishing his cheeks, the words were unintelligible.  
 
    “You know what? I don’t care. Lose the knife,” he said to Toly, who gave him a questioning look before he pulled it back. Fox tightened his grip, pulled the boy forward by his face – and then slammed his head back against the wall. His eyes rolled back, and Fox caught him as he went limp.  
 
    “Alright,” he said, as Toly rushed to help catch the boy. “We’re taking him, and we’re getting the hell out of here.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Tenny did two things when he climbed into the back seat of the Suburban: pulled his wig off and raked his left hand through his hair. And wiped his right hand, the one he’d used to shake hands with Waverly there at the end, down the leg of his slacks with a silent apology to Ian. “My God, who has hands that sweaty?” 
 
    One of his security guards climbed into the front seat, and it was only then that Tenny realized his driver, Topino, had a cellphone pressed to his ear. He twisted around in his seat and made eye contact with Tenny, frowning. “Yeah, he just got in,” he said into the phone. “Should I tell him?” 
 
    A small alarm pinged in the back of Tenny’s mind. “Tell me what?” 
 
    Topino’s frown deepened. “Yeah. Okay. Yeah. We’re headed back now.” He turned back around, dropped his phone in the cupholder, and put the Suburban in gear.  
 
    “Tell me what?” Tenny repeated, more sharply. That alarm bell was getting louder by the second. An awareness of wrong, bad, danger walked up the back of his neck.  
 
    Topino checked over his shoulder and eased out into traffic. The street in front of the restaurant was flooded with cop cars, police still crawling through the place after talking to Waverly and Tenny – two respected businessmen who’d drawn a lot of “sir”s and “if you would”s. He’d walked out of the meeting just as he’d walked in: wearing an Ian-costume and without any suspicion from the law.  
 
    Now, though, he hosted some suspicions of his own.  
 
    “What’s going on?” he snapped.  
 
    “I can’t say,” Topino said. “I’m just supposed to get you back to the hotel.” 
 
    “How reassuring.” He got no answer, and flopped back in his seat. When he folded his arms, Ian’s bespoke suit tugged across his shoulders, and he couldn’t wait to be free of the damn thing.  
 
    He pulled out his phone as the interior of the SUV lapsed into silence, and fired off a text to Reese. Where r u? He didn’t expect a response, because Reese was off on a mission of his own…but that should have been done by now. There was no way the gallery gig had taken more time than his painful lunch with Waverly. U didn’t fuck up, did u, idiot? he added…along with a devil smiley face and a heart emoji. Because he was a fucking sap.  
 
    No response. 
 
    Not after two minutes. Not after five, or ten. 
 
    His message hadn’t even been marked as read by the time they were pulling into the hotel parking garage.  
 
    They went up the elevator in silence, Tenny holding his wig in a plastic shopping bag, a number of uneasy thoughts beginning to circle through his mind. What was Topino not supposed to tell him? How sensitive could it have been if everyone in the car was all on the same page? 
 
    When they stepped out of the elevator onto their rented floor, Tenny hesitated. Toly stood outside the door of the main suite, foot braced back against the wall in a pose reminiscent of yesterday; but his face, when he lifted it and looked their way, was grave in a way it hadn’t been before. Tenny found himself striding quickly down the carpet.  
 
    “What’s going on?” he asked when he reached him.  
 
    Toly’s tongue flicked out over his lip ring, a nervous tell, and he tipped his head toward the door. “Your brother’s waiting on you,” he said.  
 
    Inside, he found the gallery crew, plus Raven, Ian and Albie all arranged around the room, all their expressions strained.  
 
    Wait.  
 
    He scanned the room again, skipping over faces, clocking guards and Dogs, even Eden and Axelle, and realized that one very important face was missing.  
 
    That alarm in the back of Tenny’s head became a screeching wail. He tossed the bag with the wig to the side. His heart climbed up his throat, and his stomach cramped.  
 
    “Where is he?” 
 
    Fox had been sitting in a chair, elbows on his knees. He stood, now, wearily, his face drawn. He moved to stand in front of Tenny. In a low voice, he said, “Let’s go in the other room.” He reached as if to take Tenny’s arm. 
 
    And Tenny batted him away. His pulse thumped hard in his ears. His skin broke out in gooseflesh, and his vision narrowed. “Where…is…he?” he ground out between clenched teeth.  
 
    Fox let out a deep breath. His voice had never sounded so small and defeated. “The staff were in on it. Somehow. We’re figuring out how at the moment. But. Hunter showed up.” 
 
    Tenny’s heart stopped.  
 
    “Tenny. I need you to keep as calm as you can. We’re going to fix this. We are. But Hunter…Hunter took Reese.” 
 
    Tenny didn’t realize that he’d reacted in any way until he was down the hall and marching through the sitting room of the suite he and Reese had used last night. Someone grabbed at his sleeve. He spun, swinging as he went, and Fox ducked the strike neatly.  
 
    “Tenny,” he snapped. “Listen – listen to me!” 
 
    Tenny turned away and stormed into the bedroom. Housekeeping hadn’t come, because the guards were keeping staff out save for toilet paper and soap deliveries, and so the bed was still unmade: a tangle of sheets and blankets, late afternoon sunlight carving shadows in the folds of high-thread-count cotton. Not twelve hours ago, he’d awakened there, mostly-naked and with his legs tangled with Reese’s.  
 
    And now Reese was gone. Reese’s father had taken him.  
 
    “Tenny.”  
 
    That morning, they’d opened their bags on the bench at the end of the bed. Tenny went to his, and start pulling out weapons: Glock, S&W .38, the two Brownings that went in his shoulder holster; his big-ass Colt .45. Knives. Ammo. Brass knuckles. Flak vest. At the bottom, there was the folder. He paused.  
 
    Fox drew up beside him, speaking in a low, urgent voice. “I know you’re hurting. I know that – I know it!” he snapped when Tenny whirled on him, and caught him by the throat. He didn’t try to resist. Tipped his head back, gaze wide and pleading. “Tennyson. That’s your name, yeah? He gave you that name. You love him, and you’re panicking, and I know that, I know that.” 
 
    Tenny squeezed, pleased by the quiet choking sound it inspired. “You don’t know shit.” 
 
    Voice raspy with strain, Fox said, “But you picked your last name, and you picked Fox. You picked my name.” He gripped the front of Tenny’s jacket, but not hard, not as hard as Tenny gripped his throat. “And you’re at least half my blood. You’re half that old bastard Devin. So listen to me. Reese is tough. He’s strong, and clearly Hunter wants him alive. Which means we can get him back.” 
 
    Tenny shoved him away with a snarl and went back to unpacking. Or tried to. That damn file folder was the next thing down. Was staring at him, laughing at him.  
 
    His head swam, and he had to brace his hands on the edge of the bed. A laugh built in his throat, ugly and inappropriate, and there was no choice but to let it out. “You know,” he said, and some hind part of his brain was shocked at his conversational tone. He was sliding into instinct, into old, ingrained habits. “When I first learned Hunter’s name, I called Ian and asked him to look into it.” 
 
    Fox stood, staring. A statue in his periphery.  
 
    “And I was too much of a pussy to look at it until last night. Hunter’s his dad. Did you know that? Reese has another sister, and two brothers. Those are Hunter’s new soldiers: the sons he wanted.” He turned his head to meet Fox’s blank stare. “His own father kidnapped him. And his own brothers helped do it.” 
 
    “Well. I guess Devin has to relinquish his Worse Father Ever crown to him, then.” 
 
    Tenny snorted…but the sound turned into an ugly, choked-back sob. His arms threatened to buckle, and he turned around and sagged down onto the edge of the bed, shaking all over. He pressed the back of one trembling hand to his mouth, but it wasn’t enough to stem the sounds that built in his throat.  
 
    Reese was gone. Reese had been taken. He might be dead. Might be in horrible pain.  
 
    He’d spent his whole life doing awful things to people; he’d never known what it was like to be the left-behind loved one of those people. 
 
    Everything hurt. He couldn’t breathe. He was keening like a wounded animal – and that was exactly what he felt like.  
 
    “Tenny.” Fox sat down next to him and gripped the back of his neck, a squeeze that he found himself leaning back into. “We’re going to get him back.” Fox had never sounded like this, all pretense of indifference stripped away. “I swear to you. We’ll get him back. But you can’t go running off half-cocked by yourself. We’ve got to be smart about this.” 
 
    Tenny smeared a hand across his eyes and it came away wet. He sucked in a shuddering breath. “I hate you.” 
 
    “I know, kiddo. I hate me too most of the time. But you gotta channel that in an effective way, yeah?” 
 
    Effective. Yes, he could be effective. It was what he’d been born and raised for: effectiveness. A hard sniff, a few more swipes at his eyes, and his vision cleared a little. His breaths came easier. He had to get hold of himself. Had to be better than he’d ever been. For Reese.  
 
    “How did it happen?” 
 
    “You sure you wanna know?” 
 
    “Don’t fucking coddle me. I want to know everything. And then I’m going to kill that bastard. Very slowly.” 
 
    Fox sighed. “Alright.” And he told him.  
 
    Through the course of the tale, Tenny began an old, familiar, arduous process: that of shutting himself down. He wasn’t Tennyson Fox. Wasn’t Reese’s boyfriend. Wasn’t a Lean Dog or a brother or a person at all.  
 
    He was Number Ten.  
 
    And Number Ten was nothing but a beautiful reaper.  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Forty-Two 
 
      
 
    Mercy had lived alone only a scant handful of his forty years on earth. First it had been the tar-paper shack with Daddy and Gram. Then the NOLA clubhouse with all of Bob’s rowdy boys. He’d bought his little apartment above the bakery when he first moved to Knoxville. But then it had been back to NOLA, tail between his legs, heart in pieces. Then Knoxville’s clubhouse. Then Ava. Ava, Ava, Ava. And then the babies. And the little white house where they were on top of each other all the time and happy, so happy.  
 
    He was no stranger to living shoulder-to-shoulder with his club brothers in the dorms. To doing all the things that one did in said dorms. But he’d never had to live five to a room, his whole family crammed into one dorm like this. With the boys in sleeping bags on the floor (a campout! Cal had exclaimed with glee) and Millie sleeping in the too-small bed between them, tossing and turning while she clutched her stuffed bear. That kid was nothing but knees at night, a fact that wasn’t as noticeable in their king bed at home.  
 
    Cooped up in lockdown, with the shops all closed, and no heads to bash, with the feds sniffing around…Mercy was restless. And he and Ava couldn’t even have sex to take the edge off.  
 
    He still smiled and joked, and had a drink with the boys, all of them pretending their whole operation wasn’t about to go to shit. But he felt like the gators he’d hunted, long ago: a writhing threat beneath a still surface.  
 
    He knocked lightly on Ghost’s half-open office door and eased it the rest of the way without waiting for a response. Ghost was at his desk – had he left it at all today? – and didn’t register Mercy’s appearance. He sat with his elbows braced on the blotter, forehead resting against the knuckles of one hand, phone pressed to his ear with the other.  
 
    “No,” he said, head shaking a fraction. His face looked ten years older than it had a week ago. “No, I don’t – yeah. No. That’s the priority. You think you can – well, if anyone could, guess it’s you.” He let out a deep breath and sat back, finally catching sight of Mercy. “Nah, do it. I trust you. Good luck.” He paused, dark gaze fixed on Mercy. “We’ll take care of that on our end.” 
 
    He hung up, set the phone down on the desk, and said, “Shut the door.” 
 
    A frisson tightened Mercy’s spine. He felt his whole inner monster perk up. Ooh, something’s wrong, something to do. Probably the worst thing about him was that he’d never questioned his penchant for violence.  
 
    The best thing about Ava was that she never had either.  
 
    He didn’t feel like sitting, but shut the door and stood in front of it, hands going in his back pockets to hide the way his fingers wanted to drum.  
 
    “That was Fox,” Ghost said, in the hard, flat tone of a man who was past his limit on bad news. “Marshall Hunter” –  
 
    All the fine hairs lifted on Mercy’s arms. He envisioned his hammer, that big twelve-pounder. His tacklebox… 
 
    “Was waiting for them at the gallery,” Ghost continued, above the steady, eager throb of Mercy’s pulse in his ears. “Hunter shot Reese. And abducted him.” 
 
    Reese. Reese of the sharp stares and the blank faces; who moved like a ninja and killed without remorse…and who was starting to smile. Starting to understand jokes. Who followed Tenny around like a puppy – and yanked him back on his chain like a trainer.  
 
    Reese, who’d wanted Mercy to give him orders, because he was adrift without them.  
 
    Their little robot boy who was finally becoming a person.  
 
    He had to pull his hands out of his pockets then to crack his knuckles, anticipation a snapping whipcord inside him. He wanted to do something. Wanted to do it now.  
 
    The tilt of Ghost’s head said he knew it. “Get Walsh,” he said, counting off on lifted fingers, “a truck. Maddox. And get Luis. 
 
    “Oh,” he added, before Mercy could say yes, boss. “And your hammer.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Evan was going to puke.  
 
    The one drink from the club and the few hits from the joint in the car had long since worn off, but he was in a cold sweat, shaking and swallowing back bile as he stumbled out into the hallway and through the door the guard had indicated.  
 
    Every time he blinked, he saw that poor girl, Kaylie, on her knees in front of him, stroking and licking at his soft cock, her jaw trembling in terror even as she did as she’d been told. She’d been shaking, her breath unsteady across his tongue-dampened skin.  
 
    Jensen had barked a nasty laugh. “Whassa matter? You drink too much?” 
 
    “Yeah. Yeah, I feel sick.” It hadn’t been a lie. He’d managed to tuck himself away and stand.  
 
    Oh God, oh God, oh God. 
 
    He braced a hand against a cool wall and bent forward at the waist, swallowing again and again. He’d shot people for money before. He’d killed people. And yet nothing had ever been as bad as having a terrified, kidnapped girl kneel before him and open his pants with shaking fingers.  
 
    He gagged, but managed to keep from throwing up all over his shoes. He wiped his eyes, and then his mouth with the back of his hand. He had to get it together. He was in the belly of the beast and he couldn’t fall apart now.  
 
    With a few deep breaths, and a gathering of all his resolve, he managed to straighten, and look at his surroundings.  
 
    In comparison to the hallway he’d just left, this one was spartan, the carpet replaced with white tile, the walls utilitarian gray, the lighting low and sinister: a few dull overhead tubes leading on and on into the distance. To his left was a door marked as a men’s room, and across from it a ladies’ room. Because the people coming here to have sex with slaves wanted to observe separate bathrooms, apparently.  
 
    At the end of the hall, an open doorway intersected another hall, equally dull.  
 
    Evan pushed off the wall and moved that direction. Sweat continued to slide down his spine, and his stomach twinged on every step, reminding him that it was all too ready to give up its contents to the floor. That poor girl… 
 
    Don’t think about her. Don’t think about anything.  
 
    He had to call Fox. Like, right now.  
 
    A bulb was out at the end of the hall, right where it intersected the other. Emboldened by that pool of shadows, he braced a hand on the doorframe and looked up and down the adjoining hall. White door to the right, gray door to the left: the heavy, industrial kind with chicken-wire mesh in the narrow windows. This didn’t feel like a part of the space where moneyed guests were supposed to wander. There was also not a soul in sight.  
 
    Maybe there were cameras on him – probably – but hopefully they didn’t have audio. He tucked himself back against a dark part of the wall, deep in the shadows, and dug out his phone.  
 
    Fox’s cell rang, and rang, and rang. 
 
    “Come on, come on,” he chanted under his breath. “Pick up, you bastard.” 
 
    “This is Fox,” the lazy voicemail prompt finally answered. “I might call you back.” 
 
    “Asshole.” He redialed, and got the same response.  
 
    Sweat prickled along his hairline, now, and his foot – braced back against the wall – started to bounce, his whole leg shaking. He couldn’t stay here – he couldn’t! He had to–  
 
    Noise. The opening of a heavy, metal door.  
 
    Evan sucked in a breath and froze, listening.  
 
    Boots scuffed over the tile, and someone cursed softly under their breath.  
 
    “Don’t drop him, you idiot,” a smoke-roughened male voice barked.  
 
    “Sorry, sir.”  
 
    The door shut with a metallic clang. A low grunt of effort, sound of an exhale, and then footfalls, three sets, heading toward Evan’s hiding place.  
 
    He pressed back against the wall, made himself flat as possible, dizzy from holding his breath.  
 
    Three men dressed head-to-toe in black walked past. The figure in the lead had close-cropped gray hair, and when he turned his head – oh God, had he been spotted? Wait, no – to bark another command at his followers, Evan couldn’t quite believe his face. His familiar face. He’d seen it through a night-vision scope on the rooftop across from Smokey’s.  
 
    Two younger men followed him. The one in the middle carried a fourth man slung over his shoulder. Black hoodie, jeans, hands dangling, lifeless. A curtain of pale blond hair shielded his face from view, until the man carrying him hiked him higher up, and his head lolled to the side.  
 
    The unconscious man was Reese.  
 
    Evan clapped a hand over his mouth to keep from making a sound.  
 
    That was Marshall Hunter. And he had Reese! What the hell had gone on at the gallery? And Fox had said he’d screw his part up! 
 
    The trio marched down the hall without noticing him. Evan had one last glimpse of Reese’s slack, bruised face before he was hauled through the white door, and he wanted to throw up all over again.  
 
    If these guys could get Reese of all people, who couldn’t they get? 
 
    Hands shaking anew, he scrolled through his contacts, and finally settled on calling Maverick.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. Understood.” Fox hung up with Ghost and let his phone drop to the coverlet at his hip. It felt like his whole body was made of concrete, crushing his lungs from the outside in.  
 
    “What are they doing?” Tenny asked beside him, toneless. Robotic.  
 
    Fox spared him a glance and saw that his face, still damp with tears, had completely shut down. He’d locked Tennyson away tight, somewhere deep, and he was just Ten, now. The same eerie, emotionless boy Fox had first fought in a skyscraper in London. No personas, no acting, only the unvarnished truth of what lay beneath what Pseudonym had made him.  
 
    Self-preservation.  
 
    He didn’t blame him. Was – despite the pain of realizing much life there truly was in him – grateful to be dealing with an asset right now, rather than a distraught, heartbroken boy.  
 
    “Ghost says they’ll handle the feds on their end.” 
 
    Tenny stared at him, expressionless, unconvinced.  
 
    “My guess is he’s gonna sic Mercy on some people.” 
 
    Tenny regarded him another moment, then nodded once, and faced forward. His pulse beat slow and steady, visible in the side of his throat.  
 
    If they couldn’t get Reese back, they’d never get Tenny – the real Tenny – back either. Of that Fox was sure. 
 
    The sound of rushing footfalls gave the briefest warning before the bedroom door flew open. 
 
    Tenny was on his feet in one smooth motion, a knife appearing in his hand as if magicked.  
 
    Maverick paused on the threshold. “Whoa, whoa, hold up.” He lifted both hands, one empty, the other clutching a phone. To his credit, his gaze touched only briefly on the knife, composure intact. He looked at Walsh. “Don’t you answer your phone?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Your sniper boy called. He laid eyes on Reese.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “I want to say, for the record, one more time, that this is a terrible idea,” Maddox said. He looked a little waxy and pale under the security lights…under which he was standing like a dumbass.  
 
    In the shadows of the Holiday Inn, tucked in the sweet spot between two shrubs and out of reach of the cameras, Mercy offered one of his worst grins. “Duly noted. Now go.” 
 
    Muttering and cursing under his breath, Maddox turned and went down the sidewalk, and around the corner.  
 
    Mercy adjusted his grip on the blackjack he carried. “Odds he’ll chicken out?” 
 
    “High,” Walsh said, to his left.  
 
    “You don’t wanna give me a number, Money Man?” 
 
    “Nah.” 
 
    Mercy could feel the tension in the subtle way Walsh shifted his weight. In the faint, occasional flash as he spun his many rings on his fingers. Mercy wanted to gut people over the Reese news, and Walsh did, too – he just didn’t let it show as readily. God, Tenny, was the thing he’d said when Mercy relayed the news, and God, what was Tenny doing right now? Was Fox going to be able to contain him? 
 
    The sooner they did this the better.  
 
    After a few minutes, Maddox’s voice floated toward them down the sidewalk, too loud on purpose, alerting them. “…parked over here.” 
 
    “Why couldn’t we do this in my room?” That was Jansen.  
 
    Maddox huffed an impatient sound. “It’s like I already said: I can’t risk this getting picked up by any taps.” 
 
    “My room’s not tapped.” 
 
    “Pffft. There’s ears on you all the time, and you know it.” 
 
    No argument came on that front.  
 
    The footsteps moved closer, Maddox’s boots and what sounded like loafers Jansen had shoved on in a hurry.  
 
    “I shouldn’t be talking to you,” Jansen grumbled. They were getting closer. Mercy could hear their breathing. “You left in disgrace. Everyone at the Bureau knows about you: the stupid fucker who believed the MC and betrayed his badge for them.” 
 
    “Hm. Lucky me.” 
 
    Mercy didn’t turn his head as they passed; held his breath. Waiting, waiting… 
 
    When Jansen was three steps past, he pivoted out onto the sidewalk, and brought the blackjack hard against Jansen’s temple before he could cry out in surprise. He fell like a full sack, cracking his cheekbone open on the curb.  
 
    Maddox hadn’t even tried to catch him. He looked down at the man, swallowing audibly, like he might be sick.  
 
    “Well,” Mercy said cheerfully, bending to bind Jansen’s hands and feet. “That’s outta the way. Now it’s time for the fun part.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    A meeting convened in the sitting room of the main suite. 
 
    “The boy from the gallery,” Toly said, while he cleaned his knives, “is – was – Brandon Phillips. His father is on Wall Street. He’s the one, if you believe the boy, who talked him into reporting on Cassandra.” He finished polishing a wicked length of boning knife and sheathed it up his sleeve.  
 
    “Where is he?” Fox asked.  
 
    Maverick said, “We’ll handle it.” 
 
    “Fine. Ghost says he’s getting rid of the feds in Knoxville, and they’ll see what else they can get out of Jansen before they’re done with him. You,” Fox said, pointing at Ian, “or, well, Tenny as you, got invited to a party at Waverly’s tomorrow night. It’s a chance to get us all in the main door without worrying about alarms or cameras, if you’re up to it.” 
 
    Ian nodded. “Of course.” 
 
    “Right. Then Tenny, Dad, Abe and me will be the strike team. Evan’s already inside, and I think I talked him off the ledge, he’ll…” 
 
    Ian knew the plan was important – critical, even – but Alec was paying attention, nodding along, even taking notes…and Ian’s attention was fixed elsewhere.  
 
    Tenny stood outside the circle they’d formed in the suite’s sitting room, arms folded, face devoid of all expression. His stare was fixed somewhere in the middle distance and his mind was far afield, Ian thought.  
 
    Moving slowly, so as not to startle him, Ian stepped out of the circle and went to his side. Laid a hand on his shoulder, certain he was about to get a crack across the jaw for it.  
 
    But Tenny’s head turned slowly, like an animatronic’s, and Ian suppressed a shiver.  
 
    “Tennyson,” he began, something trite and meaninglessly supportive on his tongue, all he could offer in this moment.  
 
    But Tenny blinked. His expression didn’t change. “No,” he said, in a flat voice, all the usual fire snuffed out of it. “I’m not him right now.” 
 
    Oh, darling, Ian thought, and wanted to pull him into his chest and hold him tight. Stroke the back of his neck in the way that he himself had always liked until he cracked apart and returned to himself.  
 
    But, he reflected grimly, maybe Tennyson Fox wasn’t the person to retrieve Reese. Just like it would be Shaman, rather than Ian Byron, who walked into Waverly’s den of iniquity tomorrow night.  
 
    So he swallowed his platitudes and reassurances, and said, “I need you to tell me exactly what you said to Waverly, so that I’m prepared.” 
 
    Tenny nodded, still as blank-faced and dead-eyed as a shark.  
 
    He knew from personal experience that if Reese didn’t survive this, none of them would ever see Tennyson Fox again.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    The hand that offered Mercy a towel was shaking violently, which meant it belonged to Maddox. “Thanks,” Mercy drawled, and began wiping the blood from his knuckles.  
 
    Footsteps retreated across the loose dirt of the old barn floor, and a moment later there came the sound of violent retching.  
 
    Walsh glanced over at the former agent with nostrils flared in disgust, then paged back through his clipboard of notes. “This is enough to go on for now.” 
 
    Mercy nodded his agreement and, the moment his hands were clean enough – he’d have to do his usual scrub under the nails later – he fished out a cigarette and lit up. He was pleasantly loose-limbed and easy now, buzzing faintly, like after an orgasm.  
 
    Beyond the half-dilapidated walls of the barn, the cattle property hummed with the late-summer sounds of crickets, and owls; the ripple of overgrown grass in the breeze; the trill of whippoorwills. Inside, it fell quiet, once Maddox was done heaving, save for Luis’s quiet whimpers and sniffles.  
 
    The screaming had stopped.  
 
    Jansen had thought it might mean something, at first, that his hollering would call worried neighbors or do-gooders down on them.  
 
    Mercy had taken special delight in proving that wasn’t true. The man was no longer a man, but a slumped heap of blood and pulp and voided bowels, held up only by the tape that affixed him to a chair. Luis sat shivering and crying quietly across from him.  
 
    Cigarette clenched between his teeth, Mercy strode over and slapped him lightly in the face.  
 
    Luis gasped, and lifted a watery-eyed, snot-nosed look of abject terror.  
 
    Mercy grinned at him, just to watch him try to shrink down into his shirt collar. “Big man. Mr. Holy Father. Is that what it was like?” He gestured over his shoulder at Jansen’s body. “When you drugged people? Staked ‘em out like stars? Did it make you cry?” 
 
    Luis dropped his face again, head shaking wildly back and forth.  
 
    Mercy crouched down, not letting him avoid eye contact. “It wasn’t, was it?” he asked, almost gentle. “It wasn’t like that at all.” 
 
    Luis shook his head again.  
 
    “Luis,” Mercy prompted, “remember when I told you that I would tell you exactly what I’d do to you?” 
 
    His head snatched up again, wet eyes goggling.  
 
    “Well,” Mercy said, still gentle, “I’m telling you now. I’m taking you with me to New York, and you’re going to help me get rid of the people you used to work for. And if you don’t? If you test me? If you try to get away? If you tip any of them off in any way? There won’t be a damn tooth left in your head for them to ID you with dental records. And that hammer?” He motioned to where it lay bloody in the dirt. “It’ll be the last thing you ever see – after your ankles and knees and elbows and ribs are powder.” 
 
    He shuddered hard. But he squeaked out, “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Mercy patted his knee and stood. “That’s what I like to hear.” 
 
    When he turned, he found Maddox pulling himself together, raking hands through his hair and wiping his mouth.  
 
    Walsh said, “By the way, you’re now an accessory to murder. Which means we own you.” 
 
    “Jesus Christ,” Maddox breathed, and covered his face with his hands.  
 
    Mercy patted his shoulder as he walked past. “You’ll get used to it. Now come get a shovel outta the truck. We’ve got a hole to dig.”  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Forty-Three 
 
      
 
    Plink. Plink. Plink. 
 
    Something was dripping. That was Reese’s first awareness.  
 
    And he was alive. You had to be alive to be aware of things.  
 
    His eyes were closed, still; the prospect of lifting his lids was a daunting one. Concussion, then. He took a conscious breath, and pain lanced through him in a dozen places. The worst of it was the point where his shoulder joined his underarm.  
 
    GSW, he thought hazily, and then realized something more alarming. He was hanging, hands cuffed together above his head.  
 
    Scent of mildewed grass. Play of light through gapped boards. Rasped breaths of men waiting. His master’s voice: again.  
 
    No, no. That was then. This was… 
 
    Plink. Plink. Plink.  
 
    He flexed his arms, and it hurt. His biceps were full of pins and needles, and his wrists ached, cuffs digging into the skin. It felt warm, there: he was bleeding. He’d been hanging for a while. If he concentrated, he could feel that he rotated, slightly, side to side, though there was no breeze. That meant–  
 
    A hot stripe of fire licked across his left thigh, and his eyes slammed open, full consciousness returning.  
 
    His vision swam and tilted a moment, and he had to swallow down his gorge, dry throat clicking. It hurt to breathe too deeply, so he took a few shallow, panted breaths through open lips.  
 
    Someone chuckled, low and dark. An unfamiliar voice.  
 
    Focus. Put it all away. Assess his surroundings.  
 
    He blinked the grit from his eyes and found a man standing in front of him. A man he’d glimpsed before, in snatches, while fighting him.  
 
    He was one of Hunter’s. A little younger than Reese, of a similar build: slender and athletic. He had blue eyes, too, and his hair was blond, though he wore it short.  
 
    He smiled at Reese, a feral flash of teeth, and lifted a bloodied knife into Reese’s field of vision. “You’re awake.” 
 
    Reese didn’t smile.  
 
    The boy’s smile slipped, the knife dipped out of sight, and a fresh line of pain carved across Reese’s thigh below the first.  
 
    That was the plink, plink, plink, he realized. His blood dripping to the floor.  
 
    This was wrong. Hunter didn’t go for torture. Didn’t tease. Hunter was about killing targets and collecting his money. Quick and clean.  
 
    As if the thought had summoned him, Hunter’s voice barked out, “Jax, what did we talk about?” 
 
    Reese still had no idea where they were, only that it was meat-locker cold, and the floor was dark. They were curtained in by plastic sheeting, a panel of which pushed back as Hunter joined them.  
 
    The pain and disorientation kept Reese from freezing up inside at sight of him, the way he had last time. His ears were ringing, his body was throbbing with pain, and all he could think, distantly, was that he looked exactly as he always had: graying hair, salt-and-pepper beard; still athletic and mean-faced. He hadn’t always thought it mean – one face had been just like any other, save distinguishing features. Life with the Dogs, with Tenny, had altered his perception, had him attributing emotions to that old familiar face. Unpleasant ones.  
 
    The boy – Jax? – ducked his head with a murmur and stepped back, clearing the way for Hunter.  
 
    Reese continued to sway, easy, micro-rotations, as Hunter came to stand before him, arms folded in the old way, feet braced apart. A military man through and through. He executed a slow, visual sweep of Reese, from bound hands to dangling, bare toes. “The gunshot was clean. Went straight through. We patched it,” he said, matter-of-fact.  
 
    A status update, just like old times.  
 
    But this time, Reese licked his dry lips and croaked, “Why am I tied up?” 
 
    Hunter’s brows lifted. “Oh. He talks now, does he?” 
 
    “He even gets texts,” Jax said, nasty grin back in place. He stepped up beside Hunter, holding Reese’s phone – plain black case save for the small sunflower sticker Kristin had laughingly added to it, and that he hadn’t wanted to remove, for some reason. “Look.” He angled the screen toward Hunter, who kept his gaze fixed on Reese’s face. “There’s a heart.” He flipped it toward Reese, next, but it was too far and Reese’s vision still too blurry to make anything out. His sneer was visible, though, dead-eyed and mocking. “It’s from ‘Tenny.’ That’s your little bitch boy, isn’t it? The one you were making out with under a street light?” 
 
    That was what finally dragged him the rest of the way to alertness: the knowledge that he and Tenny had been seen. Had been spied on. He remembered that night, under the streetlamp; remembered the dinner, and the unusually soft look in Tenny’s eyes, over candlelight and wine; remembered what came after with aching clarity. I love you.  
 
    He flexed his arms again, and the pain was nothing this time. 
 
    “Jax,” Hunter warned again, gaze going up to Reese’s curled-tight fists. “Don’t antagonize him.” 
 
    Jax made a face, but pocketed the phone. 
 
    “You never let me talk like that,” Reese observed. He flexed his toes, rolled his ankles. They’d stripped him down to his boxers; when he tensed his calves, he found them uninjured. His legs were intact save for the lines Jax had carved across his thigh.  
 
    One corner of Hunter’s mouth flicked up in an expression that wasn’t a smile. “I’ve learned a few things since you were around.” He started pacing, a slow circle around behind Reese. Strong, callused fingers probed the muscles of his back, testing the strength there, tracing spine and rib bones. “I’m surprised you kept in shape.” 
 
    He came full circle and stood in front of Reese once more.  
 
    Reese tested his bonds, and heard chains rattle overhead.  
 
    Hunter did smile, then. “Used to, you coulda gotten yourself outta that.” 
 
    Reese twisted his wrists again. “I still can.” 
 
    “Prove it, then.” He took a step back, and then another. “Show me you can get loose, and then we’ll talk.” 
 
    “About what?” Reese gritted out.  
 
    Hunter tossed a glance over his shoulder before he stepped through the plastic curtain. “About you coming back home.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Police precincts, Pongo had learned, weren’t as glamorous in real life as they were on TV. No soft lighting, no wood paneling, no perfectly-groomed lady detectives strutting across the bullpen in tailored slacks and jackets. His own lady detective sat slumped in front of her computer monitor, shirt wrinkled, dark bags under her eyes.  
 
    She didn’t look unhappy, though. At least, she didn’t until he dropped into the chair that paralleled her desk and she glanced up to look at him. Then one of her patented, disapproving frowns made an appearance.  
 
    She also, he noticed with a bit of inner smugness, reached to tidy her hair, a fast, seemingly-reflexive movement. Interesting.  
 
    “What’s up, beautiful?” he greeted.  
 
    “Shh,” she hissed, sliding her chair closer so she could lean across her L-shaped desk and glare daggers at him. In a low, furious whisper, she asked, “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Gloating, mostly.” He leaned back and kicked his boots up onto the edge of her desk.  
 
    She leaned over and whacked them off with a surprising amount of strength for such a small woman.  
 
    “Hey, now,” he protested. “My tip was good, wasn’t it? You made a whole buncha arrests?” 
 
    She sat back, still scowling, but her expression relented a fraction. “Organized Crime did, not Vice.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said, still grinning, “but who told the big muckity mucks?” 
 
    Her brows lifted. “Muckity mucks?” 
 
    He rolled his eyes. “Organized Crime, then. They knew about the hits because of you.” He pointed at her – and then at himself, smile broadening. “And because of me.” 
 
    She frowned, and her nose twitched, but she didn’t look displeased, exactly. “Yeah. Well. Thanks for that.” She took a deep breath. “You were right.” 
 
    “Wow.” 
 
    “Wow what?” 
 
    “I can’t believe you just admitted that, for starters. And two: how bad did it hurt to say it?” 
 
    Her scowl darkened. “Fuck you.” 
 
    “Anytime, sweetheart. You free for lunch?” 
 
    She did the bridge-of-the-nose pinch that meant he was testing her patience. He loved testing her patience.  
 
    “Pongo–” she started, exasperated. She always said his name like it was a curse. Each time, he remembered the night they’d met, in the dim bar, smoky even though it was illegal to smoke indoors these days, when he’d gotten a drink in her, and her expression had started to thaw, and he’d said, I’m Pongo, by the way. 
 
    She’d spluttered, accepted the cocktail napkin he’d slid over to dab her chin, and said, Like the dog? 
 
    “Dixon,” a voice called. A deep, carrying male voice that Pongo didn’t recognize…but which could only belong to one person.  
 
    Dixon’s partner, the esteemed Detective Morris, strolled into view looking fresh off the set of a cable cop show – the kind trying hard to compete the with the big network numbers, but failing spectacularly. Everything about him was square: his shoulders, his wide hands, his jaw, especially. Pongo supposed he was handsome in a Hallmark Channel sort of way, if someone was into that.  
 
    Pongo wasn’t. And he wasn’t, for some reason, into the way Dixon snapped around to look at him automatically, her expression melting into something soft and adoring that was a little bit painful to look at.  
 
    Morris braced one of his square hands on the back of Dixon’s chair. “Great job yesterday. The captain’s already talking about recommending us for the next–” Belatedly, he noticed Pongo. “Oh. I didn’t know you had company.” 
 
    Pongo beamed at him and kicked his feet back up onto the desk. Offered the detective a little wave, as his square face folded up into something sour and distrustful.  
 
    “I don’t,” Dixon said in clear dismissal. “Pon – he was just leaving.” 
 
    Pongo didn’t budge. “Hi. I’m Pongo.” 
 
    “Christ,” Dixon hissed.  
 
    Morris’s brows drew together.  
 
    “Like the dog,” Pongo supplied, helpfully. He pointed to his own face, his cheeks and the bridge of his nose. “See? Spots.” 
 
    “I see…” He cleared his throat and turned back to Dixon. “Come and find me when you’re done here. I need to speak with Chalmers.” He strode off with a double tap-tap of his fingers on her chair back.  
 
    When he was gone, Pongo said, “Honestly, what do you see in that guy?” 
 
    In an instant, Dixon’s hackles came back up. She turned to him, frowning.  
 
    “Is it the” – he gestured to his jaw – “the whole blockhead thing?” He mimed a square around his head. “That do it for ya?” 
 
    Her gaze narrowed. She took a slow breath in and let it out, nostrils flaring. “Pongo,” she said, firmly, and he had the sense she was restraining the words she really wanted to use. “You should go. You shouldn’t be here in the first place.” 
 
    He tugged at the front of his benign Mets hoodie. “I’m not flying colors. No one here knows what I am.” 
 
    “Leave. Please.” 
 
    “Fine, fine.” He stood, made a show of cracking his spine, hands at the small of his back, taking secret delight in the way her gaze skipped to the stripe of trim stomach he’d oh-so-intentionally flashed her with the movement. “If you’re sure…?” 
 
    A tight nod.  
 
    “Okay. But.” He paused, braced a hand on her desk, and leaned down low, into her face. He watched her pupils expand; watched her throat jump as she swallowed. Her hands tightened on the edge of the desk, and she wanted to roll her chair away, but was too stubborn for that. “Here’s another tip,” he said, dropping his voice to a whisper. “The Russians and Italians you’ve got in lockup? Ask them about Jack Waverly.” 
 
    She frowned – this time in true confusion, and not irritation. “Waverly? The movie producer?” 
 
    “One and the same, babydoll. Ask them. Have the OC guys tell them Waverly’s about to take a major fall. Offer them some kinda deal, and I betcha they start singing.” 
 
    She looked confused, as he pulled away.  
 
    He winked. “Call me, Dixie.” 
 
    He was nearly to the door when she did call. Across the room, to say, “Don’t call me that!” 
 
    He chuckled to himself as he went down the steps.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Fox had learned over the years that a few stolen hours of sleep often left him groggier than no sleep at all. He bought a Red Bull out of the vending machine and unpacked his entire bag across a hotel mattress to begin his slow, methodical inventory process. Checked every piece of equipment he would wear or carry on the op. He was halfway through testing the sharpness of his knives when Eden slipped in, closing the door quietly behind her.  
 
    A fast pang of regret flared in his stomach, quickly tamped-down by necessity. A better man would have pulled her into his arms and apologized for all that was happening. Would have striven to make her feel more included – necessary, even. I can’t do this without you. I need you here when I’m done.  
 
    And maybe he did need that, but it wasn’t something to which he was accustomed, nor something he knew how to articulate. There’d never been any softness in his life.  
 
    Without speaking, Eden moved to sit in the chair in the corner of the room, chin propped on a fist, watching – not with any displeasure, he noted, after a quick glance – him get organized.  
 
    Even with Eden, there still wasn’t much softness in his life. A notion that would have chafed at a better man, but which he found comforting.  
 
    He sheathed his knives and laid them out in the order in which he’d strap them on: biceps, forearms, small of his back, hips, thighs, boots. Then he started in on his magazines.  
 
    Eden finally spoke. “I know you don’t go in for flattery.”  
 
    He loaded rounds of .45 ammo, click after satisfying click, the skin at the back of his neck prickling with awareness.  
 
    “So I’m not going to offer any,” she continued on a deep breath. “But. There’s no one who could do this but you.” 
 
    Magazine loaded, he set it down beside its corresponding gun and turned toward her, finding her expression startlingly open: lined with concern, intense and earnest.  
 
    “I dunno,” he said, pulse quickening. That wasn’t normal; he didn’t get nervous before ops. “There’s probably a SEAL team or two out there who could handle it better.” 
 
    She didn’t smile; it was a lame, halfhearted joke anyway. Instead, she stared up at him, eyes bright with…with faith, maybe. Some sort of encouraging emotion he couldn’t remember ever being on the receiving end of. “No. This isn’t about titles – or training, which you do have.” Her smile was a small, unsteady scrap of a thing, but it shoved him in the sternum. “I don’t know that you even realize how much you care – you’d deny it if I asked you point-blank, and I’ve long since made peace with the fact that you’re never going to show it the way other people do – but you do. You care a hell of a lot. I know you won’t come out of that building without Reese and Tenny both.” 
 
    His next breath shivered in his lungs. “Even if that means I don’t come out of it?” It wasn’t the first time he’d thought such a thing. Death was always a possibility, one that had never bothered him.  
 
    But as Eden stood, and closed the distance between them, he was acutely aware of the way her shirt shifted over the slight outer curve of her stomach, of what that meant.  
 
    Of what dying meant.  
 
    Or meant missing out on. 
 
    It didn’t change anything, though. He was still going to get Reese back, and get him and Tenny out of there in one piece, no matter the cost. It just…left him a little shaky, this time.  
 
    Eden pressed her hands to his chest, smoothing them over the old, worn t-shirt he was going to cover soon with his flak vest. “I’ll be here,” she said, and then, gaze darting downward, she ghosted a hand to her own stomach. “We will be. Go get him.” She leaned in and kissed him, a light press that managed to convey so much of what they never said to each other. “Nothing else matters right now,” she murmured against the corner of his mouth.  
 
    She got it. It didn’t matter what their relationship looked like from the outside, to people with more traditional love lives. She understood. He could have kissed her for that.  
 
    So he did, hand tangling in her hair, drawing her in. One last taste of calm before the storm.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Forty-Four 
 
      
 
    Left alone, Reese was able to determine a few things about his surroundings. When he craned his head down, he could see that the floor was composed of two-foot-by-two-foot dark gray tiles with narrow, dark grout lines. When he craned it up, as far as it would go, he saw that his chains were attached to a ring set in the ceiling by a carabiner, the kind with a section that unscrewed to leave a gap for removal.  
 
    If he could reach it.  
 
    The plastic sheeting was affixed to the acoustic ceiling tiles, walling him off from the rest of the space in a rough, opaque circle. Battery-powered lanterns offered a cool glow. As he hung, arms long past the point of feeling, blood pooling in the bottoms of his feet, the light beyond the plastic slowly brightened, silver then yellow: sunrise. He was above ground, then. He was somewhere with lots of windows, and the plastic was being used to keep him from seeing exactly where.  
 
    Office building, he thought. An empty floor. The AC kept kicking on with a low thrum, which meant it wasn’t an abandoned building. There were other people here, somewhere, above or below.  
 
    Enemies, probably.  
 
    The floor couldn’t hide the sound of approaching footsteps, and so he was tense and ready when the plastic crinkled aside.  
 
    It wasn’t Hunter, nor the sadistic Jax who stepped into the bluish glow of the lanterns, but the other assassin. He looked a few years younger than Jax, only a boy, really, with a scatter of freckles on his nose. His eyes were blue, too, wide and uncertain where Jax’s had been narrowed and cruel. He hedged in a few steps at a time, until the plastic finally slipped through his fingers and swung closed with a dry sound like bird wings rustling.  
 
    Reese didn’t sense a threat from him, no aura of malice.  
 
    The boy carried a paper cup in one hand, and lifted it up between them. “I’m supposed to bring you water,” he said in a quiet voice. A voice that didn’t sound like it was put to use often.  
 
    Reese’s tongue was so dry it did nothing to wet his lips when he traced them. It hurt to swallow. “Okay.” 
 
    The boy hesitated. After a beat, he pulled a knife from a sheath at his belt, and even if his stance was wary, his grip on the hilt was sure and practiced. “If you attack me…” He twirled the knife, one deft flick that spun it three-sixty and sent light flashing through the dimness. It was a warning, rather than a threat.  
 
    “I won’t,” Reese said.  
 
    The boy studied his face a long moment, searching, and then stepped forward, cup lifted. His reach was far and slow, like he was trying to keep as much distance between them as possible. The rim of the cup hit Reese’s lip, and water trickled down his chin and throat, ice-cold, making him shiver. The boy eased a little closer, though, and then it was flooding his mouth, and he had to force himself to drink in slow, measured pulls so he didn’t regurgitate it all right away.  
 
    Reese gasped when it was gone; licked stray drops off his lips as the boy withdrew to a safe distance.  
 
    Reese breathed through the tight cramping in his stomach as the cold water hit it with a shock. Slow breath in, slow breath out. He chased the last trace from the corner of his mouth with his tongue and said, “What’s your name?” 
 
    The boy’s brows lifted. He seemed shocked to have been asked a question. He hedged another step back, then another, knife glimmering down low at his thigh.  
 
    His lips compressed, whole face tight and unhappy. “I’m not supposed to say.” 
 
    “The other one, your friend, is Jax. Hunter called him that.” 
 
    The boy frowned. “He’s not my friend, he’s my brother.” Then his lips clamped tight again, brows quirking. He’d said more than he meant to.  
 
    Brother. That made sense. Reese could see the similarities between them: the blue eyes, the shape of the nose, the light hair.  
 
    “So Jax is your brother. And you are…?” 
 
    The boy sucked in a breath, nostrils flaring, as he debated internally. His face wasn’t as carefully composed as Reese’s had always been. He marveled, a bit: when he’d fought these two before, he’d glimpsed nothing but impersonal, inhuman aggression in their gazes. Flat, efficient, focused. But now, first with Jax and now with the little brother, there was so much life to them. More like Tenny and less like he’d been himself, before Tenny.  
 
    Finally, glancing nervously back over his shoulder, the boy said, “I’m Grayson. Gray.” He made a face, after, like he thought he’d messed up. 
 
    Reese drew on everything he’d learned from Tenny, from his club brothers. What would Mercy do here? How would he handle things? How had Mercy handled him, come to think of it?  
 
    “Hi, Gray,” he said, aiming for conversational and friendly. If he missed the mark, it was down to hanging from numb arms, he figured. “I’m Reese.” 
 
    The boy blinked at him, stunned. “I know,” he said. “I know who you are.” 
 
    “Can I ask you something?” 
 
    Gray darted another look at the plastic surrounding them, left then right; cocked his head as if listening for footsteps. “Okay…” 
 
    “When I was with Hunter, a long time ago, he didn’t let me talk. He always wanted me to be quiet: seen and not heard.”  
 
    He watched surprise move across the boy’s face, a complex wriggle of brows and nose; watched him try to imagine such a circumstance for himself.  
 
    “But it’s not like that with you and Jax, is it?” 
 
    After a beat, Gray shook his head. “He says…” He bit his lip, hesitating.  
 
    “It’s okay. You can tell me.” 
 
    “He says…we’re no use if we’re stupid.” His throat bobbed as he swallowed. “Like you were.” The last was just a whisper.  
 
    Stupid.  
 
    You stupid tit, Tenny was always saying, but it was accompanied by a gleam in his eyes, and a playful elbow; counterbalanced by the warm knowledge of I love you.  
 
    Hunter thought he was just plain stupid, though. No gleam, no love. He didn’t want the knowledge to hurt – by all rights it shouldn’t have – but a wave of disquiet shifted in his belly; the sense that he’d performed poorly. That he’d displeased. Disappointed.  
 
    “I am what he made me,” he said. 
 
    That was the truth, wasn’t it? No matter how far he went, who he associated with, what he called himself…he would always be the boy in the shed, Hunter’s contempt laced through every use of the word again.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “You’re in position?” Fox asked into his phone. He nodded. “Good. Wait for us there.” He hung up and slipped it into his pocket. He twisted around in the front seat and his gaze swept the interior of the SUV. “Topino’s ready for us.” 
 
    Tenny was aware of the others responding. In a detached part of his mind, he recognized that the first hurdle had been cleared. Walking in as part of Ian’s security detail, they wouldn’t be able to take all their gear with them; having Dogs smuggle their stuff in through the catering kitchen was a small triumph, one that would enable them to take the next step.  
 
    But Tenny was deep in the zone. Nothing could reach him: not triumph, nor satisfaction – most especially not grief.  
 
    Through the window, he saw the gathered crowd: the velvet ropes and the brand-ambassador backdrop and the red carpet. The SUV eased to a halt, and a woman in a black dress and a headset approached.  
 
    “We’re security,” Fox reminded. “No one wants pictures of us anyway, but don’t make eye contact with a camera.” 
 
    Tenny piled out of the car with everyone else, and stood, expressionless, unspeaking, as the headset woman went to Ian, from the car ahead of theirs, conferred with her list and verified him. They clumped in with a knot of Ian’s own security and followed him, at a distance, as he made a hurried, though graceful trip down the red carpet, eschewing photos or interviews, despite the shutter clicks and the barked calls from the microphone-wielders leaning over the rope.  
 
    At Tenny’s side, Devin let out a low whistle. “Isn’t that that girl from all those secret agent movies? Portia something?” 
 
    “Portia Whitman,” Fox sighed, “yes. Don’t speak to her.” 
 
    “I wasn’t going to, Christ. But look at the legs on her.” 
 
    Stupid, inane chatter that Tenny couldn’t have cared less about. 
 
    “Here we go,” Abe murmured, and they were through the door, and inside a wide, echoing lobby filled with the crash of an indoor waterfall. The air smelled of chlorine, and too many competing perfumes and colognes.  
 
    Tenny did a sweep of their surroundings: high ceilings, lots of people in evening wear. Flash of diamonds and cackle of laughter and waistcoat-clad servers floating around with trays of canapes. Devin snagged a bit of prosciutto-wrapped melon off a passing tray and Fox shot him a dark look. 
 
    Meaningless. Superficial. Tenny’s team wasn’t up to scratch on this one. He would be better off to go on alone, and leave them to their eating and talking and time-wasting.  
 
    A hand caught his arm, and it was only then that he realized he’d been striding for the elevator bank.  
 
    Fox turned him around and stood up on his tiptoes to get in his face. His expression had shifted, no longer rolling his eyes at Devin, but serious, focused. “Ten. I need you with me here. Are you with me?” 
 
    Fox was, he reminded himself, not wholly incompetent.  
 
    “There’s a plan,” Fox reminded. “We have to stick to the plan.” 
 
    Tenny nodded, and settled. There’d been something thorny rising up in his stomach, pressing at the base of his throat, but it dropped back down beneath the calm, still waters of his mission protocol.  
 
    Plan. There was always a plan.  
 
    “Alright, boys,” Ian said. “Shall we walk?” 
 
    They walked. Bruce and another of Ian’s people led the way, parting the crowd around them. Behind them, Ian wore back land lilac, his hair gleaming under the lights, his ensemble completed by a new addition: a black walking stick with a silver wolf head; he wielded it with the skill and panache of a Broadway performer, his smiles and hand-kisses straight out of an old movie. Women blushed and murmured and men gave him sideways glances tinged with jealousy.  
 
    At another time, Tenny – Tennyson Fox, that was – would have enjoyed this immensely.  
 
    As it was, he counted the steps until they pushed through a set of open double doors and into the wide ballroom where tonight’s dinner and show would be staged.  
 
    It was a vast space, ceiling studded with crystal chandeliers, floor dotted with round, white-clothed tables set with flower arrangements and white china. A few guests were already milling about, checking place setting placards, but most were still in the lobby, drinking, snacking, and shaking important hands. Despite the size of the room, it was quieter here. 
 
    Ian led the way to a corner – to a place where a pair of white doors were marked Kitchen. He halted, and turned to face them, and that was when Tenny realized the rest of the guards were fanned behind him, and Fox, Devin, and Abe, blocking them from prying eyes.  
 
    Behind Ian, one of the kitchen doors cracked open, and Topino peeked through. “We’re ready.” 
 
    Ian smiled – and then he met Tenny’s gaze. Locked onto it. “Godspeed, darling,” he said.  
 
    Tenny was the first through the door, nearly trampling Topino in his haste. The kitchen was huge and industrial, and empty save for Lean Dogs, including Albie and Maverick. A boxy, silver food cabinet stood open, and inside were their guns, and vests, their helmets and goggles and radios.  
 
    Heedless of modesty, Tenny stripped down to his underwear and donned t-shirt, tac pants, and combats. Strapped on his knives, and his guns. Added a tactical jacket, and his flak vest. More guns, more knives. His helmet and its goggles. His pockets and his belt were full of useful goodies: flash-bangs, smoke grenades, zip-ties, bandages, sedatives, morphine tabs, betadine, brass knuckles, a blackjack, telescoping baton, extra gloves, and a wealth of spare magazines. Pounds and pounds of equipment, an entire arsenal. But he didn’t feel complete until he glanced up and found his rifle held out in offering. He took it, its weight settling in his gloved palms with a sense of completion. Finally. Now. Now he was ready.  
 
    He glanced up, and saw that it was Pongo who’d offered it to him, smiling through his freckles.  
 
    “Good luck, man. Go get ‘em.” 
 
    Tenny clipped the rifle to the strap around his neck, and waited for go.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    The lanterns had been placed on overturned plastic milk crates; some minutes ago – hours, maybe – Gray had removed a lantern and sat down on one, the tense line of his shoulders slowly relaxing.  
 
    “No,” he said, shaking his head, “we never did. We worked an op at a college, though.” 
 
    “Did you?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Gray continued, brightening. There was color in his cheeks and a spark in his eyes. He seemed to be enjoying their impromptu conversation.  
 
    The strain on Reese’s arms was spreading, darts of pain zinging through his spine, echoing down in his ribs and hips. Sweat slipped down the back of his neck, and beaded at his temples. The pain set his teeth on edge, and it was an effort to speak – one he made, because he thought it might mean something, in the end, connecting with this sad, lost boy who clearly feared his older brother.  
 
    “Our mark was in a finance course, and it was in this big auditorium, and we–” 
 
    Somewhere beyond the plastic, a metal door clanged shut.  
 
    Gray jerked upright, face flaring surprise, then blanking over; a marionette yanked upright and smoothed down on impulse. He stood, as footfalls moved toward them.  
 
    Not Hunter. Reese knew his stride too well to mistake it for anyone else’s.  
 
    The plastic shifted aside dramatically, and Jax stepped through, a length of slim, metal pipe propped over one shoulder.  
 
    Reese knew exactly what that was for. His insides tightened – and then loosened when pain and fatigue made maintaining that level of tension impossible. He was failing, he knew. Fading. Just lifting his head to meet Jax’s gaze left the room spinning.  
 
    Jax made brief, cold eye contact, and then rounded on his brother. “What the fuck are you doing?” 
 
    “N-nothing. I brought him water, like Dad said.” 
 
    Dad. The word landed like a blow against the inside of Reese’s mind.  
 
    Tenny’s voice, in his head: Is he your father? 
 
    He still didn’t know. Had never known.  
 
    “Water?” Jax sneered. “You’ve been gone two hours.” 
 
    Gray edged backward a step. “I didn’t – I wasn’t–”  
 
    Jax swung the pipe down off his shoulder. It whistled as it parted the air, but Gray dodged it, swirled away, and came up panting.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Gray said. “I’ll go back down.” 
 
    Jax aimed the end of the pipe at him. “You’ll wait right there. Watch and learn.” He turned, then, and locked eyes with Reese again. “What sorta shit have you been filling his head with?” 
 
    “None,” Reese said. “We were just talking.” 
 
    “Talking.” He grinned: pointed canines and no humor whatsoever. “The old man said he never taught you how to talk.” 
 
    How to speak, sure. Language hadn’t escaped him. But the club, and Tenny, had taught him the art of talking. “I learned.” 
 
    “I bet. Bet you learned lots of things.” He fell into a prowling walk, circling Reese where he hung. “They made you careless, though. Your Lean Dogs.” He spat on the floor for emphasis.  
 
    “Careless?” Reese asked. “They taught me not to monologue, at least.” 
 
    He had a fraction of a second in which to congratulate himself on monologue; it sounded like something Tenny would say in this instance, smart-assed and irreverent. He heard the whistle of the pipe through the air, and then it landed along his right kidney. He’d had enough time to tighten his core against it, but it still landed with a sickening smack of flesh and the subtle crack of his lowest rib.  
 
    Reese bit his tongue and tasted blood. Pain exploded through him, the kind that swelled and grew worse as the numbing moment of impact passed.  
 
    “Don’t!” Gray shouted. “You can’t!” 
 
    “Says who?” Jax said from behind Reese, and the pipe struck again. Left kidney this time. Reese could envision the matching bruises.  
 
    He took a slow breath through his nose, teeth gritted, and pain knifed through his back, down where he knew his rib had cracked.  
 
    “Jax!” Gray shouted, and stalked forward as his brother rounded Reese and came back into view.  
 
    Jax made a frustrated sound and tried to hold him off with a raised hand, but Gray was fast. He ducked beneath his reach and took hold of the pipe with both hands. They grappled for it, shoving each other back and forth, before Jax finally overpowered his little brother and sent him sprawling back across the tiles. When he turned to Reese, it was with bared teeth, and a murderous light in his eyes.  
 
    Reese kept his own eyes open through dint of will, as the pipe arced through the air again with renewed force, and landed at his hip. His shoulder. His ribs. His knee.  
 
    It had been a long time since Hunter had last “toughened him up,” but beneath the strike of Jax’s furious hands, the years evaporated, and he was a teenager again: taking, accepting. Hunter had beaten bruises into him; had water-boarded him; had slapped his face and pulled his hair and broken his fingers in the interest of teaching him to withstand torture – teaching him to be quiet, in case he was ever captured.  
 
    Reese knew how to clench his jaw and tense his muscles and endure it.  
 
    He felt another rib crack. Felt a fat contusion flare to instant life on his knee. He stared at a place over Jax’s head, and let him tire himself out.  
 
    Gray sounded choked. “Jax, please, please! You have to stop! You can’t do this!” And then, the line that fractured something in Reese’s brain: “Jax, he’s our brother!”  
 
    Brother.  
 
    They were his brothers.  
 
    The blue eyes, the pale hair. The shapes of their noses.  
 
    Yes, his brothers.  
 
    Jax was getting tired, chest heaving. It made him reckless. He stepped in close, pipe lifted high. 
 
    That was when Reese struck. He kicked the pipe out of his hand – “What the–” – and in the same movement hooked a leg around Jax’s neck and dragged him in close. Got his throat trapped between his thighs and squeezed as hard as he could.  
 
    Jax let out a startled, choked sound, and Reese used the exhale to tighten his legs further, so tight he couldn’t draw another breath.  
 
    Gray watched, goggle-eyed and unmoving.  
 
    He’d let me do it, Reese thought. He’d let me kill him. 
 
    If he twisted his hips – God, that hurt – and managed to draw a little more strength into his torso, he might be able to torque himself around enough to snap Jax’s neck. He sucked in a shallow breath in preparation–  
 
    And pain spiked hot and sharp in his right thigh.  
 
    A knife. Jax had stabbed him.  
 
    His leg spasmed, and Jax wrenched free, panting and swearing.  
 
    Reese’s leg kept twitching, twitching, twitching. A nerve had been clipped, somewhere deep. He stared at the hilt protruding from the pale skin of his thigh, a place never exposed to sun. Blood welled around the blade and trickled down over his knee, tickled his shin. The pain bit deep, liquid fire along his bone. He wouldn’t know for sure if his femoral artery had been hit until the knife came out, but he didn’t think it had, based on the location.  
 
    He'd always been so good at compartmentalizing, but it was getting harder now, the edges of his vision fuzzing and blackening. The pain pulsed in time to his heartbeat, everywhere at once, choking and awful. Too strong to ignore. His outward calm was blurring with some panicked-animal inner part of him. He didn’t want to be awake anymore.  
 
    Coughing, rubbing at his throat, Jax retrieved the pipe. When he lifted it again, Reese leaned into the pain, and let unconsciousness take him.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Ian had been seated between two starlets: one mid-twenties and new to the industry, still sparkling with possibility; the other in her sixties, well-used, with a low, smoker’s laugh and jaded eyes. It was the older one who kept laying a hand on his arm as the waitstaff brought dish after dish that he barely touched; as wine glasses were refilled again and again. When the young one got up and excused herself to the restroom, the older one – Dina Van Diem – leaned in close, wine-sour breath tickling his face, “What about you, handsome? You feel like taking a trip to the restroom?” 
 
    It was perhaps the worst come-on Ian had ever received.  
 
    He turned his head toward her a fraction, and for a moment, with the smoker’s lines around her mouth, and the smudge of dark lipstick on her teeth, he was transported back to Carla’s. To the groping hands of men and women, the self-satisfied laughter. He blinked, and swore he felt the weight of glitter and fake lashes on his eyelids. Then he blinked again, and he was Shaman – the new Shaman – and he pried her hand off his arm none-too-gently.  
 
    “No offense, dear, but you’re really not my speed.” 
 
    She tsked, made a sour face, and flopped back in her chair. “Ugh. You coulda just said you were queer from the start.” 
 
    “Nonsense.” He tugged on his cuffs to hide the fading tremor in his hands. Damn that bitch Carla, still lurking like a shadow at the back of his mind. “I do enjoy being flirted with. Feeds my massive ego, you know.” 
 
    She snorted.  
 
    A waiter materialized on Ian’s other side, and when he turned to say that he didn’t need a refill – his wine glass was still full from the last one – the man leaned in close to whisper in his ear. “If you’ll come with me, sir, the auction is starting soon.” 
 
    A jolt moved through Ian, a little earthquake of awareness and anxiety, but he didn’t let it show outwardly. He nodded and folded his napkin. “Thank you.”  
 
    This was it. Show time.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    The Beaumont Building was thirty-nine floors, not including all the subbasement levels that Evan had described, shakily, over the phone. Eden had been able to obtain the original plans, and so they had a map of sorts, on their phones.  
 
    But no way to know where they were holding Reese.  
 
    They were going to have to obtain that intel.  
 
    From the kitchen, they moved into a narrow service hallway and a corresponding service elevator – one that only went up. No access to the basement levels. If they managed to get Reese out of here in one piece, Fox might allow himself a single stroke of guilt for focusing on him rather than the innocent girls Evan had described as being trapped…but that would be later. Now, it was all about Reese.  
 
    Through the smoked lenses of his goggles, Fox studied the panel inside the elevator, debating.  
 
    “He won’t be with the girls,” Devin reasoned. “Just like he won’t be low enough that a guest could go up a flight of stairs and walk into something they shouldn’t see. If they’re torturing him”–  
 
    Fox shot him a warning look that he ignored.  
 
    –“they won’t want anyone to be able to hear him down at the party.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Fox ground out, “I already figured that.” A darted glance at Tenny proved his head was pointed forward, straight at the doors. There was no indication he’d heard them.  
 
    Abe leaned in and pressed the button for 39. “Might as well start at the top and work our way down, then.” 
 
    “Right.” Fox took a deep breath and resettled. It was a sound idea: they had men stationed at every exit. And Ian was in charge of Waverly besides.  
 
    The elevator glided up, and up, and up. Fox felt the weight press down into his ankles and the soles of his feet, and he took the few, quiet minutes of climbing to smooth his brain clean. To push every extraneous thought from his mind and focus on the task at hand.  
 
    He adjusted his rifle on its strap, settled his gloved hand on the grip and laid his finger just inside the trigger guard.  
 
    The floors ticked by on the counter. 27…28…29… 
 
    The cab lurched to a halt. Ding. The door slid open first, and through the grate, Fox glimpsed a dark office floor, the only light the ambient glow of the city, coming in through the floor-to-ceiling windows. Silent. Still. Half-finished cubicle warrens could have hidden any number of attackers, but nothing made a sound save the scrape of their collective breathing inside the elevator.  
 
    “Did you hit the wrong floor, you old goat?” Devin asked.  
 
    “No,” Abe whispered. “They’re waiting for us.” 
 
    Fox leaned over and pressed the button for 39. The doors didn’t even close. He let out a slow breath through his mouth, pulse thump-thumping in his ears. “Well, then.” 
 
    Tenny stepped off the elevator first, and Fox followed.  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Forty-Five  
 
      
 
    Dina Van Diem was invited, too. Shocker. A handful of other celebrities traveled down the elevators in groups, each with their own security detail. Ian’s was the largest: Bruce, John, Vince, plus Albie and Pongo. They loitered, the chosen ones and their black-suited guards, in a dim, musty basement space, waiting until the whole party had arrived.  
 
    Which included, he noted with interest, Sal and Matt Moretti, and Nikola Howard. Nikola’s gaze locked briefly with Ian’s, but she glanced away again; she didn’t recognize him from her office that day, with his hair down and his eyes uncovered. Thank God.  
 
    A small, nervous-looking man in a waistcoat stood in their midst, and as an investment banker and his poorly-aging wife stepped off the elevator, he clapped his hands to get their attention and said, “If you’ll all follow me, please.” 
 
    They crossed the basement, stepping around crates and boxes; at one point, Ian glanced back over his shoulder and realized he could no longer see the elevator they’d originally taken. Movement flickered behind a stack of boxes: a guard, waiting in the shadows. If anyone had second thoughts, and tried to go back, he had no doubts they’d be tackled into submission amidst the labyrinth of detritus down here.  
 
    Finally, they reached a freight elevator, and traveled down as a group – deep down, until the air became chilled, and Ian could see his breath mist in front of his face. Bruce ghosted a steadying hand at the small of his back, a silent bolster.  
 
    No one spoke, which Ian found odd. Yes, they were all flanked by security, but the moneyed crowd treated security like furniture; they never worried about what they might let slip in front of them. A few subtle glances side to side proved that his fellow high-rollers were watching the floors tick by up above; their eyes gleamed with anticipation, and that knowledge left him feeling sick.  
 
    When it glided to a halt, the elevator deposited them in a spacious, round room carpeted in burgundy. Tufted couches and chairs offered seating, and a waitress in a tiny dress stood at the ready with a tray of champagne. The little majordomo in the waistcoat encouraged them all to take a glass, and then led them down a long hallway flanked by oil paintings and wood-paneled doors. It was as if they’d stepped into a Georgian manor house, down to the chair rail and the faint hint of sandalwood in the air.  
 
    Their guide paused at a door halfway down, opened it, and stepped back, motioning them in with a flourish. “Here is where you’ll be viewing tonight’s proceedings. Your details may wait in the antechamber while you proceed to the viewing room. Let Natalie know if you have any questions or concerns, or would like a tour of the stalls before we begin. It should only be another twenty minutes or so.” 
 
    The antechamber proved to be a small breakroom of sorts: coffee maker, fridge, sink, uncomfortable plastic chairs, and a window in the front wall that looked into the viewing room proper. Ian traded looks with Bruce and Albie before he nodded and slipped in – and then he ground to a halt.  
 
    In his new life of wealth and privilege, he’d been invited to a sporting event or two; invited into private boxes with glass front walls and cushy seats and bottle service. That was what the viewing room brought to mind. Plush theater seats in tiers, a minibar to one side, low lighting, speakers set in the walls, and an entire wall of glass…which looked down on a wide, round room, a stage at its center, lit with an array of spotlights. Empty, for the time being. He could see other boxes like his own, ranged around the upper levels of the room. There was no mistaking this for anything save an auction ring.  
 
    But it wouldn’t be cattle or expensive racehorses trotted out tonight.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Moving was thoughtless. Tenny’s body knew just what to do, without any input from his brain. Quick, silent steps, heel-toe, leading with the inner arch of his foot, knees slightly bent. It was dark, in the maze of cubicles, but not pitch-black. Enough ambient glow through the windows to tell shadows from man-shapes – one of which tried to hedge its way around a wall off to his left.  
 
    It was thoughtless, too, to fire, one fast shot, one crack through the silence, and watch the shadow slump to the floor.  
 
    More gunshots behind him: staccato, semi-auto-fire rounds. He heard a few grunts; the meaty slap of bodies landing, and he kept going, foot over foot, until he reached the door to the stairwell. There was a camera poised above it, red light blinking. He flattened himself to the wall beside the door and waited for Fox to arrive. They locked gazes, Fox nodded, yanked the door open, and Tenny rolled around the threshold and into the stairwell, ready to fire.  
 
    No one there.  
 
    He signaled with his arm. Forward. And started up, the scrape of boots following.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “First time?” Dina asked as she dropped down into the seat to Ian’s left.  
 
    He spared her only the briefest of glances. “Am I that obvious?” 
 
    She chuckled and stroked his arm; he resisted the urge to snatch it back. “Everyone’s always a little nervous at first. You’ll get the hang of it.” 
 
    He swallowed his rising gorge and said, “How many times have you been invited?” A little frosty for conversational, but she didn’t seem to mind.  
 
    She gave an offhand wave. “Oh, a few dozen. It loses its novelty after a while. I haven’t come in ages.” 
 
    In more ways than one, probably, he thought, but managed to flash her a tight, toothless smile.  
 
    Out on the stage, the lights flickered once, twice.  
 
    “Ooh.” Dina’s hand tightened on his arm, and she pointed through the glass. “We’re about to start.” 
 
    Pulse pounding in his ears, he watched a dark curtain part; watched a thickly-muscled man with a shaved head and a gun on his hip march a girl forward, her hands bound, her balance precarious on sky-high heels. She wore a bra, and a skirt the size of a cocktail napkin, and her gaze, as she eyed the dark rows of seats, was wild and white-rimmed.  
 
    Dina clucked. “Shame about her hair.” 
 
    It was red, same as the two spots of color high on her cheeks.  
 
    Ian’s first instinct, as a smooth, detached voice floated through the speakers – “Tonight’s first item is a twenty-two-year-old Minnesota student with…” – was to bid on her. To bid on every girl they dragged through the curtain; to take them all away with him, wrap blankets around them, and tell them their nightmare was over. Instead, he gritted his teeth, and waited.  
 
    He nearly jumped out of his skin when a waiter leaned over the back of his seat and asked if he’d like something to drink.  
 
    “No, thank you. But I’d like to know where Mr. Waverly is. We have business to discuss.” 
 
    “He’s in his private box, sir, but I can take a message.” 
 
    Ian waved him off. “No. I’ll see him later.” 
 
    When he was gone, Dina patted the back of his hand. “Don’t worry, hon. Everyone’s jumpy at first. It’s exciting, right?” 
 
    Ian swallowed hard, and watched the redheaded girl get led off the stage and back through the curtain. “Right.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Footfalls muffled by the thick rubber of their boot soles, the strike team moved up the concrete stairs to the next landing. Through silent agreement, they opened this door as they had the one below: Fox pulling the handle, Tenny rolling off the wall and through the jamb first.  
 
    But this floor… 
 
    Tenny halted, because this floor was comprised of an entirely different setup, and for a moment, it paralyzed him.  
 
    All the lights were on, the fluorescent tubes droning overhead, beating down mercilessly on a stretch of empty tile floor. No cubicles, no walls, no chairs or desks. Nothing.  
 
    Save four doors. To the left, restrooms, men’s and women’s. To the right, one that led to places unknown. And straight ahead, marked storage.  
 
    It wasn’t the same: there was no smoke, and the floor wasn’t the same white as the walls and ceiling. There were no batons rapping on shields, and men coming at him from every angle, no crackled voice of his handler through hidden speakers: again.  
 
    But Tenny’s breaths came in short bursts, and his clothes clung to the sweat beading his skin. His muscles twitched in anticipation of a brawl, of an all-out fight for his life.  
 
    Again.  
 
    Again.  
 
    Again.  
 
    Abe’s quiet voice startled him. “We keep going up. We don’t stop here.” 
 
    The door to the men’s room flew open, but Tenny didn’t get a chance to see who or what or how many spilled out of it. Strong hands gripped the straps of his vest and yanked him back into the stairwell. The door clanged shut. 
 
    “Go,” Fox ordered. “Up, go, go, go.” 
 
    Tenny gritted his teeth as he went, because he wanted to fight. None of this firing off quick rounds and dropping stormtroopers without a challenge. He wanted to get his hands dirty.  
 
    A want the universe seemed to answer, because on the next landing, he heard the thunder of descending footsteps.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    The girl on stage was so drugged she could barely stand. Her head hung forward on a limp neck, sheet of shiny black hair hiding her face. One of the thick-necked guards had to hold her upright. He gathered her hair in a fist and pulled it back, exposing her face – pretty, with almond-shaped eyes and painted lips – and tipped her head all the way back, so her throat was bared, fragile and bruised.  
 
    Beside Ian, Dina lifted her paddle, a fast, deft movement. She’d done this before. Many times. It was old hat for her. “My husband likes Asians,” she said in an aside, and it took every ounce of self-control not to backhand her.  
 
    The waiter returned, puff of minty breath across Ian’s face. “Mr. Waverly would like you join him in his personal box,” he said.  
 
    Ian stood, hand tight around the head of his cane.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Fire. Reese’s whole body was on fire. That was his first thought upon waking. The pain came from so many places that it all merged together until he was one solid bruise, laced all over with sharp, electric crackles of more acute pain. His head throbbed in time to his pulse, in time with his ribs, and his knees, and his feet. What had happened to his feet while he was out cold? Only one of his eyes would open, the other tender and pulsing, swollen shut.  
 
    He blinked and blinked, but his vision wouldn’t clear. Everything seemed to tilt and sway around him. He couldn’t feel his arms; wasn’t sure they were even still attached.  
 
    Someone was talking in a low, furious voice. Hunter. “…the fuck is wrong with you?” Smack. “What good is he if he walks with a limp the rest of his life? What if a broken rib punctures his lung? He’ll suffocate before I can get him intubated! Was there even one goddamn thought in your head while you were doing this?” 
 
    “I–” That was Jax, voice small now, uncertain. He fell silent against the crack of another slap.  
 
    “Gear up. Both of you. The alarm system got tripped.” 
 
    “Dad–” Gray started.  
 
    “Go. See if you two fuckups can keep from getting killed by his friends. I want them dead, and I want it twenty minutes ago. We have to leave.” 
 
    Friends. Tenny? Fox? Were they coming? Reese’s heart lurched, and the pain swelled up, white-hot and awful, until he thought he might swoon again and had to breathe carefully, shallowly through his mouth until the wave of black spots faded from sight.  
 
    Leave. If they left here, Tenny would never find him.  
 
    Plastic crinkled, and a door closed. Then it was quiet.  
 
    Reese closed his one good eye, and when he opened it, Hunter’s blurry face hovered in front of his own. Reese was past the point of being startled; everything hurt too much for him to find shock in the soundless way that Hunter had moved to stand in front of him.  
 
    Not just Hunter.  
 
    Dad. 
 
    His father.  
 
    It seemed to take minutes to unstick his tongue from the roof of his mouth. “Why?” he croaked, and even that hurt.  
 
    Hunter cocked his head to the side.  
 
    “Why…do you…want me back?” 
 
    Hunter studied him a long moment, before his gaze slid down his body, stopping somewhere along his legs. Reese wondered if the knife was still lodged in his thigh; he couldn’t feel whether it was or not.  
 
    “I made mistakes,” Hunter finally said, lips compressing, gaze flicking back up. “With these two. Gave them too much rein – allowed them too much…personality.” He made a face, as if the word tasted foul. “They fear me, but they don’t value what I have to teach them. You can change that. You can show them.” 
 
    Each breath sent pain like knives through his torso; the fractured ribs plucked at nerves like guitar strings. “I won’t.” 
 
    “Oh,” Hunter said evenly, unsmiling. “You will.” 
 
    “They’ll…they’ll stop you.” 
 
    He shook his head. “In about ten minutes, they’ll be dead.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Tenny clicked his rifle over into full-auto. Ahead of him, black-booted feet appeared on the upper landing, shins clad in black tac pants like his own.  
 
    He opened fire.  
 
    “Christ,” someone hissed behind him.  
 
    Bullets ricocheted off the concrete; one zipped past his ear; a sharp bee sting pain along the outside of his arm meant he’d been hit.  
 
    But four of the guards heading their way collapsed, their legs chewed to shreds, and toppled down the stairs toward them with a clatter of dropped guns and riot shields. They were alive, shouting and flailing, but in Tenny’s experience, once you crippled a man, he stopped trying to fight you.  
 
    A shield slid to a halt in front of him, and he snatched it up, and charged up the stairs toward the rest, trampling men as he went.  
 
    Bullets hit the shield and cracks spiderwebbed across its thick plastic. 9mm rounds – not strong enough to punch through, but given enough shots and enough time, the plastic would weaken to a critical degree. So Tenny moved fast. He was running by the time he hit the landing. He dropped his rifle to dangle from its strap, drew a twelve-inch tactical knife, and then it was close quarters, and it didn’t matter how many of them there were: he had a shield, and he had his life of training and toughening.  
 
    He stabbed a man through the soft skin inside his jaw bone, and whirled, blocking another shot with the shield, and reaching around it to stab another in the side of the throat. 
 
    A baton cracked against his knee. He gritted his teeth against the pain – again – because it was nothing he hadn’t endured before. He ducked low, stabbed a thigh; hamstringed another man. Came up with a vicious swing of the shield, its edge cracking off someone’s face with the wet sound of a nose breaking.  
 
    Spun, struck, ducked, dodged, struck, struck, struck.  
 
    He kicked a man in the back and sent him tumbling down the stairs. The crack of a single gunshot meant Fox or one of the others had capped him.  
 
    Tenny kept moving. His body worked with the speed and efficiency of an Italian sportscar; he was athlete and assassin both. His breaths measured and deep, his muscles flowing from one strike to the next, instinct driving every duck and every punch of the shield. He stabbed necks, and thighs, and the narrow strips of bellies between flak vests and belt buckles.  
 
    Again, and again, and again.  
 
    Until the floor was slick with blood.  
 
    A gunshot sounded right by his ear; a sharp crack, and then sound fritzed out, replaced by a high, tinny ring. Tenny slashed at a bare patch of wrist, and the attached hand spasmed, the gun falling soundlessly. All he could hear was his own breathing, and that awful ringing, throbbing inside his head. He slashed out toward a goggle-covered face–  
 
    And his foot slipped. Slid without purchase in a puddle of blood, and he overshot his target; stumbled forward until their chests collided.  
 
    He brought the shield up in his left hand, as the man tried to grapple the knife out of his hands. Cracked the hard plastic off the side of his helmet once, twice, three times. The man staggered, heavy and clumsy, weight falling against Tenny. He twisted his wrist and the knife met soft flesh, forgiving, tender; the blade went in, and in–  
 
    And something hard cracked across the back of his neck.  
 
    He stumbled, skidded in the blood. Then he was shoved. He lurched sideways, his chest hit the rail, and, ears still ringing, he went over.  
 
    He dropped the shield, and caught one of the metal balustrades. Gripped it tight. His body kept falling, though; swung down in a wide arc, like a clock pendulum, and he felt the pop, the give, the tooth-jarring pain of his shoulder dislocating beneath the force of his torquing body as his grip yanked him upright.  
 
    Nerveless, his hand opened. He was thirty-two floors up, and the gap between the climbing stairwells yawned beneath him, dark and bottomless. He was going to –  
 
    He jerked, and shuddered, pain arcing like lightning through his out-of-socket shoulder, and he glanced up to see that Fox had a two-handed grip on his sleeve.  
 
    All three of them were there, their goggles pushed up onto their helmets, no sign of any guards behind them. Devin leaned over the rail, joined Fox in holding onto him, and together they hauled him roughly back up and over the rail.  
 
    Tenny got his feet under him as he crested it, and landed upright, breathing hard through his mouth. A quick scan proved that all the guards were down, the floor a Pollock painting of blood.  
 
    He slipped his dirty knife back into the sheath at his hip, and reached to probe at his bad shoulder. The pads of his fingers felt like the stab of needles through his jacket.  
 
    “I heard your shoulder go,” Fox said, as his flat, assessing gaze skipped over him, searching for damage. “Anything else?” 
 
    Tenny shook his head. “Put it back in.” 
 
    Abe stepped up, gripped his wrist, and his shoulder, and with a fast wrench, reset it. The pain blazed, so sharp it left his stomach cramping. But he could flex his elbow and wiggle his fingers after that.  
 
    Fox was in his face, suddenly, centimeters away. Beneath the battle-ready calm of his expression, his gaze burned.  “Look at me.” 
 
    “I’m looking.” 
 
    Fox rapped lightly on the side of his helmet. “You still in there?” 
 
    Tenny tensed his arm, and the pain was so fresh, and so acute where the nerves had been wrenched and bruised, that it threatened, for one awful moment, to burn through his necessary haze of detachment. For one second of weakness, it was too easy to feel his own pain, and wonder how much worse it was for Reese right now.  
 
    Reese. That dopey blank look on his face, and his hesitant, barely-there smiles, and the way his hands gripped him sure and steady, no hesitation, no doubt –  
 
    NO. He clamped down on it. Clamped down hard.  
 
    He took a slow breath and pushed it back out. “No.” 
 
    Fox dropped his hand to his good shoulder and squeezed. It felt approving.  
 
    Somewhere below them, a door banged open, and a symphony of running feet floated up.  
 
    Fox turned him and pushed him toward the next bend in the stairs. “Go. Keep going.” 
 
    Devin ran point this time, and Tenny went hot on his heels, shoulder throbbing slow and painful in time with his pulse.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Forty-Six 
 
      
 
    Evan pulled a soda from the minibar fridge and pressed the cold can to his forehead. He held it there a moment, trying to catch his breath; he was panting like he’d just run a race. As bad as it had been in the private lounge with Kaylie kneeling at his feet, somehow the auction itself was worse. Girl after girl dragged out on stage, all of them swaying, drugged to the gills and insensate.  
 
    Behind him, Jensen let out a braying laugh at something someone else had said, in their private viewing box full of cigar smoke and the smell of alcoholic boy-sweat. He wanted to puke.  
 
    “Sir,” a voice inquired right behind him, and he jumped and whirled with a yelp.  
 
    He was met with a frown – an annoyed frown – and it took him a moment, given the man’s waiter ensemble, his black apron and the tray tucked under his arm, to realize that it was a familiar frown. A familiar face.  
 
    He blinked, panic bleeding out of him, replaced by shock. “Wa–”  
 
    “Sir,” Walsh repeated, sharply. “Are you well? Can I get you anything else?” 
 
    Evan could only gape like a fish.  
 
    Walsh darted a subtle glance over his shoulder, reached forward, and shut Evan’s mouth with a single fingertip beneath his chin. He whispered, “I’m going to need you to pull yourself together.” 
 
    Evan swallowed. “Right,” he whispered back. “How did you get here?” 
 
    “Ian sent his jet down for us. Evan, focus.”  
 
    “Right,” he repeated, stupidly, and opened his soda to have something to do.  
 
    “Go sit back down. It’s happening soon.” 
 
    “What is?” 
 
    “You’ll see.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    The waiter who’d come for Ian bowed him through an open door, and withdrew. The guards seated in the antechamber didn’t bother looking up from their card game: nothing dangerous happened here. It was a closed ecosystem, carefully curated and free of risk for its members.  
 
    Ian walked through into the viewing box, which was twice as large and more lushly-appointed than the one he’d come from. Rather than theater seats, there were several leather sofas, and a collection of plush armchairs with tufted ottomans.  
 
    He clocked the Morettis, and Nikola.  
 
    And Waverly himself, ensconced in a chair, cigar smoking in a tray by his elbow, meaty hand curled loosely around a sweating tumbler. He turned his head lazily away from the window, and toward Ian. Looked away and motioned him closer with an offhand wave.  
 
    Ian motioned behind his back to Bruce, who’d followed him into the box. As he wound his way between the couches, he heard the soft click of the door shutting. He sent up a silent prayer that the others were where they needed to be. He knew he had only a matter of seconds before Waverly realized that Ian wasn’t the same Shaman he’d met the day before, and then the plan had to roll forward, no matter everyone else’s readiness.  
 
    He took one last, steadying breath, and arrived at Waverly’s chair – the far side of it, so he had a view of the rest of the box, and the auction through the window, and the rest of his detail, Albie and Pongo included, in the antechamber. “Good evening,” he greeted. “You wanted to see me?” 
 
    Waverly took a long drag off his cigar and turned toward Ian on the exhale. “Yeah,” he drawled. His gaze slid upward from Ian’s gator-skin belt to his face. “You–” He paused, as the smoke dissipated, and in an instant, his indolent posture gave way to tension. His eyes widened, a brief pulse of surprise, and then narrowed. “Who the fuck are you?” 
 
    Ian grinned. “Mr. Shaman, of course.” He gripped the shaft of his cane in one hand, the head in the other, and drew the narrow, wicked-sharp sword hidden within it in one fast movement. In a blink, he had the tip resting against Waverly’s fat throat. “The real Mr. Shaman,” he added. “I think it’s time you and I had a chat.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “Keep going,” Fox said, like a mantra, at each landing. They had a good lead, to start, but the thunder of footsteps continued to chase them, up and around, up and around. Devin moved quickly, for someone his age, his steps smooth and even, athletic. Tenny was torn between wanting to lead…and being glad he had a human shield in front of him. The constant, throbbing pain in his shoulder made it hard to maintain his earlier detachment; emotion kept flickering through. Rage in all its shades. And, like now, impatience, and the satisfaction of knowing, should more hostiles pop up in front of them, he could fire over Devin’s shoulder and worry only about offense, rather than tactics.  
 
    On the thirty-seventh-floor landing, Devin paused, fist lifted. Hold. “I hear–” he started.  
 
    Then Tenny heard it, too. A scrape of movement on the other side of the hallway door to his left. The click of the handle. 
 
    Tenny shoved Devin forward and spun, drawing a knife in the same movement. The door swung open against his face, blocking his view of the enemy – and of Fox and Abe beyond that.  
 
    Tenny heard a thud, a handful of muffled thumps. And then Fox’s voice: “Go! We got this, keep going!”  
 
    A good brother would have stayed to assist.  
 
    But Tenny wasn’t one of those. For most of his life, he hadn’t known he was a brother at all. So he sheathed his knife, sidestepped Devin, and continued up.  
 
    Until they hit the thirty-eighth-floor landing…and a dead end. The landing just outside the door was the last.  
 
    Tenny looked behind him, where the sounds of a confrontation echoed; glanced over the rail, all the way down until the light failed somewhere past the twentieth floor. Back to the door in front of them, a big, yellow 38 painted on its gray surface.  
 
    His heartrate picked up. “Is it mislabeled?” 
 
    “No.” Devin’s face, when he darted a glance to it, had settled into grim lines. But his gaze, when it slid over to meet Tenny’s, was almost gleeful. He liked fighting, Tenny realized. Liked the challenge of it. “There’s gotta be another staircase through there somewhere.” 
 
    His pulse accelerated another notch. Would he find Reese on the other side of the door? Or a gauntlet to run through to get to him? “That means someone’s waiting for us.” 
 
    Devin clipped a new magazine into his rifle. “Well, then. I suppose we shouldn’t disappoint them.” 
 
    He gripped the door handle.  
 
    Tenny snugged the butt of his rifle into his good shoulder, and nodded.  
 
    Devin yanked the door, and they swept inside.  
 
    Only to halt again.  
 
    It was another expansive, room, half-filled with abandoned office furniture, desks and filing cabinets at odd angles. White walls, droning tube lights overhead, their glare reflecting off the pale gray floor tiles. 
 
    Two black-clad figures stood across from them. In the wash of fluorescent light, their blue eyes were ice-colored.  
 
    Reese’s brothers. 
 
    The real test.  
 
    He clocked them the moment they entered, which gave him just enough warning to grip Devin’s sleeve and drag him down behind a cluster of desks as the older one, Jax, opened fire on them.  
 
    Bullets pinged off the metal fronts of the desks. 9mm, based on the report of the gun, Tenny thought. Same as them. He pulled his .45 off his hip, and watched Devin do the same beside him.  
 
    “They’re his brothers,” Tenny said through his teeth, as more shots rattled off the desks.  
 
    Devin’s brows lifted. “Do we care about keeping them alive?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Silence fell, punctuated by the metallic ting of the last shell casing hitting the tiles.  
 
    A voice floated across the room. “I guess you think you’ve proved something, getting past Waverly’s dipshits.” That was Jax. “But they were just speed bumps.” 
 
    “Let me guess,” Tenny called back. “You’re the real challenge.” He caught Devin’s gaze, and gestured. Stay here. Silently, awkwardly, he moved around the desk and behind a filing cabinet, hunkered low and out of sight.  
 
    “Heh. Maybe you aren’t as stupid as your boyfriend.” 
 
    Tenny paused, leg extended, gloved hand braced on the face of the cabinet. Your boyfriend. All his rage, all his panic, swelled for one awful moment, and threatened to overtake him.  
 
    Then Devin spoke from behind the desks. “That’d be Reese, right? Your brother?” The shock of his friendly, conversational tone allowed Tenny to shake off emotion and keep moving. Past the cabinet, and the next; behind a tangle of chairs draped with a bit of blue tarp.  
 
    “I don’t claim to share blood with that dipshit,” Jax said, voice laced with anger, now.  
 
    Devin chuckled. “Funny. That’s the way all my young ones feel about me. They’ve never had a problem with each other, though. Well. I suppose King doesn’t like Charlie much, but he loves him, deep down. You don’t have to like your brothers, but you do love them, whether or not you want to.” 
 
    Jax made a disgusted sound. “You’re their old man? Ha!” A fresh volley of shots rattled the metal desk fronts.  
 
    Tenny used the barrage of sound to hurry along. He’d nearly reached the far side of the room at this point, and the door there, marked with crude lines meant to represent a staircase.  
 
    The second the firing stopped, Devin spoke again, words Tenny didn’t bother to listen to, because another sound reached him. The whisper-quiet swish of tac pants. He had time to drop, roll onto his back, and draw his knife, before a shadow leaped the desk he was hiding behind and dropped down onto him.  
 
    It was the younger one – Grayson, according to the file – and Tenny had a fast glimpse of his face, blank and businesslike, hauntingly like Reese’s in that moment of attack – before he brought his knife up in a swift arc and caught him just outside his vest strap, in the ball of his shoulder. 
 
    The blade slid in to the hilt; shiny flash of blooded steel poking out the other side. Grayson’s eyes bugged; his mouth formed a perfect O. The knife he’d been carrying in his right hand, as long and wicked as Tenny’s, clattered to the floor, useless. Tenny’s strike had severed the nerves at the top of his arm, just as he’d intended.  
 
    He was young, painfully young, and even if he’d been well-trained, he didn’t have the experience to change course in the heat of battle; didn’t know how to come back from a crippling blow. Tenny flipped him, straddled his waist, and pinned him down by the throat as he slid his other hand in his pocket, fingers finding the holes of his brass knuckles.  
 
    “Wait,” the boy said, desperate and scared-sounding. “Wait, just–”  
 
    Two strikes had his eyes rolling back in his head, body going limp and still beneath him.  
 
    He ought to kill him. He knew that. But his resolve wavered. He looked like Reese, like little teenage Reese must have, with his pale lashes and his narrow, fine-boned face.  
 
    Another slip. A lapse in concentration, in purpose.  
 
    A wild, angry cry overhead alerted him too late to his mistake, and then he was tackled straight off of Grayson and into the floor. He brought his knife up, hilt gripped in both hands, and blocked the strike aimed for his face. Jax cut his hand open on the blade, and didn’t seem to care, reaching for the sheath on his hip.  
 
    Tenny stabbed at his belly, aiming for soft flesh, blade skidding off ceramic vest panels in their frenzied haste to attack one another. He pulled back for a second attempt. Jax’s knife glittered beneath the harsh lights, leaving its sheath with a quiet slink.  
 
    Then his face exploded.  
 
    It popped like a ripe berry squeezed between two fingers, a shower of blood, and bone, and gray matter. Wet heat slopped over Tenny’s face. A beat later, he registered the roar of an up-close .45 going off; the puff of plaster and sheetrock dust as the round passed clean through Jax’s destroyed skull and buried itself in the wall.  
 
    The body slumped to the side and collapsed with a juicy sound.  
 
    Tenny blinked blood out of his eyes and glanced up, a little wildly, to find Devin standing on the other side of the desk, expression calm. Grounding. When their gazes met, Tenny felt his heartrate slow. Something animal and desperate inside him found…comfort, of all things, in that steady, blue gaze that was so much like his own, each time he looked in the mirror.  
 
    “You alright?” 
 
    Tenny sat up, and wiped his face with his sleeve. “Yeah.” 
 
    “Get up, then.” 
 
    It took effort – more than it should have. The fine tremors in his limbs were the result of shock, he knew. His shoulder throbbed hard. He shoved it down, shoved it all down, and got to his feet, swaying only a little.  
 
    (Reese’s brother was dead, and he had no idea how Reese would feel about that.) 
 
    “What about that one?” Devin asked, nodding down at Grayson. 
 
    Tenny didn’t want to look at him. When he did, it was another slam against his breastbone. Reese. Heart in his throat, he reached down, and bound his wrists tightly with a zip tie. “We leave him.” 
 
    Devin lifted his brows. “Your call.” 
 
    By the time they’d reached the door to the stairwell, Tenny felt mostly steady again. He put his knife away and took up his rifle; swapped the empty mag for a fresh one as they climbed. It wasn’t his favorite weapon, but he’d modified the Beretta carbine himself, and it gave him reach across distances.  
 
    Once again, they arrived at a landing without knowing what to expect.  
 
    “Last floor,” Devin whispered. “Unless they’re on the roof.” He went in first, low, rifle against his cheek, with Tenny poised over him; ready to shoot on two levels.  
 
    It was dark, here, save the city light that pooled through the windows, faint puddles on the floor. In the center of the room, a section cordoned off with pale, plastic sheeting, cool light glowing on the other side.  
 
    A silhouette: a hanging figure, dark and still.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    On the other side of the window, Ian could hear the quiet piff piff of suppressed gunfire as Albie, Pongo, and John dealt with the other security guards in the antechamber.  
 
    Nikola Howard made a distressed sound through the fingertips that trembled at her lips.  
 
    Matt Moretti surged to his feet. “What the fuck? What–” 
 
    “Easy, easy,” Ian sang, digging the tip of his sword cane deeper into the roll of fat at Waverly’s neck. “I’d prefer not to run him through just yet.” 
 
    Sal Moretti was a heavier, jowlier version of his son. He huffed like a bull, face flushed dark. “Jesus Christ. Who the hell are you? What is this?” 
 
    “I’m so very glad you’ve asked. Do sit down, Matthew, you’re out of your depth, darling.” 
 
    Slowly, expression thunderstruck, Matt eased back down to his chair. 
 
    Bruce cracked the door open, and Albie stepped through, stowing his gun. He nodded, once. All done.  
 
    “Right, then.” Ian extended his hand, and Bruce tossed him his mask like a frisbee. He caught it in his free hand and ducked into its strap; pulled the bit of plastic down over his face. It was matte black, a simple demon façade, complete with curving horns. “I’m Shaman. You may have heard of me.” Beneath the lower edge of his mask, he flashed Waverly a toothy smile, one made terrifying by the disguise, he knew. “And you’re all going to help me put on a show.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    The plastic shifted, crackled, and then came loose from the ceiling and folded slowly down to the floor, floating and wavering like a leaf. Tenny was dimly aware of Marshall Hunter, the gun he held in his hand, his badly-masked furious expression. His attention instead went to Reese: hands bound overhead, chained to the ceiling, dangling like a side of beef. They’d stripped him down to his boxers. A knife was sunk in one thigh; blood from several long lacerations dripped down the other. His whole torso was livid with the shadows of newly-forming bruises, skin patchy and red from a beating. Greasy hair shielded his face, but he stirred, as the plastic fell; lifted his head a fraction. One eye was swollen shut, the other hazy and unfocused as it skipped past Devin, and landed on Tenny. His abs flexed as he sucked in a breath – and then that brief tension bled out of him, as quick as it had appeared, and his eye closed again.  
 
    Tenny started forward. 
 
    And collided with Devin’s outflung arm.  
 
    “Wait,” Devin said, calm and commanding. 
 
    It took every ounce of self-control not to strike him. To hold still, and gather his wits, and focus on the last threat that stood between him and Reese.  
 
    Hunter’s gun was trained on him, he saw. Right at his face.  
 
    Just as Devin’s gun was trained on Hunter’s face. “How are you wanting to do this?” he asked. “You shoot him, then I shoot you? Doesn’t leave you many options, now, does it?” 
 
    “Where are my boys?” Hunter asked.  
 
    “Bit tied up at the moment. But why don’t you and me make this more interesting, yeah?” 
 
    Blood dripped off Reese’s toes. Plink. Plink. Plink.  
 
    Tenny ground his teeth. Everything in him screamed to charge forward – but he couldn’t get Reese down from the ceiling if he was dead, head caved in from a bullet like Jax’s.  
 
    “You’re the father, right?” Devin went on. “The patriarch? Well, so am I. It’s really our faults these boys – all of these boys – have suffered, isn’t it? So why don’t we leave them be, and let’s you and me hash it out. Man to man. Father to father. And leave the kids out of it.” 
 
    The muzzle of the gun shifted over, so it was pointed at Devin. Sweat had turned Hunter’s brow slick and greasy-looking. “Or I could just shoot you.” 
 
    “I don’t think you will.” 
 
    Scowling, jaw clenched, furious, Hunter advanced three steps toward them, gun unwavering on Devin’s face.  
 
    Enough room to make a break for Reese? Tenny ached to do so, but he waited, forcing himself to take a measured breath.  
 
    “I think,” Devin continued, “that you’re bored. I think you’re bored to tears, mate, because you came on to work for Waverly and his lot, and you and your boys don’t get much chance to use your skills. It’s nothing but dragging girls around and busting kneecaps, right? There’s no finesse. No challenge. 
 
    “But then we came along, and suddenly you had something to do. These boys” – he gestured loosely to Tenny, and to Reese – “were worthwhile opponents, finally. You got to turn your boys loose. You started having fun again.” 
 
    Fun. The word was a contained explosion inside Tenny’s mind. He’d always been so good at what he did; he’d always been proud of his abilities.  
 
    But fun was putting one of Emmie’s young ones through a perfect pirouette. Fun was traumatizing Boomer and Deacon on a daily basis at the clubhouse. Fun was, despite all odds, bickering with Fox, hurling insults without consequence.  
 
    Fun was watching a groove appear between Reese’s brows as he struggled to understand something wholly human that was wholly alien to him. Fun was earning one of his rare, tiny smiles, the kind that went unnoticed by everyone else, but which lit Tenny up from the inside out.  
 
    Reese: it all came back to him. Everything worthwhile in his life, his new life, was centered around him. 
 
    Being proud of his skills didn’t mean liking them. 
 
    Devin was still talking. “That’s why you wanted Reese back, right? Because those other two – they didn’t turn out like he did, did they? Too much mouth on them. You shoulda heard the older one running on downstairs.” He tsked, and Tenny felt a sudden, unbidden surge of kinship toward the man who’d sired him. “Novice stuff. Poor little lad.” 
 
    Hunter’s jaw flex, muscle in his cheek leaping, but he held steady. He was listening.   
 
    “You don’t care about Waverly, or his business. All of this” – another gesture – “proves that. Even now, the man who cuts your checks is having all his skeletons dragged out of the closet for the world to see, and here you are, torturing the son you gave away. This place is nothing but a convenient workspace for you, right? When Waverly’s ruined, you’ll pick up and move on. 
 
    “But Reese” – Devin tilted his head, note of smugness coming into his voice – “he doesn’t want to go with you. He’s a changed man, since you last saw him. His own man. And he doesn’t answer to you. If he did, he wouldn’t be all those lovely shades of black and blue right now.” 
 
    Hunter’s throat bobbed as he swallowed. His forehead gleamed with sweat; Tenny could see the rivulets trickling down from his hairline.  
 
    Reese’s blood dripped. Plink. Plink. Plink.  
 
    “Far be it from me to tell a father what to do with his son,” Devin said. “God knows I’ve never had a clue what I was doing. But Reese doesn’t belong to you anymore – because he doesn’t want to. He wants to come home with my boy.  
 
    “So it’s like I said before. Let’s settle this between us. Father to father. Leave the children out of it.” 
 
    Hunter’s nostrils flared as he drew his next breath.  
 
    “Come on,” Devin goaded. “You know you’re dying to see if you’ve still got the old magic. I know I am.” 
 
    It wasn’t going to work. There was no way anyone was mad and stupid enough to accept that sort of challenge. Hunter would shoot one or both of them; if he got them both, then he’d unchain Reese and spirit him away. Tenny supposed, if he was dead anyway, then he wouldn’t even be around to throw a tantrum about that. 
 
    But Hunter slowly bent at the knees, crouched down, and laid his gun on the floor. Beside him, Devin did the same.  
 
    Tenny’s heart lurched wildly. What? What? 
 
    “Go on, then, son,” Devin said, as he straightened. “Go get your man. I’ll handle this one.” He turned his head just far enough to shoot Tenny a wink.  
 
    Tenny hesitated, because none of this felt real. Devin stared back at him. Go, his look said, steady and fond. I’ve got this.  
 
    Tenny went.  
 
    All his years of training told him he should secure the scene first: check for booby traps, or any other hostiles lurking in the shadows. But instinct pulled him straight to Reese, hands empty, reaching, trembling.  
 
    He cupped his cheek, as gentle as he could, and watched Reese’s good eye flutter open, even as his skin twitched, like a horse with flies; a tiny flinch of pain.  
 
    Tenny’s next breath rattled; Reese’s had a wet, wheezy quality to it, warm and sour against Tenny’s face.  
 
    “Hey. Hey. You with me? Can you hear me?” 
 
    Reese hummed. Voice papery and dry as he croaked out, “Are you real?” 
 
    “Yes, darling, I’m real.” He pressed their foreheads together, to feel the damp heat of his skin, to ease his own shaking. He ghosted his free hand down Reese’s side and felt the twitch and shiver of another flinch. “What’s broken?” 
 
    A rough scrape of breath. “Everything.” Another breath. “Ribs, mostly.” 
 
    Tenny knew exactly how badly that hurt. He pulled back, and looked down at the knife sticking out of his leg. Skimmed a fingertip alongside the entry point, biting the inside of his cheek until he tasted blood. “You want it out?” 
 
    “I don’t think…I can walk…with it in.” 
 
    Tenny nodded.  
 
    Behind him, the sounds of a fight. Squeak of boot soles and thuds of impact.  
 
    Tenny dug betadine and gauze from his pants pockets. He took a deep breath, with his hand on the knife hilt, said, “Breathe,” and pulled it out in one quick movement. Reese inhaled sharply, and his foot kicked, but he held otherwise still.  
 
    There was blood, but only a trickle. He doused the wound with betadine, packed it with gauze, and did a few quick turns with the tape to hold it in place.  
 
    “Let’s get you down.” He dragged over a crate and stood on it to get to the carabiner. It was a simple screw kind, but that was the least complicated part of it. He hopped off the crate and debated how best to lift Reese without pressing one of his broken ribs into his lungs.  
 
    Reese said, “I can’t feel my arms anymore.” 
 
    Tenny swallowed around the lump in his throat. “Alright. That’s okay.” His eyes stung, and he blinked hard. “I’m sorry, darling, but this is going to hurt. I have to lift you up.” 
 
    “…’Kay.” 
 
    “Here we go. Hold on.” He wrapped his arms carefully around him: one around his waist, the other hooked down below his butt. When he lifted him up, Reese let out a low grunt of pain that made Tenny want to turn and empty an entire magazine into Marshall Hunter. Instead, he lifted a little higher. “Can you…”  
 
    But Reese couldn’t. Couldn’t even feel his arms, he’d said. So Tenny tightened the arm around his waist to the sound of another grunt, and reached up to press at his biceps, until his chained wrists slipped free of the carabiner.  
 
    His arms flopped straight down, utterly lifeless, and his good eye bugged wide, mouth opening on a gasp.  
 
    “I’m sorry, love, I’m so sorry.” Tenny had never felt so murderous, nor so tender, as he eased Reese’s feet down to the floor. “Can you stand?” 
 
    “Yeah.”  
 
    He swayed like a drunk, but he could stand, though he shook horribly and his teeth started chattering.  
 
    Tenny got the chains off his wrists, and rubbed them briskly; chafed the outsides of his arms, trying to work the circulation back into them.  
 
    “Pins and needles?” 
 
    Reese made a low, hurt noise, and nodded.  
 
    “It’s alright. It’ll get better.” 
 
    Careful and slow, he pulled one of Reese’s arms across his shoulders, his own left shoulder flaring painful-hot with protest. He gritted his teeth and held steady, other arm hooked around Reese’s waist. His own pain was nothing compared to what Reese must be feeling.  
 
    “Time to go. Hold on to me, and I’ll get us out.” 
 
    “Kay.” 
 
    It was then, as he maneuvered them so they were aimed at the door, that he finally caught a glimpse of Devin and Hunter.  
 
    When the government owned him, they’d recorded most of his training exercises and played them back for him later, while he sat on a cot holding a bag of frozen peas to his face. They rewound the films again and again, pointing out his flaws, merely nodding when he’d performed his best. They’d played them until Tenny knew exactly how he looked when he was in his element.  
 
    That was what it was like watching Devin fight.  
 
    Hunter was good: he held a knife in each hand and he dodged, and spun, and blocked.  
 
    But Devin moved like smoke. Twice as fast, anticipating every strike and countering with one of his own. It was like gravity didn’t apply to him. It was ballet finesse and brutal aim. Blood stained Hunter’s arms, and his teeth were bared and gritted with effort. Devin didn’t look so much as winded, as he drove Hunter back and back across the width of the room, knives winking and glinting.  
 
    Tenny patted Reese’s side, a gentle reassurance. “Come on.” 
 
    They made their slow, limping way across the room, through the door, the sounds of violence behind them fading with each painful step.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Forty-Seven 
 
      
 
    Between her trench coat, the scarf covering her hair, and the Jackie O. sunglasses, Raven felt confident she wouldn’t be recognized and singled out for assassination in the middle of Times Square. Not to mention, Abacus had their hands full at the moment. But she had a detail all the same. Toly stood two feet in front of her, hood pulled up over his head, scanning the flow of foot traffic around them.  
 
    “Okay…” Miles said from the other end of the phone she had pressed to her ear. “And…I’m in. Ha! This is amazing.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” 
 
    “Of course I’m sure. Hold on, and…okay. Five, four, three, two–” 
 
    Above her, all the of crawlers, electronic billboards, and commercials fritzed out. The videos went to static; the billboards went black. And then a man wearing a black demon mask filled every screen. When he began speaking, the words boomed out across the street; a transcript of his words began to roll across the tickers.  
 
    Ian had pitched his voice to something low and sinister, something straight from a movie villain, and it sounded nothing like his regular speaking voice. “Good evening. What you’re about to witness–” 
 
    “Is it rolling?” Miles asked. “I can see it on my end.” 
 
    “It’s rolling.” Raven bit back a smile. “Well done, you.” The little genius could hack into anything.  
 
    “It’s also playing on all the TVs at JFK and La Guardia,” Miles said, voice tinged with pride.  
 
    “Brilliant. But whatever will all those travelers do without CNN?” 
 
    He snorted.  
 
    “…I’m joined this lovely night,” Ian was saying on all the screens. Pedestrians had stopped to gape up at the massive display. “By some of New York’s most esteemed citizens, all of whom you’ll recognize, I expect. All of whom are attending a very particular sort of auction at the moment.” 
 
    Albie, she knew, was operating the phone used to film the whole thing, and the scene panned to the side, through a wide glass wall, and offered a glimpse of a lit stage, and a scantily-clad, swaying girl in the grip of two burly guards. Gasps rippled through the audience.  
 
    “That’s right, ladies and gentlemen,” Ian said. “If you have the funds, and the access, you can have your pick of the litter. Blonde, brunette, redhead. Dark skin, light skin. Whatever nationality or look you most desire. The variety is, in a word, astounding. And the mastermind behind all of this?”  
 
    The camera panned to Jack Waverly, hunched and shivering in his chair, the tip of Ian’s sword cane resting at his throat.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    How were there so many of them? A seemingly endless supply of guards kept pouring out of the door and Fox braced his feet against the onslaught, fighting back-to-back with Abe: tight, close-quarters fighting that was punctuated by grunts and curses. A knife wound was weeping in his right arm, and he could feel the bruises coming up beneath his clothes. There were too many, and he didn’t have the room he needed to bring his spins and kicks into play. It was a crush of bodies, and he could feel his strength fading. Behind him, Abe breathed loud and harsh; if he went down, and Fox was surrounded – well, there wouldn’t be any getting out of this.  
 
    As if allowing doubt in had jinxed him, someone’s elbow hit his throat and he choked. He slashed a hand, and then a forearm with his knife, but he couldn’t stop gasping, and his eyes watered, and –  
 
    Oh, shit. Yep, he was going down. A much-larger body slammed into his and Abe gave way behind him. Thank God for his helmet, was all he could think, as they tumbled end over end down the concrete stairs to the next landing. He wound up flat on his back, all the air forced from his lungs, which didn’t help the whole breathing situation. But tangled up with the bodies they’d already dropped and kicked down the stairs, the quick barrage of gunshots that followed them didn’t hit home.  
 
    “Fuck,” Abe breathed on a hiss.  
 
    Struggling to take a breath, Fox forced himself up on his hands and knees. He snatched up a dropped riot shield and held it over his head as he moved to Abe’s side – where he sat clutching his thigh.  
 
    Fox tried to ask if he was hit, coughed instead, and dug a torniquet out of his pocket. He dropped it in Abe’s lap, drew his gun, and turned to face the guards on the landing above, shielding them both as best he could.  
 
    Rounds struck the shield, cracks spidering across the thick plastic, breaking up his line of sight. Fox reached around its edge and cracked off three rounds from his .40…and his hand went white with pain. The gun fell out of it as it spasmed, and he drew his arm back to find a neat hole straight through his palm, blood pouring across his glove and down his sleeve.  
 
    “Fuck,” he wheezed. He could shoot left-handed, but dropping the shield seemed like a terrible idea at the moment.  
 
    Crack. Crack. Crack. It was nothing but a craze of fractured impacts now, impossible to see through.  
 
    Sorry, love, he thought in Eden’s general direction. I don’t know that I’m getting out of this one.  
 
    But then– 
 
    Someone above shouted in alarm. Followed by a wet, meaty thunk. He had just enough visibility through the shield to see a body tumbling down toward them, unwieldy and, most likely, unconscious.  
 
    Another thunk.  
 
    Fox risked peeking around the shield and for the first time all evening, his stomach jumped not with alarm, but with excitement.  
 
    The door to the thirty-seventh floor was still propped open, and, as Fox watched, a figure emerged from it, head and shoulders taller than the men who’d been firing at them. A flash of yellow, the handle of a sledgehammer, and then a guard’s face got caved in with a sickening crunch. The big man with the hammer kicked the body over the rail, into free fall, and spun to take out the man to his right in similar fashion. In a handful of seconds, every guard was down, only a few of them so much as twitching.  
 
    Dressed in black tactical gear and helmet, rather than his usual denim and flannel, there was still no mistaking Mercy Lécuyer as he pushed his goggles up and beamed down at them.  
 
    “Bonjour!” he called. “Did you guys know there’s a whole other staircase on the other side of the building? Luis was oh so helpful in offering me all the door codes before I gagged him.” 
 
    Despite the pain in his hand, and the exhaustion weighing him down like a lead blanket, Fox dropped the shield and scrounged up a smile. “I could kiss you on the mouth,” he called back in French. 
 
    “Aw, shucks. But later. Where’s the rest of you guys?” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Tenny came to two realizations on the slow, shuffling trip down to the thirty-eighth floor.  
 
    One: there was no way Reese could make it all the way down barefoot and in his underwear. He needed shoes, and clothes, and, preferably, body armor.  
 
    Second: there was a dead body about his size waiting for them on said thirty-eighth floor.  
 
    He could smell death as they pushed through the door and into the droning-bulb quiet of the room where Reese’s brothers had attacked him. The metallic tang of blood; the very real stink of voided bowels.  
 
    Tenny urged Reese down into a chair, noting with alarm the way he swayed and nearly fell off of it, lip bitten against the pain of even that much movement. “Hold on. We’ve gotta get you something to wear.” 
 
    Reese turned his head, blearily surveying the space. “From where?” 
 
    “Just…hold on.” 
 
    He went around behind the stacked furniture and found Jax’s body where it had fallen, slumped sideways, arms outflung, his head a gaping horror show.  
 
    The pants were a no-go, given the whole voided bowel situation, but Tenny crouched down and tugged off his boots and socks. Wrestled him out of his flak vest and tactical jacket. Everything smelled of sweat and gore, but it would have to do.  
 
    He gathered it up, ready to stand, when he saw movement from the other body. Grayson lifted his head with a groan, wincing as he craned his neck around, hissing when he tried to move his bound wrists and the still-sluggishly bleeding wound at his shoulder made that painful and impossible.  
 
    Tenny shifted his bundle to his bad arm and drew his gun. He had Reese, now; no weakness remained for the younger lookalike.  
 
    Grayson spotted him, eyes going wide. “Wait! Wait, wait–” 
 
    “You killed him,” Reese rasped out, and Tenny snapped his gaze up to find Reese standing with hands braced on the desk top, halfway to collapsing. His one-eyed gaze was fixed on Jax, his bruised face expressionless.  
 
    “Devin did, actually,” Tenny said, pulse thumping in his ears. “But I would have, yeah.” 
 
    Reese nodded, once, and turned to Grayson, huddled and shivering on the floor, tears pooling in his eyes.  
 
    “Please. Please, I don’t – I didn’t want any of this. I can help you. But I – I don’t want…” His gaze skated toward his brother, and then away again, eyes pressing closed.  
 
    Either he was a wonderful actor… 
 
    Or a terrified teenager.  
 
    Tenny thought putting a bullet in him regardless was the safe bet.  
 
    But Reese caught his gaze and said, “We’ll take him with us.” 
 
    It was an effort to keep his voice calm. “Baby, you’re beat to shit. There’s a chance you aren’t thinking this through logically.” 
 
    Even with one eye swollen shut, Reese’s face settled into that mulish expression Tenny had come to expect when he said something over the top or disingenuous.  
 
    “We can’t trust him. You know that.” 
 
    “Nobody could trust us, either. But the club gave us a chance to change. He deserves that chance, too.” 
 
    The words hit him like a punch. He let out a slow breath. “Well. Fuck.” He stood and set the boots and jacket in front of Reese. “Can you get dressed on your own?” 
 
    Reese nodded, and one corner of his mouth twitched in the smallest of pleased smiles.  
 
    “Brat,” Tenny accused, and leaned down to haul a spluttering Grayson up by the back of his jacket.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Oh how quickly having a gun to the back of one’s head shifted the balance of things.  
 
    “Please,” Jensen begged, face streaked with tears and snot. He was blubbering, really. “Please, my dad has money. He can–” 
 
    “Shut up.” Walsh smacked him across the ear and he flinched, but fell silent.  
 
    Jensen and all his half-wasted friends sat in a row in the theater seats inside their box. All were either staring at their own reflections in the glass in disbelief, crying, begging, or some combination of all three. Walsh had produced a second gun for Evan, and they stood behind them, waiting for what, Evan wasn’t sure.  
 
    Walsh didn’t seem set on enlightening any of them.  
 
    “What are we–” Evan started.  
 
    “Sh. Look.” 
 
    He did, after a beat, through the big viewing window, down at the stage – in time to see the guard currently escorting the girl there go toppling forward off the edge; he landed in a boneless tangle, neck bent the wrong way. Two men swept from behind the curtain, guns raised, scanning the area, dressed like Walsh was, their waiter getups made bulky by the bulletproof vests they wore beneath their jackets.  
 
    “That’s Maverick! And Michael?!”  
 
    “Stellar observation skills, mate,” Walsh muttered. “That’s our cue.” 
 
    Maverick got an arm around the swaying girl and turned to walk her back through the curtain. Michael remained, dead-eyed gaze surveying the dark room and its walls of viewing windows.  
 
    “Alright,” Walsh said. He gestured down the line of bent heads with his gun. “All of them participated?” 
 
    Suddenly, Evan realized what was about to happen. 
 
    He also realized he didn’t have a problem with it, whatever that said about him. “Yeah.” 
 
    Walsh started firing, quiet little puffs of suppressed rounds.  
 
    Evan helped. 
 
    When they were done, and the room was quiet, Walsh shot out the window, and they went over and down, into the shadows, toward the stage.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    From the corner of his eye, Ian saw Walsh and Evan clamber up onto the stage and disappear behind the curtain with Michael. Another piece falling into place.  
 
    “Now, Jack,” he continued, focusing on Waverly again, “you were just about to tell us all about your little operation here. Have you hand-selected the girls you’re selling to the highest bidders? Or have you outsourced that job?” 
 
    Waverly glared up at him. “Eat shit.” 
 
    With a fast flick of his wrist, Ian lifted his sword and drove it straight into the meatiest part of Waverly’s gut. 
 
    His eyes bugged, and he doubled over as Ian drew it out, coughed and sputtered, hands clutching at his rapidly-staining shirt.  
 
    Nikola screamed.  
 
    “That sound you all just heard,” Ian told the camera, “was courtesy of Miss Nikola Howard, of Howard Models fame. She’s sitting with Sal and Matt Moretti, restauranteurs. All of them co-founders of this organization, by the by.  
 
    “Jack,” he continued, setting the bloodied tip of his sword beneath Waverly’s chin. “I asked you a question. Do try to answer it.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Abe managed to hobble along, arm hooked around Fox’s shoulders, and Mercy led the way up the last flight of steps, hammer cocked at the ready, to the thirty-eighth floor. Going through the door felt a bit like walking face-first into a mirror. There stood Tenny, a half-dressed Reese with an arm around his shoulders. 
 
    Except there was a third boy. One pale, shaking, with his hands bound, and a face that looked remarkably like Reese’s.  
 
    “Aw shit, kid.” Mercy reached toward Reese. 
 
    And Tenny snarled at him. “Don’t touch him. Your giant hands will only make it worse.” 
 
    “Alright.” Mercy showed his empty palm in acquiescence.  
 
    “Ten,” Reese said, reprimanding – and utterly wrecked. He sounded like he’d gargled with rocks.  
 
    Tenny met Fox’s gaze. “You’re alive?” 
 
    “Mostly. You?” 
 
    “Mostly.” 
 
    Realization struck. “Where’s Devin?” 
 
    Tenny’s expression shifted; if he didn’t know better, Fox would say he looked guilty. “Upstairs. He challenged Hunter to a one-on-one fight so we could slip away, and the crazy son of a bitch took him up on it.” 
 
    That…didn’t sound like Devin. At all. 
 
    “We need to get going,” Tenny said, adjusting Reese’s arm. “And I guess we’re taking this shitstain with us.” He jerked his head to the shivering boy at his side. “Gonna need a doctor, though.” 
 
    “He’ll have to get in line.” Fox flashed his hand, and noted the way Tenny’s gaze widened.  
 
    “You go on. Take Abe. Mercy, you get them downstairs and to the alley exit.” He ducked from under Abe’s arm and started across the room.  
 
    “Charlie.” 
 
    He turned back.  
 
    Abe’s face had gone pale with pain, but his composure was the same, unwavering sternness of Fox’s adolescence, of every hard lesson he’d learned on that gym floor.  
 
    “He’s not wrong when he says he’s like the rest of us. That we’re the same. He’s not a good man – but he’s not a bad one, either.” 
 
    Fox worked his jaw against what he wanted to say, the automatic denial. Then he turned again, and jogged across the room.  
 
    His pulse quickened in the dark stairwell between floors. His mind filled with a tangle of memories, overlapping like cut-outs in a collage. His mum crying at the kitchen table. Devin’s hand tousling his hair. King’s quiet, stoic fury, lashing out in hot bursts in Fox’s direction because Devin wasn’t around to hate. ‘Chelle and Tommy wanting to do riskier and riskier jobs, that legacy of the covert and the dangerous bleeding through their bloodline. Everything, all of their lives – it all went back to Devin, in the end.  
 
    He opened the door at the top of the stairs soundlessly, just in time to watch Hunter swing two-handed at Devin, pushing him back and back and back across the floor with a glitter of knives. Devin blocked, again and again, but he kept giving ground, until he was backed up to a huge plate-glass window. His face gleamed with sweat, and his teeth were gritted. His blocks were sluggish, almost too late each time. He went down to one knee, arms shaking with effort. Hunter raised his right hand for a final strike, grinning, sensing victory.  
 
    His strike fell. 
 
    But didn’t land.  
 
    Devin feinted to the left, liquid as smoke, and delivered a strike of his own, knife punching into the back of Hunter’s thigh.  
 
    Hunter let out a winded sound, and toppled backward as his leg gave, hamstrung.  
 
    Devin stood, a grin of his own in place, now. He’d been faking tired to draw his opponent into a sloppy approach, and it had worked.  
 
    He glanced up and noticed Fox. Shot him a wink. “You missed the fun, lad.” 
 
    Movement on the ground caught his attention.  
 
    Fox lurched into a run, a shout forming on his tongue. But he was too far away, too slow. 
 
    Hunter pulled a gun from the small of his back. 
 
    “Fuck,” Devin muttered, as he realized what was happening.  
 
    Fox saw the gun kick; heard Devin’s low grunt; saw the high-speed spray of blood hit the glass a second before the bullet shattered it.  
 
    Devin staggered back, knife falling as he clapped his hand over his gut, in the same strip of exposed belly between vest and belt that Fox had targeted on all the guards they’d faced. Devin’s heel caught the edge of the ruined window, and he flailed, eyes wide, before he fell backward through it, and was gone.  
 
    Hunter pushed up into a sitting position, head whipping toward Fox.  
 
    Fox drew the Browning holstered between his shoulder blades left-handed and emptied the whole clip in Hunter’s face, advancing on him as he shot, chasing his falling form, so the final shot was fired from directly overhead, one boot planted on his unmoving chest.  
 
    Only when the echo of the last shot died away did he realize that he was screaming. 
 
    He sucked in a breath, his throat raw, and stared down at what had once been Hunter’s face. The floor seemed to tilt, and it was an effort to stay upright.  
 
    This high up, the wind was vicious. It swept in through the shattered window…and carried with it the sound of a strained voice. “Bit…dramatic…don’t you…think, Charlie?” 
 
    Fox blinked stupidly at the gaping hole in the glass a moment, then nearly tripped and fell in his haste to cross to it. He dropped down to his knees and looked over the edge to see Devin’s sweaty, effort-flushed face staring back up at him. He clung to a bit of concrete building ledge with his fingertips, legs dangling over a thirty-nine-story drop to the alley below.  
 
    “Jesus Christ.” 
 
    “He would…be quite useful…right now,” Devin huffed. “What with…the whole…gut wound…cliffhanger…situation.” 
 
    “Shut up, I hate you,” Fox said around the lump in his throat, and reached to take his hands.  
 
    Too late, he realized the right was useless; he couldn’t even force it to curl around Devin’s wrist, all of it managing to be numb and throbbing with pain at the same time. “Fuck.” 
 
    “Here,” a warm, Cajun-accented voice said. “I got him.” 
 
    Mercy knelt beside him, big and warm and solid; leaned over the edge and gripped both of Devin’s wrists in his massive hands. He hauled him up and over, back into the building, as if Devin was nothing more than a wayward kitten. He situated Devin so he laid back against his knees, and dug out a thick wad of gauze to press over the wound in his belly.  
 
    Fox was swamped with the overwhelming desire to sleep. To curl up right here on the floor and pass into oblivion. 
 
    But Devin breathed in rough scrapes, gaze rolling up toward Mercy’s face. “Look at that…hair,” he said on a chuckle that turned to a cough. “I’ll be damned. Jesus really did come…through.” 
 
    “Almost,” Mercy said, chuckling himself. He caught Fox’s gaze. “You ready to blow this taco stand, brother?” 
 
    Fox wiped his good hand down his face, eyes squeezing shut a moment until the stinging subsided, then nodded and gathered himself to stand. “Yes. Fuck yes.”  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “What are the odds she brought her whole squad with her?” Walsh asked, as they jogged down a rear hallway to an exit. Each of them supported a girl who’d been hastily clothed in a waitstaff jacket and who were all slowly losing the buzz of their sedatives, their breathing increasingly frantic.  
 
    “Pongo says we can trust her,” Maverick said. “And I trust him.” 
 
    Walsh tsked.  
 
    Pongo righted the girl he was helping as she stumbled, and pushed out the emergency exit with a prayer that his trust hadn’t been misplaced. It has to be you, and you gotta come alone, he’d told her over the phone earlier. No other cops. Do what you want after we leave, but all my guys have to be clear of the scene before that. Please, Dixie. This is important.  
 
    The emergency exit let out into an alley, dark and foul-smelling, the light from the streetlamp at the far end drawing them forward.  
 
    “Where are we?” the girl at his side murmured. “Oh my God, I’m gonna be sick.” 
 
    “Hang on, we’re almost there.” 
 
    A figure stood beneath the streetlamp: slight and unassuming; pale hair flared out as she turned to face them, and her hand ghosted down to her hip, an automatic instinct.  
 
    “Dixie, it’s me,” Pongo called.  
 
    She stilled, and then her shoulders dropped a fraction. “I told you not to call me that,” Dixon griped. But her face changed when Pongo stepped into the puddle of light, and she saw the girl slumped against his side. “Good God, Pongo! What the hell?!” She took a step back, expression horror-stricken. 
 
    “You’re Detective Dixon?” Maverick asked, joining them. Then Walsh and Michael, all of them propping up a girl.  
 
    “I…” Dixon’s jaw worked, eyes wide as saucers.  
 
    “It’s like I told you,” Pongo said. “This is Waverly. He was hosting an auction. We’re bringing the girls out a few at a time. We’ve got people taking care of Waverly himself.” 
 
    “I – I don’t–” She pulled herself together visibly with a deep breath, shoulders pushing back. “Taking care how? Pongo, what’s–” 
 
    “We don’t have time for this,” Walsh snapped. “We’ve still got people inside we need to get out. Can you help us or not?” 
 
    Two of Walsh’s brothers, Pongo reminded himself, were part of the strike team, and still unaccounted for.  
 
    “Dixie,” he said, and she didn’t fight the nickname this time, attention snapping to his face. “I’ll tell you whatever you wanna know later. But right now, we’ve got guys to get out, and a whole mess of girls. They’re all drugged. Some of them are hurt. Can you help us?” 
 
    Her gaze shifted to the girls, one after the other, throat bobbing as she swallowed hard. Then her pale eyes got that flinty look to them that had attracted him from the start.  
 
    She nodded. “I can help.” 
 
    Someone’s phone rang. Walsh dug one from his pocket with a curse and pressed it to his ear. “Yeah? How bad?” Expression grim, he announced: “We got two gunshot wounds. One’s a gut shot. And Reese is in bad shape.” He traded glances with Michael and Maverick, and Pongo felt his stomach sink. 
 
    Bumps and bruises they could patch up themselves. But a belly wound needed an OR. Now.  
 
    “I might be able to help with that, too,” Dixon said, drawing their attention. Her face had gone sour, but she said, “I’m guessing you don’t want anybody to call the cops? That’s standard procedure with GSWs.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Maverick said, “we know.” 
 
    “Well, lucky for you, my best friend’s a trauma surgeon.” 
 
    Pongo beamed at her. “Dixie. Coming in clutch.” 
 
    She scowled. “Stop fucking calling me that!” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “Son of a bitch,” Toly murmured, his accent lending the words extra gravity. “He did it.” 
 
    Raven had long since stopped trying to contain her smile, even as a crowd had swelled around them, people exclaiming and whispering as they watched Jack Waverly confess to all the horrors he’d committed. Pale, bleeding out slowly, a masked Ian standing over him with a sword cane, he admitted everything. She’d never seen such a damning display.  
 
    “There you have it,” Ian said. “From the man himself.” 
 
    The screens all went black at once, to shouts of protest from the crowd. Raven spotted a uniformed cop off to the side, eyes glued to the screens, speaking into the radio clipped to his shoulder.  
 
    When the feeds cut back on, Ian was gone. The camera panned slowly through the private viewing box, highlighting Waverly, Nikola, the Morettis. All dead. Clean bullet holes in their foreheads.  
 
    Then the screens all reverted back to their usual, colorful advertising displays.  
 
    It was pandemonium down on the street.  
 
    Toly turned, head ducked beneath his hood, and caught Raven with an arm around the waist, steering her back the way they’d come.  
 
    “Oh, please. There’s no need to manhandle me,” she chastised – but still couldn’t wipe the smile off her face.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Forty-Eight 
 
      
 
    When a petite blonde with a badge and a gun was hastily introduced to him as Detective Dixon, Fox didn’t question it. Somewhere between Devin’s wink and shooting a crater through Hunter’s face, he’d ceded control of this whole operation to those fresher and more detached than him. He piled into the back of a Suburban and kept pressure on the wad of gauze pressed to Devin’s stomach. Devin fell asleep on the way – that was the way Fox’s pushed-too-far brain chose to categorize it: sleep. People woke from sleep. It wasn’t permanent.  
 
    Dixon’s best friend was waiting for them in the hospital parking lot with a gurney and two orderlies. Tall and dark-skinned, with close-cropped hair, there was enough ambient glow from the Emergency Room signage to offer a glimpse of her name tag: Dr. Leslie Lawrence.  
 
    “Where’s my gut wound?” she asked as they were climbing out of the car, and her brisk tone eased some of the tension wrapped around Fox’s throat like two squeezing hands.  
 
    “Right here, doc.” Mercy laid Devin out on the gurney, and Lawrence clicked a penlight on to examine him.  
 
    She nodded. “OR two,” she told the orderlies. “Get him prepped, I’m on my way. Where’s my other GSW?” she asked as the gurney rattled toward the doors.  
 
    Fox thrust his hand into the narrow beam of her penlight, and she clucked over it a moment. “Wiggle your fingers? Yeah, alright. Go in and ask for Dr. Scott. He’ll patch you up and we’ll see about a neuro consult.” 
 
    It was a whirlwind after that, and Fox found himself…drifting. Someone – presumably Dr. Scott – pulled off his glove and cleaned up his hand. Bandaged it and told him it would be hours before he got a consult. Albie was there, at one point, asking if he was alright. Fox wasn’t sure what he responded with, but Albie made a worried face.  
 
    The sun was coming up when he saw Dr. Lawrence again, in the small waiting room off the ICU. Her scrubs were bloody, mask dangling around her neck, face lined with exhaustion. But she cracked her neck and offered a smile. “He’s stable. Coded twice on the table – but he’s stubborn. We had to resection a piece of large intestine about this big” – she held up her thumb and forefinger a half-inch apart – “and put two pints of O in him. But his vitals are strong. With the antibiotic cocktail, and lots of rest, he should make a full recovery.” 
 
    The words washed over him, but the message didn’t land. He started to speak and found his mouth desert-dry. Cleared his throat, and his voice came out rusty and thin. “He’s gonna make it?” 
 
    “Yes.” She motioned to the empty chair beside him. “Mind if I sit?” 
 
    He shook his head.  
 
    She let out a deep, tired-sounding breath as she settled. “Before Melissa called, we’d just finished up with a DUI victim. Drunk guy ran right over someone on a scooter.” 
 
    He half-turned toward her, wondering why she was bothering to talk to him like this, thinking he couldn’t very well ask her to move along and talk to someone else after she’d just saved Devin’s life.  
 
    “Guy on the scooter make it?” 
 
    “Nah.” She sighed again, staring at the calm seascape painting hanging opposite them. “He was basically DOA. Saved the drunk guy, though.” She sniffed hard, disgust clear in that one sound. “Fucker.” 
 
    Fox felt the urge to lift his brows, surprised, but his face was too tired for that.  
 
    She glanced over. “My job is to treat all patients with the same level of care, no matter the circumstances. I do that, and I’m proud of it.” 
 
    He managed a frown. 
 
    And she smirked in return. “Sometimes I save people I want to slap. But tonight, your dad wasn’t one of them.” The smirk softened out into a smile. “I’m not gonna ask any questions.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t get any answers.” 
 
    She snorted. “Fair enough. But, what I wanted to say was this: Melissa tears herself to pieces worrying about this thing she’s got going with Pongo. The whole ‘oh no, but he’s an outlaw’ thing.” She rolled her eyes. “I’ve tried telling her to focus on the whole cute biker, best sex you’ve ever had thing, but no. Anyway.” She stood. “If the Lean Dogs were involved in what went down tonight…” 
 
    He gave her a flat look.  
 
    “I said if. If they were…well, I think sometimes the right thing isn’t the legal thing. And in those instances, I don’t lose sleep the way Melissa does.” She walked away, but called over her shoulder, “You can come see your dad, if you want. I’ll make sure the nurses know you’re on the list.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    In a different waiting room, Tenny sat with his elbows braced on his knees, despite the pain it sent throbbing through his shoulder. All of him hurt at this point; why worry about one injury in particular? He must have bruises or blood or something on his face, because two passing nurses had frowned and asked if anyone had taken a look at him yet. He’d sent them both off with a glare. He stared out into the middle distance, vision unfocused, head swimming from a mix of fatigue, low blood sugar, and probably more than a little shock. It was easier to drift than to think about…anything. The idea of standing was too difficult to contemplate at the moment.  
 
    All of his defenses thus down, he was startled by the sudden, seemingly-miraculous appearance of a paper coffee cup in front of his face. He blinked, tipped his head back, and took a full two seconds to determine that it was Ian offering said cup. Steam curled up from it, along with the fragrant scent of high-quality dark roast.  
 
    “I assure you this isn’t hospital coffee,” Ian said, smiling in a small, soft way that instantly put a lump in Tenny’s throat.  
 
    Tenny’s fingers were stiff and clumsy as he accepted the cup. “Thanks.” He didn’t intend to drink it, but the scent drew him forward until his lips hit the cup and then he was all but burning the skin off his tongue on a few long, desperately needed swallows.  
 
    He gasped for breath afterward, warming from the inside out. On an empty stomach, he swore the caffeine went straight to his head. “Where’d you get this at this time of night?” he asked, turning the cup in his hands to read the logo. Cappelli’s, it said. An indie place.  
 
    “Darling,” Ian said in a gentle voice that had Tenny meeting his gaze again. “It’s nine o’clock in the morning.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    Ian folded himself a little less-elegantly than usual into the chair on his right, and that was when Tenny noticed the fatigue in his face; the slow, unusually heavy movements of his body. He’d been a dancer, once, in another life, Tango had said, and he carried himself like one still, like he could burst into a jeté at any moment. Now, though, he looked as mortal and gravity-afflicted as the rest of them.  
 
    Tenny sipped more coffee. “You should go back to the hotel and get some rest.” 
 
    Ian propped an elbow on the back of his chair so he was half-turned toward him, his smile tired, but true, reaching all the way up to his eyes. “I assure you, I’m perfectly comfortable here. Where’s your better half?” 
 
    “Getting X-rays.” 
 
    “Just now? Tell me they at least gave him pain killers.” 
 
    Tenny made a face. “No. I’d already given him morphine tabs, though. He was seeing pink elephants by the time we got here.” 
 
    Ian chuckled. “Needs must.” 
 
    Silence settled over them, but a comfortable one. Tenny hadn’t felt anxious before – he hadn’t felt anything – but Ian’s presence was a balm he hadn’t known he needed. He wondered how many people he’d been that to; he didn’t think it was a high number.  
 
    In a low voice, Ian said, “I hear the two of you brought back…a souvenir, of sorts.” 
 
    Tenny drained off the rest of his coffee, stomach rolling unhappily. “Reese’s idea, not mine.” A sideways glance proved Ian was watching him, and he made a face. “He gave me this line about us having been given a second chance, and that he deserved one, too.” He wiped a hand down his face and spoke between his gapped fingers. “Fuck me, but I couldn’t say no.” 
 
    Ian chuckled. “Perhaps keep him under lock and key for a bit.” 
 
    “Mercy’s babysitting him.” 
 
    “Ah. That’ll do it.” 
 
    “There you are!” 
 
    Ian turned and Tenny sat forward to peer around him. He blinked a few times, trying to rectify what he was seeing. Three people walked toward them. Raven in the lead, with a nervous Cassandra at her heels. Toly brought up the rear, bored-faced and clearly on guard duty.  
 
    “We’ve walked all over this bloody hospital looking for you,” Raven continued, as they arrived to stand in front of them.  
 
    “I texted you,” Ian said.  
 
    Raven whipped out her phone and frowned at it. “It didn’t come through. I’ve got no reception here.” She tucked the phone away and swapped a look between the two of them. “You two look knackered.” 
 
    “We are a bit, I’m afraid,” Ian said.  
 
    Tenny said nothing.  
 
    “You,” she said, focusing on Tenny, “look awful.” 
 
    “Same to you,” Tenny bit back. He didn’t want to deal with her right now. Or perhaps ever.  
 
    “Pfft.” She dropped down in the chair on his left, Cassandra sitting on her far side a beat later. “I always look fabulous. You, though.” She turned to him, frowning, armed with a clean handkerchief.  
 
    He leaned back away from her, shoulder bumping into Ian. “What are you doing?” 
 
    She gave him a stern look. “Are you enjoying sitting around with a face full of blood?” 
 
    “I meant to tell you,” Ian said, sounding like he held back laughter, the traitor.  
 
    “Hold still.” Raven dampened the cloth with water from a bottle, and Tenny decided he was too tired to fight it. Closed his eyes and let her wipe the grime and dried blood from his cheeks.  
 
    He’d die before he told her, but it felt rather nice. After the first few strokes, he found the tension that had appeared upon her arrival bleeding back out.  
 
    He was so very, very tired after all. 
 
    “There. Much better.” Her touch withdrew, and when he opened his eyes, he was surprised by her expression; the concern pressed into it. Quietly, she said, “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yeah.” His voice was rough at the edges.  
 
    Movement from the mouth of the hallway drew his attention. It was Reese, in a wheelchair, pushed by a nurse. He looked too small in his gown, paper bracelet on his wrist, one hand gripping unsteadily at the wheeled IV pole that he dragged along beside him. His face was a mess of bruises, rapidly going purple and black as the hours wore on; his bad eye was swollen hard and tight as an egg. But he surveyed them all with his good eye, and his lips twitched upward in a smile.  
 
    “Wow,” the nurse said, smiling, “you’ve gained yourself a crowd since we left.” 
 
    Reese said, “Can they come to my room with us? They’re my family.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Abe was snoring. Bum leg extensively bandaged, he’d hobbled in on his crutches an hour ago with the assertion that he would keep Fox company.  
 
    “You’ll fall asleep.” 
 
    “Like hell.” 
 
    There he sat, slumped down in his chair, head tipped back at an angle that would leave a crick in his neck, snoring like a chainsaw.  
 
    Fox sat in the chair up by the head of Devin’s bed, attention fixed on the thick white bandaging wound around Devin’s middle. His chest rose and fell in time with Abe’s snores; a synchrony that Fox found himself matching with his own slow breaths. Three heartless killers running on the same frequency.  
 
    The sheer drapes across the window, stirring in the hum of the AC, had gone golden with midmorning light. The quiet sounds of traffic filtered up from the street below. Beyond the glass, it was a late September day, one heedless of the strange quiet in this room. 
 
    The door whispered open behind him. He could tell right away that it wasn’t a nurse, the soft, slow footfalls, but he didn’t turn around. Not even when a hand landed on his shoulder, slim but strong, and squeezed.  
 
    “Has he been awake yet?” Eden asked in a whisper.  
 
    “No.” 
 
    “He seems to be resting comfortably. His color’s good.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    He heard her gather a breath, and his brain skidded sideways. No. A curtain came down. Whatever she was going to say, he couldn’t listen to it right now. He just…couldn’t. Maybe later, in the days and weeks to come, but for now, he was just…shut down. Locked outside his own consciousness.  
 
    But she said nothing. Leaned down to press a kiss into his hair, hand squeezing again.  
 
    He reached up with his bad, bandaged hand, and bumped it clumsily over her knuckles.  
 
    Devin sucked in a sudden, deep breath, and his eyes slitted open. He coughed, and Eden moved to the bedside table, and the pitcher of water there. “Is it alright for him to have some?” she asked, pouring a cup.  
 
    “Dunno,” Fox said, because he didn’t.  
 
    Devin’s head rolled on the pillow and he groaned. “Christ.” His voice rasped, full of grit. He blinked a few times, and though bloodshot and slightly unfocused, his gaze fixed on Fox. “Look at that face. Who died?” 
 
    “Nobody important,” Fox deadpanned. “Only you a couple of times.” 
 
    A smile broke slow and crooked across Devin’s face, and he coughed a laugh. Glanced toward Eden as she moved to offer him the end of the straw she’d stuck in the water cup.  
 
    “Best to start slow, I think,” she said.  
 
    Fox leaned over and hit the call button.  
 
    By the time the nurse came in, Devin had downed a few careful sips of water – Eden pulled the cup away before he could make himself sick – and raised the head of the bed up a few degrees with the remote. The nurse was, unfortunately, young and pretty, and Devin put on his sire-of-ten-children smile when she swept into the room.  
 
    “Now I know I’ve died,” he croaked, “because only angels are this beautiful.” 
 
    “Oh puke,” Eden muttered.  
 
    The nurse, to her credit, smiled and set about checking his vitals. “How are you feeling, Mr. Green?” 
 
    “Like taking you to the fanciest restaurant in this city.” 
 
    The nurse chuckled good-naturedly.  
 
    Fox said, “Yes, Dad. Why don’t you do that? You’ll be so dashing with your colostomy bag.” 
 
    Devin’s lady-killer grin faltered. “My…what?” 
 
    A hoarse chuckle from the corner signaled Abe had awakened.  
 
    “They had to take out part of your colon,” Fox said. “That bag’s going to be your best mate for the next few weeks.” 
 
    Devin’s horrified gaze slid from Fox, to Eden, to Abe, to the nurse, and back to Fox. Then, he shrugged, and the smile flickered back into existence. “Well. She’s a medical woman. She’ll know what to expect.” 
 
    Eden groaned.  
 
    Abe cackled.  
 
    And Fox took his first deep breath in hours.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Forty-Nine 
 
      
 
    Three days later, it was a decidedly motley and patched-together group that met in the sitting room of the Ritz suite that had become a headquarters of sorts over the past two weeks. The TV was set to a local news station, playing the four to eight morning broadcast, less-thrilling stories interspersed here and there to break up the major story that had dominated stations across the country since the morning after the raid on the Beaumont Building. Anchors and pundits had argued viciously on-air: some calling the killings of four NYC elites – as well as Waverly’s son and his friends, along with a whole host of private security personal and two “as of yet unnamed men on the top two floors” – as murder, others as quasi-defensible vigilante justice.  
 
    Two things were certain: no suspects had been officially named. And secondly, with regards to Waverly’s deathbed confession, the rescued girls were painting a dire picture to police as to the veracity of the claims against Waverly, the Morettis, and Nikola Howard.  
 
    The word Abacus hadn’t been breathed yet. Pongo said he’d offered it up to Detective Dixon, but she wasn’t on the case. To no one’s surprise, the feds had swooped in. Whether they were tainted or not, no one was certain.  
 
    They’d cut the head off the snake – but now they had to wait and see if they’d spawned a hydra. Four Abacus big shots remained, moneyed and well-protected, doubtless panicking over Waverly and the others’ demise. This wasn’t over; club life, Walsh had learned long ago, was an unending string of crises in need of careful management. Part of this one had been managed, and managed well; there was more to do – runs to make, ops to plan, loose ends to tie up – but for now, they could go to ground for a bit and lick their wounds. Let the dust settle.  
 
    They could go home.  
 
    “…know it’s not all a setup?” a pundit was saying on TV, as Walsh ducked down the hallway and into one of the suite’s bedrooms.  
 
    “Are you actually telling me you don’t believe someone that rich and powerful could do something like this?” 
 
    “No, but it seems–” The inane chatter cut off when he pushed the door to.  
 
    Raven was on the phone, pacing idly back and forth at the end of the bed. “Right. Yes. Okay. Okay. Thanks.” She cut the call, and turned to face him, expression bright and eager. In many ways, she was the most resilient person he’d ever met.  
 
    She hadn’t been involved with the raid, though.  
 
    He didn’t bother with pleasantries. “Albie says you’re staying in New York.” 
 
    “Yes. For a little while, at least. I’ve been talking with Siobhan and Emily–” 
 
    “That model and the designer you pulled from Howard?” 
 
    “Yes, stop interrupting, King. The model who sent me the photos Miles leaked to the press, more importantly.” The photos had dropped yesterday, and had inspired today’s chaotic news cycle. Some thought they were doctored, but others had completely jumped aboard the Waverly guilt train. “With Nikola out of the picture, and her silent backer as well, Howard Models is going to collapse. I’m sure someone will try to swoop in and sign her better models – and there’s no reason that someone shouldn’t be me. I’ve got everything I need to open a solid American branch of my agency here, and Ian says he’s happy to help with financing – maybe even come on as part owner.” 
 
    “What about Cass?” 
 
    “She’ll stay with me. I’d like to get her into a real art program, get some more credits under her belt, you know? And Maverick has already said he’ll supply us with security, should we need it, once we’ve found a more permanent place to stay.” 
 
    He took a slow breath. “You have it all figured out, then.” 
 
    “Yes. I generally do.” 
 
    “You know what Phil would say.” 
 
    She sighed. “But you’re here, so I guess I’ll have to hear it anyway. Fatherhood’s made a right bore out of you, Kingston.” 
 
    “Raven,” he chided.  
 
    “Money Man,” she shot back. “You aren’t Phil, and Phil isn’t my father, and my father isn’t worth listening to on any topic. Tell me to go home all you want, and talk about safety – but I wasn’t safe there, either. That’s why I came here, and look how that turned out. Being a part of this family means never having a guarantee of safety. I’ve always known that and I’ve done the best I can.” When he started to protest, she held up a finger. Wait. “But I’m feeling fairly safe now. 
 
    “King,” she went on, posture relaxing, demeanor softening. “I’m not sure you quite realize it yet, but what you’ve done – what the club’s just done – that’s huge.” 
 
    “But that’s the thing: we’re not done.” 
 
    “Maybe not completely. But look at what is done. Girls like Siobhan, and even worse, like those girls you rescued, have been abused by him for decades. He was untouchable. And the Lean Dogs put an end to him. He’s gone. One of the richest, most powerful, most perverted men in the country – and he’s been taken off the board. Your Lean Dogs did that. And it doesn’t matter what’s left to do, the criminal underbelly of the world knows damn well not to mess with you lot now.” Her smile was proud, to his surprise.  
 
    It surprised him, too, to hear her perspective on it all. To take a figurative step back and, for once, stop looking at what lay ahead, and instead evaluate an accomplishment.  
 
    Jack Waverly was dead, and the whole world knew it.  
 
    Whatever his face was doing, it turned her smile sly. “See? Feels good, doesn’t it? Now come here.” She wrapped her arms around his neck in a hug, and he belatedly hugged her back. “Save travels, and if I’m not back in Tennessee by the time Eden’s due, take lots and lots of video of Charlie flailing at being a dad. I can’t wait to laugh about it.” 
 
    Walsh snorted. “Me neither.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Fox shifted his duffel higher on his shoulder and offered his left hand in an awkward, wrong-sided shake. His right hand was bound up like a club and immobilized in a sling so he didn’t fuck up the nerve grafts in his palm. “Thanks,” he told Maverick, and earned a firm left-handed shake from the New York president. “For everything.” 
 
    Maverick smiled and nodded. “We wouldn’t have missed it after what those bastards did to us. It was our pleasure.” 
 
    Fox didn’t offer any platitudes, no cliches about how it would hurt less in the future. Dealing with Maverick’s crew, it was clear that the explosion that had taken their clubhouse and their previous president had left them a stronger chapter, rather than a weaker one.  
 
    “I gotta come apprentice with you guys down south,” Pongo said with a too-broad grin. Fox still found him far too sunny, but he’d carried his weight on this op – maybe even more than his share, given the boon Detective Dixon had proved to be. “I wanna learn that spin-kick move you do.” 
 
    Fox shrugged. “It can’t be taught.” 
 
    “Hey, now, that’s not true–” 
 
    “What about those two?” Toly asked, head tilting toward the door. Mercy stood, minding his newest set of ducklings. Grayson Hunter, holding himself awkwardly thanks to his bandaged shoulder, wasn’t restrained in any way, his face that of the overwhelmed child he’d proved to be out from under his father’s influence. Luis, though, wore a bulky hoodie that hid the fact that his wrists were bound together.  
 
    Fox said, “Dr. Lécuyer tells me he has plans for both of them.” 
 
    Toly lifted a single, skeptical brow. “Any of those plans involve a shovel?” 
 
    “Eventually, I’d imagine. But we stopped trying to get him not to play with his food a long time ago.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Reese’s pain meds made him sleepy. Tenny had already packed and double-checked both their bags. Done a walk-through of the bathroom and the sitting room to ensure they hadn’t forgotten anything. When it could be put off no longer, he roused Reese, smoothing his hair back off his face until his eyes fluttered open.  
 
    In that first moment, before his gaze focused, his eyes were flooded with fear. It was something that happened each time Tenny woke him, and each time it left Tenny wishing he’d been the one to pull the trigger on Hunter. Knowing he was dead was only a partial comfort. He wanted – with a viciousness that left him breathless – to be able to kneel at Reese’s feet with a trophy; to say it was me. I dispatched him. For you. Giving him his meds, helping him into and out of the bathtub, into bed, didn’t feel like enough.  
 
    Then Reese realized that it was Tenny staring down at him, and he relaxed, sinking heavier against the mattress. He smiled, this soft, tender little smile that he’d been smiling since they wheeled him back from his X-rays. Tenny wanted to blame it on the drugs, because it didn’t seem possible that he was happy after all that had happened. Unthinkable that something like the sight of Tenny could inspire gladness after learning that his father was the monster who’d shaped him, after he’d suffered violence at the hands of his brother.  
 
    Tenny hadn’t asked for details, yet, and Reese hadn’t offered them. An elephant in the corner of the room gaining mass all the time, one that might crush them when they were finally back home and properly alone together. In some respects, Tenny dreaded returning to Knoxville, because it wouldn’t, couldn’t ever be the same as it had been.  
 
    “It’s just me,” Tenny said around the now-constant lump in his throat.  
 
    “Time to go?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Tenny braced a knee on the bed and moved to help him.  
 
    Reese huffed a quiet protest, but Tenny still slipped an arm behind his shoulders and levered him up to a sitting position, all too conscious of the little facial twitches that betrayed the pain of five broken ribs, even with opioids in his system.  
 
    “You don’t have to help me so much.” But it was a complaint said fondly. 
 
    Tenny didn’t look at his face, afraid of seeing another smile. “But I’m going to. Here’s your jacket.” He draped it over his shoulders, and turned away to gather up both their bags.  
 
    “You can’t carry them both with your bad shoulder.” 
 
    “It’s fine.” It most certainly was not fine; it hurt like a bitch. Abe, Walsh, Albie, and even that traitor Fox had all tried to coerce him into wearing a sling, which he’d refused. How could he help Reese one-handed? 
 
    They went next door to the main suite, where everyone was jammed together in the sitting room. The TV was on, yet another local news story about Waverly and his ilk, more debate about culprits and motives and the dead parties’ proclaimed guilt. Tenny snatched the remote up off the coffee table and turned it off.  
 
    “Thank you,” Toly muttered.  
 
    Fox noted them with a mild glance. “You’re here? Good. Time to go.” He was toying with a set of keys with his good hand, and Albie made a reach for them.  
 
    “Nuh-uh. You’re not driving all the way back to Knoxville one-handed.” 
 
    Fox drew the keys farther back. “And when was the last time you drove an American pickup truck, hm? Approximately never?” 
 
    Albie made an exasperated sound, and another reach. “Don’t be stubborn. Axelle and I are taking both cars back.” 
 
    “Says you.” 
 
    “Says me.” Walsh snatched the keys away on Fox’s other side with a put-upon sigh. “I’ll drive the truck back. Albie, ride with your girlfriend. Fox, you go back in the jet with the rest of the walking wounded.” He glanced between both of his frowning brothers. “Say ‘yes, Daddy.’” 
 
    “Fuck off, Daddy,” Fox said with a feral grin.  
 
    Albie frowned.  
 
    But Walsh pocketed the keys and glanced across the room at Tenny. “You two are ready?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Alright. Cars are downstairs, roll out.” 
 
    Tenny had heard all the others saying their goodbyes. Thanking Maverick and his crew, talking about the weeks to come. Tenny knew that he would inevitably be a part of the plan to dismantle what remained of Abacus, but he’d skipped out on all the debriefing here. He wanted to leave – almost as badly as he didn’t want to think about what things would be like when they got back to Tennessee – and so he headed now for the door, steering Reese ahead of him. He had no sentimentality to spare on long-winded goodbyes. The NYC Dogs had been a help, yes, but that was their job; their commitment to the club. He wasn’t friends with any of them.  
 
    A hand touched his elbow, though, when they were out in the hall.  
 
    Ian. Who spoke to Reese. “Mind if I steal him for a moment? It won’t be long.” 
 
    Reese, who’d been downright dopey with his medicated smiles, actually frowned. His throat bobbed as he swallowed. But he nodded. “I’ll wait at the elevator.” 
 
    Tenny ghosted a hand along the small of his back as he stepped away. “I’ll only be a second.” 
 
    “Hm.” 
 
    “He doesn’t like me much,” Ian said with a chuckle, when they’d reached the far end of the hall, and the seating alcove there that overlooked the park. Backlit by bright morning sunlight, the trees beyond the glass going orange and gold as a stunning backdrop to Ian’s blue suit, he looked a little bit resplendent. Tenny knew he liked Knoxville, and its quiet, but the bustle and grandeur of New York made all his effortless glamor really shine.  
 
    Caught in a moment of admiration, it took him a beat to register what Ian said. Then it was his turn to frown. “What? That’s not true.” 
 
    “Oh, it is. Though maybe it’s less to do with liking and more to do with jealousy. Worried I’ll steal you away.” 
 
    Tenny snorted. “Well, that’s not going to happen.” 
 
    “Agreed.” Ian titled his head, studying him. “I wanted to check, before you left, that you were okay.” 
 
    Tenny hadn’t known tension had been building in the pit of his stomach until Ian’s benign question loosened the knot. “Your plane’s got reclining seats, so he should be able to stretch out: sitting too long makes the pain worse.” He gestured to his own ribcage in demonstration. “I’ll be glad to get him back home, such as it is. It’s hard to rest properly in a hotel, even one such as this, and…what?” 
 
    Ian was frowning. “I wasn’t asking about Reese, darling. I know he’s in good hands. I was asking about you. Are you going to be okay?” 
 
    Tenny frowned, too. Shrugged the duffels up higher on his shoulders. “Arm’s still sore, but it’ll–” 
 
    “Tennyson,” Ian said gently. “I’m not talking about your shoulder.” 
 
    “My…oh.” Just like that, his stomach twisted into knots again.  
 
    “It’s alright if you’re not,” Ian went on, still gentle. “I wouldn’t expect you to be.” 
 
    Tenny tried and failed to scowl at him. “I’m fine. That’s far from the most harrowing mission I’ve ever been on.” 
 
    “That’s not true. But.” He held up a hand to stave off protest. “I won’t argue with you.” Then, to Tenny’s surprise, he stepped forward and pressed a kiss to Tenny’s forehead. “You’re not alone now, remember,” he said, and pulled back with a squeeze of Tenny’s biceps. “I’m only a phone call away, and even if they don’t look it, there’s one or two of your new Dog brothers who know how to handle a mental tangle.”  
 
    He stepped away, smiling. “Just remember what I told you before: be brave, darling.” 
 
    Frowning, Tenny walked back to the elevator – where Reese was frowning, too.  
 
    “Alright?” 
 
    “Fine.” He put his hand firmly back on Reese’s lower back and pressed the button. “Let’s go home.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    The flight was uneventful. Somewhere between getting Reese set up with a seat flopped back and two pillows from the stewardess, and Evan bemoaning the fact that he’d never be able to fly commercial again after this, Tenny drifted off. He hadn’t expected to be able to sleep, and so was startled awake when the wheels skidded on the runway and the jet settled down to taxi toward Ian’s rented hangar.  
 
    He stirred with a mild sense of panic, and scrubbed the crust from his eyes. Reese, he noted, had righted his seat and was reading a book; a cracked-spine paperback with a nondescript cover that smacked, like all of Reese’s ever-growing collection of books did, of Mercy.  
 
    Speaking of… 
 
    Right up behind the cockpit, Mercy sat with his back to the wall, so he faced the two boys sitting across from him. Luis had been duct-taped to his seat. Grayson, only a glimpse of pale hair in the gap between the seats, wasn’t; smart enough, at least, to bide his time and know that attacking any of them on a plane would prove disastrous.  
 
    “Are you okay?” Reese asked, drawing his attention. His expression, when Tenny looked at him, was – like Ian’s, in a way – full of a gentle concern that Tenny immediately turned away from.  
 
    “Fine,” he muttered, and started digging their bags from under his seat.  
 
    A host of vehicles awaited them on the tarmac. He spotted Ava’s truck and Holly’s Chevelle. Boomer had one of the club vans idling, its rear windows tinted dark so they could transport Luis and Grayson without attracting any attention. He assumed Emmie was here for Fox and Eden, but then he spotted Shane behind the wheel of Walsh’s truck, and Emmie called, “Tenny, Reese, you guys can ride with me. Shane’s gonna run Devin over to Eden’s place.” 
 
    Tenny hesitated. She was here…for them? Walsh wasn’t even back yet, stuck driving the club truck down. And she’d…come to pick them up? 
 
    She stood on the truck’s running board, leaning out of the open driver door, smiling at them.  
 
    “Need help with your bags?” 
 
    The idea of tiny Emmie coming to take their things was so backward to him that he finally started moving. “No.” He tacked on a belated, “Thanks.” 
 
    By the time he’d stowed their duffels in the bed, Reese had climbed into the backseat and stretched out. Tenny sat up front beside Emmie, and she shut her door and turned the key, diesel engine turning over with a loud snarl.  
 
    “I’d love to watch how that plays out,” she said, tipping her head toward Walsh’s truck as Shane turned out of the gate. “Poor Eden. Maybe I’ll take her a few casseroles or something. Nobody should have to cook on top of mediating between those two.” 
 
    “You think it’ll be worse than Walsh and Fox together?” 
 
    She snorted. “Come to think of it, no.” 
 
    Emmie clicked on the radio as they pulled off the airport property, and Reese was snoring within minutes, lulled by the chugging of the engine and the low strains of old-school country music. By the time they hit the Interstate, Tenny’s shoulders were up around his ears. His spine got stiffer and stiffer as he waited for the inevitable: for Emmie to ask how he was, and shoot him a worried look, and assure him she was there for him, or he could talk to her, some such rot. Reese was the one beat to hell; why did everyone keep asking about him? 
 
    But when she finally spoke, she cemented her position as one of his least-despised people in Knoxville. “Walsh says you dislocated your shoulder, but when it’s better, I’ve got this new client horse in I think you’ll really like.” 
 
    The tension slowly unwound, and they spent the rest of the drive chatting about horses: sticky lead changes, and a swollen hock, and a change in diet for a lazy Friesian she wasn’t quite sure what to do with. It lulled him into a false sense of calm, one so deep that it was only once they were turning in at the brick gateposts that he realized she’d driven them to Briar Hall, rather than the clubhouse.  
 
    He hitched up straighter in his seat, and Emmie said, “I can take you to the clubhouse if you want, but do you really wanna deal with Boomer and Deacon, and whatever crap they’ve got going on over there?” 
 
    She made an excellent point.  
 
    But she also parked in front of the barn, rather than driving on up to the house.  
 
    Reese sat up in the back seat with a yawn. “This is…” he started, rubbing one eye with the heel of his hand.  
 
    “The barn, I know, I know,” Emmie said, killing the engine and popping her door. “But come see. I won’t make you sleep in a stall – mostly because I don’t have an empty one.” The last she said with a laugh as she climbed down out of the cab to greet the dog that came out wagging and smiling to meet her.  
 
    Belatedly, Tenny remembered the loft apartment, and then was warmed, faintly, by the memory of what he’d done there the last time he was over here.  
 
    He hurried out to help Reese get down from the backseat.  
 
    “I didn’t break my legs,” Reese complained, with a pout that was, genuinely, cuter than it should have been.  
 
    “No, but you got stabbed in one, so maybe take the help and stop whinging all the time.” 
 
    “Whinging?” His brow wrinkled, also cutely. “Don’t you mean whining?”  
 
    “Which one of us speaks the Queen’s English?” 
 
    “I don’t have a queen. I don’t believe in monarchies.” 
 
    “You don’t know what a monarchy is, you stupid tit,” Tenny said, amiably, as he hooked an arm around his waist and steered him through the open barn doors. He caught a flash of clogs as Emmie disappeared up the stairs to the flat above.  
 
    Despite his assertion that he didn’t need help, Reese was pink-faced, breathing hard, and favoring his bum leg by the time they reached the landing. Worrying over him, Tenny didn’t realize anything about the loft had changed until he saw Reese’s eyes widen.  
 
    Then he turned his head and… 
 
    Oh.  
 
    The double bed was still tucked under the skylight, but it was no longer a bare mattress. Now, it was draped in a thick plaid comforter, the head heaped with pillows in dark blue cases. There was a sofa along the stretch of wall beside it, facing a flat-screen TV attached to the opposite wall. In the near corner, two chairs, mismatched and obviously used, but in good nick regardless. He spotted a bookshelf, and two nightstands with lamps, and several overlapping rugs in blue and cream and dark red floral patterns. The space smelled faintly of horses, but mostly of butterscotch, which was down to the candles burning on the small, two-person café table over at the kitchenette, he figured.  
 
    It looked like someone’s home.  
 
    Going by the way Emmie was smiling at him, arms spread in a silent tad-da!, he figured it was supposed to be their home. And he…didn’t know how to process that.  
 
    “Bathroom’s fully-stocked, and so’s the fridge, but feel free to move or rearrange anything you don’t like. You won’t hurt my feelings.” She started for the top of the stairs. “I usually do night check around eleven, so if you hear anything downstairs, assume it’s me and don’t come down guns blazing, okay?” 
 
    She paused as she passed them, and rested the fingertips of one hand lightly on Tenny’s free arm. Smiled up at him in a knowing way that left him feeling flayed bare; it was an effort not to flinch or turn away, to keep himself tightly locked-down, the way he’d been since he found Reese dangling from a hook in the ceiling. “Welcome home,” she said, and left.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “…Fox. Fox. Charlie.”  
 
    Oh shit, he’d fallen asleep.  
 
    Fox jerked upright and blinked his eyes clear to find Ghost giving him a really? look from the other side of the desk. It took him a too-long beat to remember having Shane drive him to the clubhouse, accepting a drink from Deacon, and coming back here to Ghost’s office for an impromptu debriefing.  
 
    “Sorry. What was I saying?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Ghost said. “In fact, you were drooling a little.” 
 
    Fox frowned and wiped his mouth with the back of his good hand.  
 
    “Go home,” Ghost said. “We can do this tomorrow.” 
 
    “No, no. I’m awake.” 
 
    Ghost stared at him.  
 
    “Really.” He leaned forward to snag his coffee off the desk. It had gone cold, and he fought not to make a face. “Right. So. You were saying about the FBI?” 
 
    Ghost rolled his eyes, but sat back and took up his own mug; Fox could smell the whiskey in it from here. Maggie probably ought to do something about that, he figured, when the dust settled.  
 
    “Well,” he said, “with Jansen out of the picture, we haven’t seen much of the others. They’ve been poking around downtown, talking to shop owners. Grilled my contractors over at the bar and the restaurant. But the Waverly news hit the whole country like a fuckin’ bomb. Nobody’s looking at the Dogs right now, not with movie producers kidnapping and auctioning off college kids.  
 
    “They’ve not been able to dig up anything on us, so my guess is they’ll pack it up soon. Maddox already went over to the hotel and told them he’d tried warning Jansen about Abacus, but that he wouldn’t listen. Hopefully they’ll think Waverly’s people disappeared him – or, better yet, that he was in on it.” 
 
    “He was in on it.” 
 
    Ghost lifted his mug in a salute. “Regardless, we seem to be yesterday’s news for the moment.” 
 
    Fox nodded. “And Maddox?” 
 
    Ghost’s brows twitched in mild surprise. “Sticking around, I think. I told him he can keep that prospect cut and come on full-time if he wants. We’ll vote on it this week sometime.” 
 
    He nodded again. It wasn’t the first time someone had crossed over from the other side of the law, and wouldn’t be the last.  
 
    “I figure,” Ghost went on, “if we’re gonna be the big dogs on the block, no sense turning warm bodies away.” He smirked a little, proud of his club, of what they’d accomplished.  
 
    Fox wanted to sleep. “Right,” he said, standing. “I guess I’ll…” He trailed off when he caught Ghost’s look.  
 
    “Shane!” Ghost shouted.  
 
    The office door cracked open and Fox’s mildest brother poked his head through. “Yes, sir?” 
 
    “Drive your brother home.” 
 
    “I live here,” Fox said. “Unless you’ve given my room away.” 
 
    “Dumbass. Go home. To your old lady. This is just a place you stay.”  
 
    Since he was his president, Fox resisted the urge to flip him the bird.  
 
    “I’ll drive you,” Shane said, helpfully, keys spinning on his finger.  
 
    Fox did flip him the bird…but trudged out to the truck anyway.  
 
    Home. It struck him, on the way there, that he hadn’t had a proper one of those since he was a boy.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Reese had never gone so long without being able to exercise. Even if there wasn’t an op to run, during quiet spells for the club, he got roped into helping at the bike shop, or mopping a floor somewhere. In his spare time – and he’d probably had more time to himself than any prospect in Lean Dogs history – he’d filled his day with long runs and sets on the weight benches; with stretching, and yoga, and knife practice. Sparring with Tenny or attempting to teach Evan how to spar properly. Kris would call and ask him to come move a piece of furniture, or unload a trunk full of potting soil, or help put a flat-pack bookshelf together.  
 
    But for now, he was told to rest.  
 
    Resting was…foreign. 
 
    Kris had come by the first day, unshed tears in her eyes and a careful hug. She’d brought him a whole shopping bag of gun and motorcycle magazines, as well as a stack of novels: science fiction, historical, and romance, she explained, because she knew he didn’t like all the impossibilities of spy books and action thrillers. She fussed over him, fingering tangles from his hair and asking over and over if he was warm enough, until she finally left for work with another barely-there embrace, as if afraid she’d break him.  
 
    He read a lot, sometimes propped up in bed, but mostly sitting on the benches placed strategically across the farm: overlooking the arena, at the top of a pasture, beneath a maple tree turning orange with the onset of fall. He walked the runs between the paddocks, slowly, too conscious of the eyes on him: Tenny, mostly, but Emmie, and George, and Becca, and Walsh, if he was home. People who would say “take it easy,” and “don’t rush it.” He carried sugar cubes and apple slices and baby carrots in his pockets; the horses started to expect him, jockeying along the fence, bumping shoulders with each other, wanting a treat. Their whiskers tickled his palm, their breath warm and sweetly scented of clover across his face.  
 
    It was peaceful. He woke to sun gathering in the corners of the skylight, and went to bed with Tenny warm and real beside him, brow too often crimped as he slept, tossing and rolling and waking before Reese, the sheets already gone cool on his side.  
 
    Emmie spent most of the day teaching lessons, but she worked the young horses in for training in the evenings, and that was when Reese would set aside the day’s book and wander down to the arena, and the low bench under the trees, and watch.  
 
    Tenny on horseback was Tenny in his truest form. The ballerina grace and the quiet strength. The smiles that came easy, that soft, pleased expression when the horses responded to his cues right away.  
 
    It was more than a little magic.  
 
    But, after, when he’d showered, and smelled like soap, when his hair was damp, and the stars wheeled through the skylight; when Reese touched him, and tried to pull him in, Tenny would kiss the side of his head and lean away. Go to sleep. You need your rest. Maybe tomorrow.  
 
    They didn’t talk. Not of anything serious. Not of anything at all, really, other than pass the salt at dinner, after Tenny had thrown something simple together. Neither of them cared much for the mundane shows and movies they watched on TV, but the noise and light became a barrier between them; a way to fill the apartment with sound without having to broach any of the subjects that began to gain weight and barbs in the back of Reese’s mind.  
 
    The wound on his leg healed up as a pink line, the muscles there twinging if he pushed them too hard. The sharp pain in his ribs faded to soreness, fainter and fainter every day; his walks grew longer, his strides quicker; his lungs filled deeper and easier, as his steps hastened uphill, beneath trees that blazed all the colors of a bonfire.  
 
    October had come and half-gone, and Reese felt like they were in a holding pattern. He hadn’t worn his cut, hadn’t been to the clubhouse…hadn’t seen the younger brother they’d brought back with them.  
 
    Felt like a glass ornament on a shelf, and not a hot-blooded, living thing that was wanted.  
 
    He woke one morning to the steady drumming of rain overhead, a susurrus on the steel barn roof; a rattle on the thick glass of the skylight above the headboard. He cracked his eyes to a watery, silver dawn, and knew right away that he was alone.  
 
    He stretched his arms up overhead, and felt only a low, humming disquiet in his torso. His ribs weren’t wrapped anymore, and he took a deep, deep breath, ribcage expanding fully. The apartment smelled of coffee, but Tenny was nowhere in sight. 
 
    He pulled a t-shirt on over his boxers, and went, barefoot, in search of him.  
 
    He didn’t have to go far.  
 
    Bare-chested, dressed in joggers and unlaced boots, Tenny sat on the bottom step, feet on the concrete aisle, coffee in one hand and lit cigarette in the other. He was staring out the open barn doors, at the rain drumming on the driveway and hissing through the leaves of the oak trees: a water color portrait come to life, soft and saturated.  
 
    Like Reese, Tenny wasn’t the sort of person who could be snuck up on. The flicker of his fingers before he brought his cig to his lips told Reese that his approach had been heard, though it wasn’t acknowledged. He sat down on the step beside him, concrete cold beneath his naked toes.  
 
    After a drag and an exhale, smoke curling up to twine with the steam off the coffee, Tenny’s gaze slid over, down low. His voice was still sleep-rough, the way it got when he hadn’t slept well – a standard condition, these days. “You’re not supposed to be barefoot in a barn.” 
 
    “You’re not supposed to smoke in one, either,” Reese countered, mildly.  
 
    Tenny took a long drag and then ground the butt beneath his boot. “Yeah. Emmie would ream me out for it.” He leaned down to pick up the butt and pocket it; scraped his toe over the last flakes of tobacco on the ground, smearing away the evidence.  
 
    A breeze swept in through the doors, bringing cold raindrops and moist air; when it settled, the rain resumed its steady hiss on the pavement. A quiet moment – but Tenny’s profile, limned in silver, spoke of unquiet things.  
 
    His scar gleamed, a line of white across the visible pulse in his throat, and Reese reached to touch it without thinking. Traced it with a slow fingertip, and felt Tenny go very still. Breath held, body gone tense.  
 
    Reese still wasn’t any good with words, so he leaned in and pressed his lips to that spot. You saved me just like I saved you. Thank you. I love you. And, most of all: come back to me.  
 
    Tenny shuddered, breath restarting with a little hitch.  
 
    Reese kissed his jaw. His cheek. The corner of his eye, and the corner of his mouth. He let his hand fall to his thigh, and then slid over it, aiming for the center seam of his sweats.  
 
    But Tenny caught his wrist and lifted his hand away, gentle but firm. His head turned, so their noses overlapped, breath mixing, Tenny’s smelling of smoke and coffee, Reese’s undoubtedly of sleep. Reese shifted closer. 
 
    And Tenny shifted back. A proper kiss evaded.  
 
    Reese stared at him a moment, trying to understand, willing Tenny to talk to him. He’d always been so full of pointless chatter.  
 
    Before.  
 
    But now, he swallowed hard, placed Reese’s hand on the stair tread between them, and glanced away. Sipped his coffee, mug trembling faintly.  
 
    Reese sighed, and stood. “I guess I’ll get a shower.” 
 
    He waited, all the way back up the stairs, for Tenny to call out to him.  
 
    But he didn’t. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    A horse stamped in its stall, thump of hoof in deep shavings. It let out a low whicker, wanting breakfast, wondering why the person on the steps wasn’t getting up and rattling buckets around. Emmie would be down soon, swaddled in a raincoat, driving the Rhino rather than walking through this downpour. It was a Saturday, which meant George had the morning off. When she spotted Tenny, she’d ask if he wanted to help, and he'd wind up pouring feed and tossing hay.  
 
    He sipped his coffee, and his stomach rolled. His fingers itched for Reese, for the sleep tangles in his hair and the scrape of his morning stubble. He wanted to bear him down to the mattress and ruin him for anyone else – almost as badly as he wanted to enfold him and shield him and never see anything harm him again.  
 
    He'd thought what happened in New York would have damaged Reese.  
 
    But it had damaged him instead.  
 
    His phone startled him went it started to ring. He wasn’t one for calls, generally, and the person most likely to call him had gone upstairs to take a shower.  
 
    At some point, he’d programmed the Dogs’ numbers into his phone at Fox’s insistence, but was surprised nevertheless when the screen read: MERCY.  
 
    “Yeah?” he answered, uncertainly.  
 
    “Morning, sunshine.” Why was that giant weirdo always so chipper? “What are you doing today?” 
 
    “It’s raining.” He took a sip of coffee. “So probably mucking out stalls. Why?” 
 
    Mercy chuckled. “You don’t like small talk, do you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Alright. I can respect that. But I’ve got a surprise for you.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “A surprise. A good one.” His tone shifted, his glee sharpening into something sinister. “Ask Walsh for the key to the side gate later. Meet me next door at eight tonight.” 
 
    “Next door?” 
 
    “The cattle property, mon mi. You’ll see. Eight, yeah? Don’t bring Reese. This is just for you. Au revoir.” The line went dead.  
 
    Tenny stared at his phone a long moment, afterward, until the screen went black.  
 
    A surprise.  
 
    He wouldn’t go so far as to say that he liked Mercy…but he liked Mercy’s affinity for violence.  
 
    Down beneath the glacial layers of self-restraint he’d cloaked himself in these past weeks, something hungry stirred. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Fifty 
 
      
 
    Walsh arched a single brow in a very Fox-like manner when asked about the key to the side gate. But when Tenny said, “Mercy invited me,” a look of understanding dawned. He pulled the key from a drawer in his desk and handed it over with a simple, “Don’t lose it.” 
 
    “I’m going for a walk,” he told Reese, when he found him shrugging into his jacket, too late to hide the guns and knives strapped to his hips.  
 
    Reese glanced out through the skylights, and the velvet indigo sky studded with stars. “It’s dark out.” 
 
    “I’ll take a flashlight.” 
 
    “You’re wearing two guns.” 
 
    “There might be bears.” 
 
    When he glanced at him, finally, Reese wasn’t just frowning: his face had gone downright stony. The sight of it sent a pulse of wild fear through Tenny; hollowed out his stomach and left him cold inside. Reese had been stuck to him like a barnacle ever since their gig in Texas…but maybe there was a limit to the amount of pushing away he’d tolerate. Maybe his affection and loyalty were finite.  
 
    But… 
 
    “I’ll come with you,” Reese said, and it was a declaration, rather than a request. 
 
    Tenny zipped his jacket and turned away. “Not this time.” 
 
    He made it two steps before a hand snatched him back by the hood. He allowed himself to be reeled around, not wanting to resist and risk undoing any of the physical progress Reese had made. He braced himself for a strike, mind flashing back to New York, that night he’d hit Devin, and then tried to hit Reese, when he’d approached Tenny’s violent mood with gentleness. He himself felt tired, drained; he didn’t want to fight, but he tensed up in anticipation of receiving a punch.  
 
    But Reese, as ever, surprised him. He still gripped Tenny’s hood, but his expression was no longer angry; it was cracked wide open, flooded with naked fear and doubt. It was worse than anger, worse than hate: the knowledge that he’d hurt this person he loved so much.  
 
    Reese didn’t say anything, but he didn’t have to.  
 
    Tenny took a step back, and after a hesitation, Reese turned loose of him. “I’ll be back,” he said, and turned away, heart beating too fast.  
 
    Maybe this was it, he thought, as he ghosted down the stairs, through the open barn doors and into the dark of night. Maybe this was the last chance he’d have to push Reese away before he packed his things and left. A person could only wait for so long, after all. Could only tolerate him for short periods.  
 
    He'd devolved to silently berating himself by the time he was halfway down the run between the first and second paddocks, beam of his flashlight glinting off dew. The gate, right; he was supposed to be looking for the gate.  
 
    The run T’d into the gallop track that ran the perimeter of the property, sealed off with a gate that was latched with a simple double-ended snap, and not a padlock. He climbed over the fence, then, and entered the deeper shadows of the woods that bordered the pastureland. Something was startled, and when scuttling through the underbrush. He paused, and scanned the area with his light, but found only ferns and poison ivy.  
 
    Behind the bamboo, Walsh had said. We tried to disguise it.  
 
    He ducked under a low limb, and the light reflected yellow off the bamboo canes…and failed to delve down into the deep trench in front of them. A closer inspection revealed that earthen steps had been cut into the front and back wall of the trench; he went down until the edge rose above his head, and back up again; through the bamboo, and finally arrived at a metal gate secured with a heavy padlock. The top rail, he noted, when he thought of climbing it rather than bothering with the key, was wrapped in barbed wire. Jesus.  
 
    On the other side, gently rolling pastures gleamed silver in the moonlight, waist-high grass hissing and rippling in the breeze. An owl called, low and ghostly: who-cooks-for-you? 
 
    This, then, was the famed cattle property. The place where the club buried its sins. Tenny had never been before.  
 
    In the distance, light shone through the wide gaps in the boards of an old tumbledown barn. That was the direction he walked, grass tangling round his ankles, dew soaking through his jeans.  
 
    When he arrived, finally, he found a black club van backed up to the yawning mouth where barn doors had once stood. Inside, amidst the glow of a half-dozen battery-powered lanterns, three men waited for him: Fox, Mercy, and Michael.  
 
    Tenny halted, mind blanking, because he hadn’t the foggiest what any of this meant. “What sort of surprise?” he asked in a flat voice.  
 
    Mercy grinned. He went to the back of the van, opened the doors; reached in, and dragged out…a person. One he unceremoniously tossed to the dirt floor of the barn. A person who cursed, and groaned, and rolled over, hands bound, to reveal himself as Luis Cantrell.  
 
    “I had a thought the other day,” Mercy said, as he walked to the passenger door. 
 
    Tenny looked at Fox and received only a flat stare, and no help whatsoever.  
 
    “About that look on your face at the airport when we got home,” Mercy continued. A door slammed, and he reappeared carrying a large fishing tacklebox. “I’m sure a ‘professional,’” he rolled his eyes and made air quotes with his free hand, “would have a word for it. Probably a diagnosis and a fistful of pills to go along with it. But I’d know that look anywhere: you’ve got FOMO.” 
 
    Tenny stared at him. “FOMO?” 
 
    “Yeah, Fear Of–” 
 
    “I know what it means,” Tenny snapped. “But why the bloody hell are you saying it?” 
 
    Mercy smiled again, but this grin was different; it left something dark flashing in his eyes. For a moment, he didn’t look like a man at all, but something ancient and horrid that had crept in from the forest, wearing a man’s skin.  
 
    “I grew up in New Orleans,” Mercy said, and his voice shifted into something broad and colorful; gained a depth and a weight. A storytelling voice. “Outside of it, out in the bayou. Just Daddy, and Gram, and me. Homeschooled. Bit of a nerd, really. Daddy had a license from the state to hunt gators, and that was how we made our money. Daddy knew Bob, with the Dogs down there, and eventually I joined up so I could make us a little more money. So Daddy didn’t have to work so hard as he got older.  
 
    “My mama, though…she was a whore. Literally. We just wanted to be left alone, out in the swamp, to live our quiet life. But she…” He shook his head, still grinning, but all wrong, his jaw tight.  
 
    A prickling awareness moved up the back of Tenny’s neck. If this story didn’t end with Mercy killing his own mother, he could tell that he wished he had.  
 
    “I was out, doing club shit. And while I was gone, my mama sent her boyfriend out to our place. Him and his friends. When I got back…Daddy was dead. Gram was, too, but they’d…” His composure didn’t slip, but he couldn’t seem to make himself give voice to what they’d done to his grandmother.  
 
    “Oliver Landau,” Mercy went on. “That was his name. I cut him to ribbons before I used a twelve-gauge to paint our old kitchen cabinets with the inside of his head.” 
 
    Tenny could see it in crystalline detail. Knew exactly what a head looked like when it exploded that way.  
 
    “Fast-forward a little bit, and Ava’s twenty-two, and there’s these fuckers messing with her. Trying to come after the club through her. There’s still some of their blood down in the cracks in the concrete at the bike shop.”  
 
    He tilted his head to an angle meant for sharing secrets, voice still low and resonant. “There’s people who think revenge is a losing game. You can’t solve violence with more violence, they say. But those people aren’t like us.” He offered the toolbox forward. “The whole reason all of this happened, the reason we know Abacus exists, is because of this little bastard.” He gestured toward Luis. “And I think what you need more than anything right now is your pound of flesh.” 
 
    Luis whimpered something unintelligible, and Fox stepped forward to kick him in the ribs.  
 
    Tenny looked at his brother, and, slowly, Fox nodded. “If you want,” he said, leaving it open-ended.  
 
    He closed his eyes a second, and breathed in the scent of dust, and ancient hay. Saw Reese as he’d seen him suspended from the ceiling, battered and bloody. Felt his shoulder throb…and felt helpless, all over again.  
 
    When he opened his eyes, he took the tacklebox, and Mercy’s chuckle sounded like a distant roll of thunder.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    It was Michael, afterward, who offered him a shovel, and then helped him dig. Who showed him how to line the hole with paper, and soak it in kerosene. Tenny was shaking, faintly, from exertion by the time it was ready, so Mercy laid the body out, but Michael had the matches.  
 
    “Smells like a Christmas roast,” Tenny observed, as they stood at the edge of the hole, half-blinded by the brightness of the flames.  
 
    Mercy smacked his shoulder good-naturedly, and something deep inside him unclenched, finally.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    He sat on the back bumper of the van, tired in a pleasant way, blood drying under his fingernails, while Mercy and Michael raked the barn floor and sprinkled it with sawdust. Fox sat beside him, smoking. He offered the cigarette and Tenny took it with a low hum of thanks. Outside, actual thunder grumbled along the horizon, promising more rain, sounding no less threatening than Mercy’s earlier laughter. 
 
    “Better?” Fox asked.  
 
    “Yeah.” And the funny thing was…he was.  
 
    He didn’t feel normal. Didn’t feel at peace. But he thought if he were to look into a mirror right now, he wouldn’t want to smash it to bits at sight of his own reflection.  
 
    Mercy waved in farewell when he finally stood to leave. “Doctor’s always in, bro,” he said in offering, and Tenny found himself smirking, rather than frowning.  
 
    Those people aren’t like us, Mercy had said, and as Tenny waded back through the rippling grass, he recalled the flash of terror on Luis’s face when he realized what was in the hypodermic needle Mercy handed over. Recalled the way his expression had frozen as the paralytic – the same one he’d used on his victims in Texas – had hit his system and rendered him immobile. He’d nicked the pad of one finger with a nail, when he’d staked Luis out. He’d rinsed his hands with water from a bucket, but he swore his wrists were still warm from the first spray of arterial blood, as he’d dragged the knife across Luis’s throat, at the end.  
 
    He played the past two hours out in his mind, as the rain began to fall, and realized he was smiling, head tipped back so the raindrops stung his face, and washed away the blood there.  
 
    He was soaked to the bone by the time he stepped through the doors of the barn, and shook off like a dog, droplets spattering across the concrete. He hung his windbreaker and hoodie up on the pegs on the wall, and left his muddy boots on the bottom step, padding up the stairs in his socks.  
 
    He didn’t know what awaited him, what sort of mood Reese would be in, or how to approach him regardless. But he knew that he wasn’t going to turn away this time; wouldn’t offer any resistance…if it wasn’t too late.  
 
    He opened the door to a flat warm with lamplight. Reese sat cross-legged in the center of the bed, a book open on the comforter in front of him. Tenny held his breath, and waited, just inside the threshold, as Reese marked his page with a finger and lifted his head. Tenny searched, but couldn’t find so much as a trace of resentment in his expression. Instead, his eyes went round with surprise.  
 
    “You’re wet,” he said.  
 
    “Yes. It’s raining.” 
 
    Reese’s gaze flicked down to his book, groove forming on his forehead as his brows drew together. He traced his thumb along the text on the cover. “Did you–” 
 
    “Reese.” 
 
    His head snatched up. His face smoothed, and his lips moved to form words.  
 
    But Tenny moved faster. He crossed the rug in three long strides and scrambled up onto the bed without any of his usual grace. He caught Reese by the back of the head, fingers tangling in his hair, and simply held him a long moment, gaze tracking back and forth across his face, cataloging every detail. He’d not had a proper stare at him in weeks, unless he was sleeping; stolen, blue-tinted glimpses in the fall of moonlight through the skylight. He watched now, up close, as the surprise in his expression warmed to understanding; as his blue eyes glittered and the corners of his mouth lifted up in the tenderest little smile.  
 
    “Hi,” Reese murmured, and it smashed him to bits. 
 
    Tenny’s fingertips dug into his scalp, and his arms began to shake, thumbs wobbly as he brushed them over his cheekbones and the stubble-dusted razor-lines of his jaw. “I’ve looked it up,” he said, and his voice wobbled, too, but there was nothing for it. That one hi had hit his walls and defenses like a wrecking ball. “But I haven’t memorized the whole thing.” 
 
    Reese’s hands were warm when they landed on his chest, the heat of his palms bleeding through Tenny’s cold, wet shirt. He looked up at him with such gentleness, such trust; like he knew straight off that this was Tenny’s odd, roundabout, very English way of going about fixing things.  
 
    “That bloody poem you named me after,” Tenny went on. “‘Half a league, half a league/Half a league onward/All in the valley of Death.’ I only know what much. And something about a charge.” 
 
    “Oh.” Reese’s smile widened, flash of teeth and crow’s feet at the corners of his eyes. “‘The Charge of the Light Brigade.’ ‘Stormed at with shot and shell/Boldly they rode and well/Into the jaws of Death/Into the mouth of hell.’” 
 
    “Yes.” Tenny’s lungs and heart worked in rapid concert; each exhale lifted the fine hair that framed Reese’s face. “That one.” 
 
    “The end goes, ‘When can their glory fade?/O the wild charge they made/All the world wondered.’ That’s the part about the charge.” 
 
    “Yes. Of course.” 
 
    “But I named you after the poet, not the poem.” 
 
    “Right. Lord Snob something.” 
 
    Reese breathed a quiet laugh that squeezed mercilessly at Tenny’s heart. “Alfred, Lord Tennyson.” 
 
    “Good for him, then. But I don’t need the title. Just you.” 
 
    “Tenny.” Reese’s fingers curled into his sodden shirt, tugging at him. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “With me? Oh, loads.” He rested their foreheads together, thankful for the simple miracle of warm skin and shared breath and both of them alive, on the other side of things. “But mostly.” His voice caught, and he pressed on, the way he should have from the first. “I’m sorry that I wasn’t there. At the gallery. At the raid. Here – when we got…home.” 
 
    Reese hummed a low, wounded noise, and petted across his chest, over his collarbones. Hooked his fingers in the neck of his shirt and worried the ribbing there with his thumbs. “So that’s why you’ve–” When Tenny started to pull back, Reese tugged his collar until he stayed. “It’s not your fault. Nothing that happened was your fault.” 
 
    “But I should have–” 
 
    “You did your job. We both did – and then you saved me.” 
 
    Bitterness burned hot and sour in his throat. “But I didn’t – I didn’t even – Fox and Devin–” He bit his lip, because how awful would it be to say I wish I got to kill your family myself? 
 
    Reese cupped his throat, held him steady, and eased back, gaze nothing but understanding.  
 
    Tenny said, “I should have been with you.”  
 
    Reese frowned, and that was no good. “Hanging up next to me? They had to split us up, and send us on different missions. You’ve said it yourself: there’s only two of us. We’re not like everyone else. We were trained for this.” 
 
    “But does that mean we have to die for this?” 
 
    Still frowning, Reese reached to wipe at Tenny’s face; his fingertips came away wet, with tears or rainwater, Tenny didn’t know.  
 
    “Since when do you worry about the risks so much?” 
 
    “Since I got you.” 
 
    Reese’s eyes widened. “Oh.” 
 
    “What the hell do you think I love you means?” 
 
    Reese gripped his hair in back, surged up onto his knees, and kissed him.  
 
    That first, firm press of lips hit Tenny’s system like a stray spark to a tinderbox. It had been weeks: weeks of worrying over bruises, and broken ribs, and torturing himself with guilt and regret and thinking about all the ways this might have been taken from him permanently. But here was Reese now, alive and solid, kissing him with a ferocious desperation that echoed his own. 
 
    God, he’d been an idiot.  
 
    He pulled back – cock twitching at the sound of Reese’s low murmur of protest – long enough to peel off his soaked shirt and jeans, and then dove back in. Gathered Reese’s hair in one hand and tipped his head to the side so he could latch his mouth to his throat, and set about leaving him a necklace of little bites and bruises. Reese made a low, purring noise and leaned into it, head falling back in the cradle of Tenny’s palm like an offering.  
 
    Tenny wanted to devour him. 
 
    Had wanted to from the first, back when he’d put girls between them as a shield for how very much he felt; when he’d tried to deny that his want was such a bright and swollen thing he expected to see light bleeding around the edges of his fingernails.  
 
    He wanted so much, and the only one who’d ever stood in his way…was himself.  
 
    He lowered Reese down to the mattress and kissed his mouth again; deep, indulgent kisses that left them both panting, long strokes of tongue and gentle little nibbles at lower lips. His cock was filling, rubbing up against Reese’s through both their boxers, but he was content to rest against him, for now, to take things slow.  
 
    He sat back on his heels to drink in the view: Reese splayed out before him, legs spread around Tenny, boxers riding up and t-shirt twisted to show a stripe of lean belly and pale treasure trail. Hair a golden halo on the pillow, cheeks pink and lips red and bitten. His pupils were big, black pools in the lamplight, arousal clear in every tensed line of him.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Just enjoying the scenery,” Tenny said, and leaned back down.  
 
    He pressed his lips to the strip of visible skin below Reese’s navel, and slipped both hands beneath the hem of his shirt. Skimmed them up over soft, quivering skin, fingertips trailing lightly over the bumps of his ribs, pushing the shirt up and up as he went. He shifted forward on his knees so he could press kisses over the healed-up breaks. The bruises had faded, ghostly flower shapes blooming on his fair skin, but Tenny traced them with his tongue, an apology and a promise in every press of his lips. I’m sorry I wasn’t there to take them for you. I will be next time.  
 
    And there would be a next time, wouldn’t there? They weren’t going to stop being a necessary evil for the club. There would be more missions, more ops, more danger – and here Tenny had been, denying himself, denying them both, and pissing away this weeks-long spell of quiet when he should have been reveling.  
 
    “Tenny.” Low and pleading, when Tenny reached his chest and drew a nipple into his mouth. Long fingers speared through Tenny’s hair, tugging him up so their faces were level. Reese’s pupils had swallowed his irises whole. “Do you want…” His thighs closed tight on Tenny’s hips, and he ground up against him in eloquent suggestion.  
 
    Tenny did want, badly. He pushed up on both arms to look down at Reese again, the perfect arch of his throat, gaze catching on the way he licked unconsciously at his lower lip, seductive without trying. “You feel up to it?” He rested his hand on his ribs, over the barely-there firecracker burst of a faded bruise. He shied away from the thought of hurting him…but he’d never had Reese like that, and after everything, after watching the life drain out of Luis’s eyes tonight, he needed it. He slid his thumb in the groove between two rib bones, edges of his nail black with flakes of dried blood.  
 
    “Tenny,” Reese prompted, thighs squeezing again.  
 
    Tenny kissed him, deep and thorough, and felt his hips shift against his own, impatient. “Yeah, baby,” he breathed against his lips. “I’ll fuck you.” 
 
    “Please. I wanna know” – another abortive hip thrust, cocks sliding against one another through soft cotton – “what it feels like.” 
 
    Tenny prayed that statement, paired with Reese’s big-eyed pleading look, didn’t give him a coronary before he actually got down to it.  
 
    There was lube in the nightstand drawer, and Tenny resettled them on the bed once he’d retrieved it. He got them on their sides, facing one another, both their boxers and Reese’s shirt stripped off. He pulled Reese’s leg up over his hip and snugged them in close together. He warmed a generous dollop of lube in his fingers, and kept his first touch slow and easy, watching Reese’s face for even the tiniest sign of discomfort.  
 
    “How’s that?” 
 
    Reese’s nose wrinkled up, but it didn’t look like pain, so Tenny teased a little more, just barely dipping inside. “It’s…weird. But not bad,” he rushed to add, hips twitching back like he was afraid Tenny might stop.  
 
    Tenny kissed the little wrinkle on his brow and lingered there, breathing in his skin and shampoo. “It gets better,” he murmured, and pressed in with his first finger.  
 
    “Oh,” Reese murmured, surprised, as his body relaxed and allowed him in. “Oh,” he repeated, a few minutes later, low and rough, when Tenny added a second finger, stretched and scissored him. “I’m ready,” he panted against Tenny’s throat, when he was spread on three fingers and grinding against Tenny’s thigh. “I’m good.” 
 
    “You’re very good, darling.” Tenny kissed him a long moment, despite the flingers clutching tight at his bicep, despite the frantic way Reese kissed him back. He didn’t know if he could last, and so he tried to wait…but that was folly. “Alright, alright.” 
 
    He eased Reese onto his back and settled between his thighs; gave his flushed, weeping cock a few lazy pumps.  
 
    “Ten.” 
 
    He had to chuckle, a little. He’d thought, in the moments that he’d fantasized about this, that it would be more of a fight than anything; had pictured biting and wrestling and coming out on top, the victor; fighting his own nature and reserves more than anything.  
 
    But as in all things, Reese wouldn’t let him fight: not him, and not himself. He pulled Tenny down for another kiss, arms warm and sure around him, and it was the easiest, gentlest thing on earth to take himself in hand and press slow and steady inside his lover. To be rewarded by Reese’s head pressing back into the pillow, mouth open on a silent gasp, blunt nails digging into Tenny’s shoulders.  
 
    He bottomed out on one smooth slide, and then had to hold still, every muscle tensed against coming too soon.  
 
    Reese scratched at the back of his neck and up into his hair. “You’re so big,” he breathed, awed-sounding.  
 
    Tenny hissed a laugh through his teeth. “God, the flattery is not helping.” 
 
    “It’s okay if you come too soon, but can you please just move?” 
 
    “Still not helping,” Tenny muttered, shaking his head – but let himself be pulled down for a kiss. Started up a slow, rolling rhythm with his hips, and fucked his boyfriend like the beloved, shining light that he was.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Fox had given up trying to explain himself a long time ago. It generally proved a waste of time, walking someone through the cold, clinical turnings of his mind. Mercy, that wonderful sick bastard, enjoyed the violence. The bloodletting fed some part of him that, in anyone else, would have led to serial killing or spousal abuse, but with Mercy, those he loved were never in any danger from him.  
 
    Fox, by contrast, didn’t enjoy the red wet smears on his knuckles after a fight. No, rather, he took pleasure in his own skill. In knowing that he was so very good at something that most people found distasteful. He craved talent and efficiency; fed off his own jobs well done in a way that always left him buzzing pleasantly from the inside-out, as rewarding as good sex. He’d never told Eden that, but he sensed she knew, and that was one of the things he loved most about her, in the colorless, unpassionate way that he loved anything. She didn’t need him to be more conventional, and that was why he had allowed himself to take up his side of her bed with something like permanence, and wasn’t even twitchy about it.  
 
    Home, Ghost had said. He supposed that’s what it felt like, as his headlamp swept the driveway, and he killed the engine to the suburban Americana sounds of cheeping crickets, chugging AC units, and trilling night birds. There weren’t any lights on, save a faint blue glow through the drapes in the living room; it was easy to envision Eden tipped sideways on the couch, fast asleep, current project spread before her on the coffee table as she lost the battle to pregnancy fatigue.  
 
    An unwelcome surprise awaited him inside, though, when he approached the back of the couch, and found Devin’s profile limned in TV glow, awake and sipping a beer, eyes trained on the screen.  
 
    “Your woman went up to bed,” Devin said, by way of greeting. “Asleep on her feet. I told her I’d put away the dinner dishes.” 
 
    Fox craned a look over his shoulder, at the dishes drying neatly on the drainboard, tea towel hooked through the handle of the stove. Huh.  
 
    “Have fun, did you?” 
 
    Fox snorted and walked around the sofa to sit on the far end of it. Some sort of superhero movie with lots of flashy explosions was playing on the screen, the volume down low. “Tenny did, I think. Got to play butcher for a little while.” 
 
    Devin nodded – it would have looked sage and paternal if Fox hadn’t known him so well. “That’s what it takes, sometimes. We’re men of action, we are. It doesn’t feel good to sit back and watch someone else take your trophies.” 
 
    “Stop doing that.” 
 
    “Doing what?” he asked, all innocence.  
 
    Fox twisted so he faced him, that insufferably baffled expression. “Stop acting like I’m a chip off the old block. Stop talking like I inherited your fucked up personality.” 
 
    To his astonishment, and anger, Devin sighed. He leaned forward – wincing a little – to set his beer on the coffee table, and turned to face him, half in shadow, half glowing blue. “Charlie, why aren’t you a barrister? Or a banker? An insurance man?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You could be selling hats at the Tower of London, or guarding the Crown Jewels inside of it. But instead, you went to train with Abe. You learned how to do the things I did as a boy.” 
 
    “That doesn’t–” 
 
    “The second you were old enough, you ran to join that club of Phillip’s. All of you boys did. Every son I have wears a Lean Dogs cut.” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean anything,” Fox said through clenched teeth.  
 
    “It means everything.” Devin leaned forward, eager. “There’s something in all of you that’s wild and doesn’t want to play by everyone else’s rules. You all hated me, you all had every reason to search out quiet lives, but you’re all little outlaws instead. You got that from me. That’s in your blood.” 
 
    They had all become outlaws, hadn’t they? Even Raven, who had the most normal career of them all, slipped easily into a second, covert skin when the occasion called for it.  
 
    And Devin…Devin sounded proud of the fact.  
 
    It felt like the couch tilted beneath him. “Are you…are you trying to take credit for the way we turned out?” Fox asked. “Seriously?” 
 
    “I’m–” For the first time in Fox’s memory, Devin faltered. He blinked, and then slumped back against the harm of the couch, face haggard in the blue light. He scrubbed at his jaw. “I am proud,” he said, quietly – seriously, for once. “Of how you all turned out. Even Tennyson, though God knows he had every opportunity not to.” 
 
    “If you’re so bloody proud, why were you never around? Why did you take off last year after Pseudonym?” 
 
    Devin propped his head on his fist, eyes wet points in the semi-darkness, his expression inspiring a faint chill up the back of Fox’s neck. “Because I got ten children on ten different women because my government handlers told me to. And they turned one of them into a child soldier. Just like I explained to you last year.” 
 
    Fox’s anger boiled up, liquid and hot…and then died back just as quickly. He thought of Reese when he’d first come, expressionless and silent. Thought of Tenny pressing his wet face into Fox’s shoulder on top of a picnic table, bawling because he loved someone and he didn’t know how to process that.  
 
    Thought too of the sound of his own scream, on the thirty-ninth floor of the Beaumont Building.  
 
    Swallowing was an effort. “Did you want to do that? Sire ten children?” 
 
    “God no,” Devin said, easily. “Not that I don’t enjoy the siring process. Your mother, specifically–” 
 
    “Shut up about my mother.” 
 
    “Fair enough. But she’s always been my favorite, you know. Raven’s was beautiful, but what a bitch, I tell you.” 
 
    “Devin.” 
 
    “Yes. Fine.” He resettled. “It’s not like they say, ‘Would you please,’ you know.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “They don’t ask your opinion on any of it. It’s ‘do this, or we’ll start taking toes.’” 
 
    “I know,” Fox repeated, with more difficulty.  
 
    “And the thing is, you don’t really even fight it, because that’s all you know. You don’t sit around thinking I want to go smoke with the lads; I want to go to the pub; I want to catch the Ramones live in concert. Your life is those rooms. Those four walls, and the men they send in for you to beat the living shit out of. And always some bloke watching in a booth somewhere going ‘again. Do it again.’ And so you do.” He made a gesture with his free hand. Of course, it said. What else could you do? “It’s not til much, much later that you start to realize how wrong it all is. Was. And then you’re out, and you’re your own man, yeah? But you’ve got these children, and you have to decide: do I make it harder on them? Or on me? 
 
    “I’d come by, now and then. Sneak looks. Bring you prezzies. I didn’t want any of you to think you were bastards.” 
 
    “We are bastards.” 
 
    “Well, none of you are Greens, if that’s what you mean,” he shot back, a little heated.  
 
    “Cass is.” 
 
    “I’m not even a Green. Not really. I didn’t put a ring on any of your mothers. But you knew you had a dad. I wasn’t some ghost. I picked a name, at least, so you could curse me properly.” 
 
    Fox tried to lever a bit of fight into his voice, but he felt oddly floaty, a combination of post-death high and something new; something that felt dangerously like understanding. “Is this your roundabout way of saying it was hard on you?” 
 
    “It was hard on me, whether or not you choose to believe that. But, no. I’m saying that, given how much you all hate me, I thought it best to stay away.” 
 
    Fox snorted. “You’re an idiot.” 
 
    “Obviously.” 
 
    On screen, a woman in impossible spandex was choking a man with her thighs, and Fox half-expected Devin to glance that way – but he didn’t. He gazed steadily at Fox, and it felt as if things were coming to some sort of head.  
 
    “In any event,” Devin said, finally, “it hasn’t worked: the staying away. So I’ve been wondering, in my invalid state. What if, this time, I stuck around?” 
 
    “What if you actually meant that?” 
 
    “I do. I’m asking: can I stay?” 
 
    He was five again. Five, and gripping the tail of a flannel shirt, and saying please stay, Daddy! Just a little longer!  
 
    He would never, ever make his own child say that.  
 
    He turned his head away. Through the gap in the window curtains, a flurry of pale moths fluttered beneath the porch light out front. His voice came out rough. “It’s not my decision to make alone. I’ll have to ask everyone else. Ask if they’re willing to have you around.” 
 
    “That’s only fair,” Devin said, nodding in his periphery. He resituated himself so he faced the TV again. “What do you think they make those costumes out of?” he asked.  
 
    Fox bit the inside of his cheek to keep from laughing, and subtly scrubbed his eyes on the shoulder of his shirt.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Pleasantly spent, Tenny reached to tap ash off his cigarette into the tray on the nightstand, and raked the fingers of his other hand through Reese’s hair. Reese lay half on top of him, face warm and sweat-damp against his throat, fingers tracing aimless patterns across his chest.  
 
    “We don’t have any tattoos,” he observed, as if it were a revelation.  
 
    “No,” Tenny agreed. “I couldn’t have any ‘distinguishing marks’ when I was working.” 
 
    “Same.” Reese’s body was heavy against his own with the best kind of exhaustion, but his voice sounded alert; sounded like he had something on his mind. “We could get some, I guess.” 
 
    “I guess,” Tenny echoed. “Anything in particular?” 
 
    “No. Maybe. I dunno.” 
 
    Tenny snorted. “Shy now?” 
 
    “No, I just…what if we got matching ones? Whatever it was.” 
 
    He took another drag, considering. “I think I’d like that.” 
 
    “Yeah?” Reese tipped his head back, pointy chin resting on Tenny’s chest so he could look at him. Again with that soft, heart-melting smile, but this time, Tenny couldn’t look away from it.  
 
    He could, it turned out, open his mouth and say something stupid, though. “How are you so okay?” 
 
    “Hm?” 
 
    Shit. He was in it now, though. “In a matter of hours, you found out it was your father who trained you, sold you, and kidnapped you. Now he and your brother are dead. How are you so…?” He set the cigarette aside in favor of tracing the curve of Reese’s lips with his thumb.  
 
    Reese kissed the pad of his thumb and then caught his hand in his own, and held it, stroking over the knife calluses at the base of each finger. “When I first prospected, Mercy told me the club was a family. He said it didn’t matter where you’d come from, or what you’d done, so long as you were loyal to the club and you looked after your brothers. I was related to Hunter, and to Jaxon…but they weren’t my family. They didn’t love me and I didn’t love them.” He shook his head, hair sliding over his face. “How can I grieve someone like that?” 
 
    “Christ.” Tenny felt a smile tug at his own lips, and reached to tuck Reese’s hair behind his ear.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Just…the wisdom of Mercy, I suppose. He said something rather poignant to me too, tonight.” 
 
    Reese’s gaze brightened. “So that’s where you were? With Mercy?” 
 
    “Exercising the healing qualities of revenge. Luis is dead, by the way.” 
 
    “That’s good. You?” Reese asked. 
 
    “It was terribly satisfying.” 
 
    Reese’s smile sharpened, briefly, and he leaned up to kiss him, sweet and unhurried; a kiss that was just a kiss, and not leading anywhere. He settled back down, after, face in Tenny’s throat again.  
 
    Their breathing synced, and the crickets called beyond the window, and Tenny was sliding toward sleep, too hazy to even bother switching off the lamps, when Reese’s foot moved against his shin and he said, “There’s one thing.” 
 
    His voice was small, uncertain now, but the sound of it snapped Tenny back to full wakefulness in an instant. “Hm?” he hummed, petting his hair.  
 
    “I don’t…want to be a Hunter anymore.” 
 
    Oh. That. “I wouldn’t either.” Tenny rubbed his back, long, soothing sweeps. “You can change your name. I’ll help you. Ratchet can get you a new ID. You can change it to anything you want.” 
 
    A pause. Reese flattened his hand over Tenny’s chest, his slow-thumping heart. “What if I wanted it to be Fox?” 
 
    “Oh. Well, if you…” Belatedly, the implication struck him. “Wait. Do you mean change it to that? Or–” 
 
    “What if we got married?” 
 
    “Oh. Well. Yes. Well…” 
 
    “Tenny.” Reese pushed up on his elbows, very serious. “Do you want to marry me?” 
 
    It was so not the way people proposed. No will you, no bent knee, no ring. Reese’s gaze had gone wary, but unrelenting. It was nearly a challenge.  
 
    It was one-hundred percent Reese, weird and wonderful, and Tenny grinned.  
 
    “What sort of question is that, you idiot? Try and stop me.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Fifty-One 
 
      
 
    Four Weeks Later 
 
      
 
    “Ow! Jesus!” 
 
    “Get your bloody hand up. It’s still too low.” 
 
    “I put it up!” 
 
    “Not high enough. Here.” 
 
    Evan hissed as another hit landed inside his guard, on his left ear this time.  
 
    “You’re abysmal,” Tenny said happily.  
 
    “Well excuse me for not learning karate when I was, like, two.” 
 
    “It’s Krav Maga, not karate, you tit.” 
 
    “Ow! Fuck.” 
 
    “That was karate. Learn the difference.” 
 
    From his place beside Reese on top of the picnic table, Gray leaned over and whispered, “Is he always like this?” 
 
    Reese, chest warm and full with affection, smiled and said, “Yes.” 
 
    Gray fidgeted, fingers working together in a way that had become familiar the past two months, a nervous tic that Reese had come to learn. Just as he’d learned that Gray’s favorite food was mac ‘n’ cheese, and that he hummed quietly to himself when RJ’s iPod, perpetually on shuffle in the clubhouse’s radio dock, played Brooks & Dunn. His gaze tended to latch onto Mustangs on the road and he polished his everyday boots – a well-worn pair of Justin ropers – as judiciously as he polished the bar, when Ghost put him on bar duty.  
 
    Probably with the same attention he’d given his weapons, before. All of those had been confiscated from his person before they’d even left the Beaumont Building, and Ghost had decreed him not ready to have them back.  
 
    He’d been given a bike allowance, though. This morning, Reese, with Walsh and a roll of cash in tow, had taken him to look at a used ’01 Fat Boy in a civilian’s garage. “I love it, been working on it for four years,” the guy had said, “but my wife’s pregnant and she says it’s gotta go.” 
 
    Walsh had smirked with his eyes as he’d handed over the cash. “Shame.” 
 
    Gray had touched the handlebars like they might burn him; had stared with naked awe and, when he looked up at Reese, a glaze of moisture in his eyes. “Really?” he’d asked, half-hope, half-disbelief.  
 
    Aidan had spent an hour going over it, writing up a list of what needed tweaking, what needed replacing, and then Reese had shown Gray the basics. He was a Hunter, and so of course he’d picked up riding straight off, a quick study and an eager student.  
 
    Reese wasn’t sure Gray felt like his brother – then again, he’d never known he had a brother, so he wasn’t sure what that felt like in the first place. But even when his hands were bound overhead, he’d felt the first stirrings of fondness for the boy. Getting to know him better over the past few weeks had solidified his sentiments into something solid. He liked him.  
 
    Tenny, though…well, Tenny was less than charming, even when he was making an effort. Which he was, Reese could tell, just in his own, special, insult-slinging way.  
 
    A few minutes ago, as he’d cracked his knuckles and walked out to meet Evan on the mat, he’d pointed at Gray and said, “You’re next, asshole.” 
 
    Now, while Gray kept fidgeting, Reese murmured, “You have to ignore all the trash talk. He doesn’t mean it.” 
 
    “I heard that, dumbass,” Tenny called, and dropped Evan flat on his back to another chorus of groans and curses.  
 
    “Hey, don’t break him,” a new voice interjected, and Reese glanced over to find Fox approaching, cigarette dangling off his lip and a piece of paper in one hand. “We’re gonna need him.” He lifted the paper and waved it.  
 
    Tenny straightened, pushed his damp hair off his forehead, and went freshly tense – with eagerness, Reese knew, because the same hard flush of it spilled beneath his own skin. Showtime.  
 
    “Itinerary?” Tenny asked, trying to sound smooth, and failing.  
 
    Fox did sound smooth. Unruffled. “Yeah. Pack your bags, boys. We got the green light.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Chicago, IL 
 
      
 
    Six p.m. Low evening light slanting through the tall, Georgian windows across the floorboards. The scent of fresh smoke wafting in through the back door. It was dinner time over at New Way Home; the girls would be sitting down at the round dining room tables while staff brought out something light and nutritious.  
 
    Paula Kelly stood in her kitchen full of gleaming appliances, tried, and failed to find a scrap of hunger. They typically took dinner with the girls, but they’d been spending more and more time away from the home; revolving instead, just the two of them, inside their townhouse, largely an untouched monument until… 
 
    She didn’t like to think about it. About that thing that had happened weeks ago, in New York.  
 
    That thing with Jack Waverly that had turned their world upside down. She and Dennis hadn’t been named, not in that horrible video the police couldn’t seem to track down, and not in any publications afterward.  
 
    But Chicago PD had come sniffing around the girls’ home anyway. The girls with parents had been pulled out of the program. More than a few employees and volunteers had quit.  
 
    And then tonight… 
 
    She took a deep, shuddery breath as she reread the note that had shown up in the New Way Home mailbox. No envelope, no address, no stamps. Printed in bold typeface text on one side: HELLO. Signed The Six Hundred.  
 
    They’d come straight home and Dennis had built a fire in a drum in their narrow back garden. It was the source of the smoke smell slowly saturating the kitchen. Dennis made trip after trip, feet thumping up and down the stairs, as he carried armload after armload of paperwork from the office to his makeshift bonfire. Burning it all, every scrap, even the most tangential.  
 
    Paula was supposed to be making flight arrangements…but here she stood, staring at that damned note, mind skipping and whirring and refusing to believe what that one word – Hello – meant. They’d been discovered. Whoever had known about Waverly knew about them.  
 
    Dennis huffed down the rear hallway with another heavy box of papers, red-faced and sweating; his shirt stuck to his skin in the back, an inverted triangle of dark on the pale blue cotton. Paula chewed at her lip, watching him, as he passed through the door and out into the yard, wishing, too late, that she’d married Thomas Probst after college; the only travel arrangements she’d be making now would be for Caribbean vacations, and not harried flights from law enforcement.  
 
    She slipped the note in the trash and reached for her phone.  
 
    Bang. 
 
    The sound cracked across the back garden, and echoed in through the open door; pinged off her kitchen cabinets and turned her hand limp. A second sound, quieter, closer, signaled her phone hitting the floor. The first sound seemed to take forever to die away, like the tolling of a bell.  
 
    “Dennis?” She was moving before she registered it, staggering out the back door on weak knees. “Dennis!”  
 
    He’d fallen halfway to the fire, crumpled over onto his side, papers scattered across the grass, lifting in the breeze. His back was to her, and the sweat stain down his spine had become a pool of spreading crimson. 
 
    She couldn’t scream. Couldn’t breathe.  
 
    Dead. Dennis is dead.  
 
    She scanned the yard, found it empty, turned and stumbled back inside.  
 
    Her kitchen, though, was not empty.  
 
    A man stood beside the island, dressed all in black, his face streaked with more black, pale lines of skin peeking through. In the day’s last, golden light, his eyes glittered the color of the sky in springtime, a clear, vacant blue. She noticed them first – extraordinary eyes, really – and the gun second. Matte, black, aggressive, aimed at her chest.  
 
    “Hello,” he said, and she had time to wonder, stupidly, why he was British. 
 
    Then… 
 
    Bang. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Fox tsked as he stood over the body. Mouth open in shock, hair like cornsilk on the dark floorboards. The entrance wound was a hair too far to the left; still a through and through in the heart, but not as precise as he would have liked. He was shooting left-handed, still. He flexed his right inside his glove, frowning as he felt the tightness of the tendons there, the slow response of the nerves. The doctor in Knoxville that Lawrence had referred him to had stressed that a full recovery would take a long time, if it was even possible, but that didn’t stop him feeling disabled.  
 
    He stepped over Paula Kelly’s still-warm corpse, into a back garden going hazy and shadow-puddled as night came on. He searched for and found the corner of rooftop he was searching for, up and off to the right: an empty townhouse waiting to be rented, an end unit, with a perfect vantage point. He couldn’t see Evan, obviously, but gave him a two-fingered salute that he’d be able to spot through the scope. Then he holstered his gun, two took handfuls of ivy, and scrambled up and over the brick wall, down into the alley below.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Providence, RI 
 
      
 
    PHILANTHROPIST COUPLE SLAIN IN OWN HOME.  
 
    The headline from the Tribune that kept playing on loop in Senator Terry Windmere’s head as he stood at the podium. One of his aides had shown it to him minutes before coming onstage at this fundraiser, and it muddled his thoughts as he stared out at the small sea of faces and camera lenses in the high school gym where he was speaking tonight.  
 
    First Jack and Nikola, Sal and Matt.  
 
    Now Dennis and Paula.  
 
    He’d thought the first wave was it, that horror show at the Beaumont; he’d breathed a huge sigh of relief that he wasn’t there at the time; had actually felt lucky.  
 
    But now, weeks later, with the Kellys dead…no one was safe.  
 
    His hand trembled as he reached for his water glass, and so he pressed it flat to the podium instead, rather than risk a spill. Raised veins and liver spots stood out in stark relief under the glare of hot lights. When had he gotten so damned old? So frail? He’d come out tonight to announce his run for reelection, and here, clutching tight to the podium, were the hands of a trembling skeleton.  
 
    He scanned the audience, overcome by a moment of dizziness. His wife had badgered him about taking his blood pressure meds that morning, but he couldn’t remember if he’d actually taken them. “I’ll take a few questions now,” he croaked out, and if it wasn’t for the mic, he knew his broken voice wouldn’t have carried.  
 
    “Senator–” 
 
    “Senator–” 
 
    “Senator–!”  
 
    Because fate wasn’t smiling on him today, the volunteer with the mic in the audience gave voice to a familiar, young, fresh-faced thing who’d been hassling him for weeks at these fucking pressers, always needling his agenda points and harping on his voting record in the senate. She shot to her feet, expression businesslike as she leaned into the mic.  
 
    “Senator Windmere, it was revealed last week that the single largest donor to your last campaign was Jack Waverly, who’s been accused of kidnapping, trafficking, and raping more than three dozen young women. Were you aware of any such activity when your campaign accepted the funds?” 
 
    Cold dread washed through him. Bitch, he thought. Fucking little bitch. Shoulda put you on that auction block.  
 
    He gripped the podium tight and leaned forward, levering a scowl at her. “Jack Waverly was viciously murdered two months ago, and none of those accusations can be proven. He was a good man, and a good friend, so why don’t you get your sensationalist headlines somewhere else, missy?” He turned and stormed from the stage to a flurry of shouts and shutter clicks.  
 
    His aides hurried to fall in beside him, once he was out in the hallway.  
 
    “I want that bitch taken off the presser list,” he huffed.  
 
    “Yes, sir. Are you–” 
 
    “I’m leaving. Make sure my car’s outside.” 
 
    “Yes, sir, right away.” 
 
    Another aide offered over a white envelope. “This came while you were onstage.” 
 
    Whitmere paused and turned to the boy, incredulous. “From who? You just took it? Jesus, what if it’s anthrax?” 
 
    The boy frowned, and stared down at the envelope. “The flap’s not sealed, and nothing fell out. I think it’s just a card.” 
 
    Terry snatched it up and pressed on, out through a set of double doors, through a row of security, and, finally, into the back seat of his Town Car.  
 
    His driver knew not to speak to him, and simply put the car in gear and pulled away from the school.  
 
    Terry sagged back against the leather with a long, deep exhale. His blood was still up, pulse thumping hard, temples throbbing. His vision swam a moment, in and out of focus.  
 
    “Shit,” he muttered, and retrieved the bottle of Scotch stuffed down into the door pocket, taking a few swallows straight from the mouth of it.  
 
    Streetlamps flashed past the window as the driver steered them out of downtown and toward his mansion, tucked away behind an old stone wall and plenty of evergreen trees. He sipped more Scotch, and felt his heartrate slow as they slipped out of the more residential fringes of Providence and took a familiar series of turns onto the quieter, two-lane roads bordered by tall shade trees.  
 
    They were about a mile from home, in the deep black of an old logging road without any streetlights, when he remembered the envelope. He’d dropped it on the seat and picked it up now; clicked on the overhead light so he could read whatever was inside.  
 
    It was a card, as his aide had said. Thinking of You it said on the front, above a tranquil park landscape, complete with benches and picnickers.  
 
    Inside, one word: HELLO.  
 
    Below, it was signed The Six Hundred.  
 
    “What the hell?” he murmured, turning it over, searching for any sort of context.  
 
    Pop.  
 
    The car fishtailed wildly, and Terry fumbled the card and the open Scotch bottle down into the floorboards in favor of gripping at the seat for balance.  
 
    “What the fuck?” 
 
    “We blew a tire, sir,” his driver called, as he wrestled with the wheel. The car gave another lurch, and then slowed, and steadied. “I’ll have to pull over.” 
 
    “A tire.” Right. Yes. That was the pop that had sent his heart into his throat. Just a tire. He could feel it, now: the lub-lub-lub of the Town Car limping along. “I’ll call–” 
 
    His voice was drowned out by a roar, a growl that surged up on their left. An engine? He had a glimpse of a headlight, and then the driver’s side window fractured into splinters. There was another sound, one he couldn’t identify, then the bright red flare of a taillight, and the engine roared off ahead, into the night.  
 
    Just as his driver slumped over sideways, and the car surged forward.  
 
    Terry was so rattled it took him a moment to make sense of what was happening. To register the neat hole in the driver’s window, the dark spray of blood across the windshield. To realize that his driver had been shot, and that his foot, in death, had fallen heavy on the accelerator.  
 
    “Jesus…Jesus Christ–”  
 
    Scrabbling between the front seats, reaching for the wheel, the oak tree reared up in the headlights, and then… 
 
    Nothing.  
 
    For a while.  
 
    A noise woke him, which meant he wasn’t dead: ding-ding-ding-ding. It sounded…sounded like a car, when you opened the door with the key in the ignition.  
 
    He cracked his eyes open and then closed them again against the burn of the overhead lights.  
 
    He was in the Town Car. On his back half-between the front seats. On top of something lumpy.  
 
    The engine.  
 
    The gunshot. 
 
    His driver… 
 
    He tried to scramble up, but everything hurt, and he was so dizzy, and old besides – God, he was old, and he was going to die, wasn’t he? This was it. He was–  
 
    “Hello.” 
 
    His blood ran cold. One word. Hello. Like the card. And Terry knew. He knew.  
 
    He forced his eyes open, blinked at the tears that gathered, and cried out in pain when he turned his head to look through the now-open driver-side door.  
 
    A wraith stood there, all in black, hair covered with it, face smeared with it. He caught a flash of white teeth, and the vivid shock of very blue eyes. “Hello,” the wraith said again, and for some reason, it was even more horrifying to realize he had a British accent. “Senator.” 
 
    A gloved hand darted into the car, and closed around his throat. It squeezed, and squeezed, and squeezed… 
 
    And then it was dark. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    The night stank of gasoline as Reese joined him, empty can clutched loosely in one gloved hand. Tenny gripped his cigarette with his teeth and peeled his own gloves off; stuffed them in his back pocket and pulled on fresh, free of Terry Windmere’s DNA. He’d burn the others later, when he tossed the gun he’d used.  
 
    Reese settled beside him, shoulder-to-shoulder. “You should have just shot him.” 
 
    “Probably, yeah. But this was more fun.” He fished a pack of matches from his jacket pocket. “Night night, Senator.” He struck one, and flicked it into the nearest puddle of gas; watched the flames light and go racing toward the car. 
 
    He bumped Reese’s elbow with his own. “Come on.” He threw up a salute for Evan, perched yards behind them in a tree, and turned around. “I’m hungry. What do you feel like?” 
 
    Reese fell into step beside him. “Hm. Barbecue, actually.” 
 
    Tenny let out a startled laugh.  
 
    Behind them, the car ignited with a low whump.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Saumur, France 
 
      
 
    The problem with Abacus was that it had operated so seamlessly, and so powerfully, for so long, that its heads had grown complacent and unworried. Waverly, Howard, and the Morettis’ deaths had hit the others hard…but they’d been too stupid to change things up. The Kellys were killed in their home. Whitmere had bit it one mile from his house, on a road he traversed every day.  
 
    Idiots.  
 
    Angelo Rawlings, however, was too young, too successful, too good-looking and genetically blessed to go out like that. Like a sad loser who didn’t understand when the jig was up.  
 
    No, Angelo got the fuck out of town.  
 
    “Monsieur Rawlings? The water – it’s not too cold?” one of the hotel staff asked him as she laid a fresh towel and robe over the lounge chair in front of him.   
 
    Angelo had just finished his fiftieth lap in the pool, and though the water was cold, as a golden autumn gripped the Pays de Loire, the exertion of swimming had warmed him. “No,” he said, smiling at the girl, sure to flex his biceps as he pushed his wet hair off his face. “C’est parfait. Merci.” 
 
    She laughed quietly, eyes lowered, and blushed as she walked away – but she glanced back over her shoulder in a promising way as she retreated.  
 
    Angelo watched her until she was gone, then hauled himself out of the pool and dried off. An afternoon breeze whipped down the courtyard, and he hastened to don his robe.  
 
    When he’d first announced that he’d be taking some time off for “mental health reasons,” a dozen clients had offered use of their beach or mountain houses. But Angelo hadn’t wanted to go anywhere so traceably obvious. When his friend, Logan, mentioned he’d found this super-out-of-the-way chateau in the Loire River Valley where he’d taken a girlfriend once, Angelo had booked a one-way ticket and not even told his secretary where to get hold of him.  
 
    The 19th century chateau offered splendid views of the countryside, and a short drive took him into town, to the markets and les brocanteurs. There was a medieval castle to explore, and he’d even thought of attending one of the shows they were giving at The National Riding School there. He didn’t know anything about horses, but he couldn’t spend all day in bed with the maids. 
 
    He'd been here two weeks, and had started pricing flats in the heart of Saumur. Was thinking about the logistics of setting up shop here and working with his investment clients remotely in the near future.  
 
    God knew he was done with Abacus. That had been a good thing while it lasted, but the risk was too great, now. 
 
    He let himself into his room clad in robe and slippers, the large, two-room suite flooded with light from the tall windows, drapes billowing across the parquet floors. He walked to the dresser, scrubbing his hair with a towel, drawn by a new addition to his suite: a massive china vase of blue hydrangeas seated there, a small card propped against the mirror.  
 
    The maid? he wondered, smiling to himself as he reached for the card. Or maybe the girl by the pool. There were so many leggy, lovely young things working here, with their soft accents and their doe eyes. Who needed Abacus when he looked like he did and had regular women leaving him flowers?  
 
    HELLO, the card read, in all caps, typed rather than handwritten. 
 
    Underneath, it was signed The Six Hundred.  
 
    Angelo frowned. “What?” 
 
    A sound behind him: a soft scrape. He froze, realizing then that he hadn’t left his windows open when he went out.  
 
    He turned around slowly, the fine white linen of the curtains bellying out like sails, and saw a man seated with his legs crossed in a dainty blue chair. He wore all black, down to his gloves and stocking cap, and his face with smeared with something greasy and green-black that made his features hard to pick out.  
 
    His eyes were blue, though, the same pale shade as the hydrangea blossoms.  
 
    “Hello,” the man said, affably, flashing a lazy smile. “Angelo, is it?” He was British. “Right, now, go and lock the door like a good boy, and I’ll tell you how this is going to work.” 
 
    He drew a gun from his waist, and rested it on his thigh. “Go on, then. That’s a good lad.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    The farmer’s market laid out in the narrow, shaded streets of Saumur was a bazaar of every kind of food imaginable: from staples like baguettes and cheeses wrapped in wax, to fresh seafood and local beef, to escargot quiches and piping hot sandwiches and flaky pastries. At a small, streetside table shaded by an umbrella, Fox thumped down baskets of steamed mussels and handed around plastic forks. 
 
    “I like the cap,” Tenny observed, breaking a loaf of bread into quarters and putting the largest portion on Reese’s paper plate. “It’s very London cabbie chic.” 
 
    Fox flipped him the bird without looking over, popped a mussel in his mouth, and scanned the street. “He’s late.” 
 
    Reese sliced two fat hunks of camembert, put one on Tenny’s plate, and topped a slice of bread for himself with the other. Added a dollop of plum jam and, after his first bite, quietly swore off American grocery store bread. “Well,” he reasoned, “Devin’s a little…” 
 
    “Stupid?” Tenny offered.  
 
    “Annoying as shit?” Fox asked. “Insufferable? Prone to running his fucking mouth?” 
 
    “Hey, my mouth does what it needs to do, thank you very much,” Devin said, materializing behind Fox and dropping into the chair beside him. He wore khakis, a blue sweater, a neck kerchief, and a little flat cap like Fox’s. There was a smudge of grease paint on his chin, though. He grabbed one of the baskets and dragged it over, not bothering with a fork and slurping a steamed mussel straight from the shell. “Untwist your knickers,” he said in response to Fox’s flat look. “It’s all done, nice and neat.” He chuckled. “Well, not for the poor girl who’ll have to scrub his brains off the pool tiles, but no one spotted me.” 
 
    “Tactful as ever,” Fox muttered.  
 
    Devin rolled his eyes dramatically. “Good God, Charlie. Take a step down off your high horse and appreciate it.” 
 
    They all stared at him. 
 
    “Boys. Lads. My dear Foxes.” 
 
    “We’re not your dear anything,” Tenny said.  
 
    Devin grinned. “I see three Foxes.” He counted them off with a wave of his finger. “Two sons, and one son-in-law. Ergo, my dear Foxes. And as my dear Foxes, you need to all climb out of your own bums, and celebrate. Because today? Today, we scratched the last name off the list.” 
 
    “We–” Fox started, and then hesitated, fork halfway to his mouth.    
 
    Angelo Rawlings had been the last name on the list Luis had given them months ago, in the trucking warehouse. The last of the most important high-ups at Abacus. They’d known that this trip to France would be an ending of sorts, but Reese watched now as Fox and Tenny really felt it for the first time; felt his own inner pulse of wow, we did it.  
 
    Silently, Fox picked up the wine bottle in the center of their table, refilled their three glasses, and poured a generous portion for Devin.  
 
    “There.” Devin beamed at them. “That’s what I thought.” 
 
    Tenny flicked a bit of bread at him, and he caught it and ate it. “Just because we wiped out the top tier doesn’t mean Abacus will just go away forever.” 
 
    “Oh, no, of course not,” Devin agreed. “Those sorts never do. But they’ll come apart at the seams, a little, and things will restructure. New players will emerge and some will go away and keep quiet. The board never changes, but the pieces do. You boys won’t be out of work anytime soon, I don’t expect,” he said, saluting them with his glass.  
 
    “What do you mean ‘you boys’?” Fox asked, smirk tweaking his features for the first time. “Did you forget, Dad, that you wanted to be a part of all this?” 
 
    “No, I didn’t forget,” Devin said, easily, and smiled at them all again. “I’m so looking forward to all the father-son bonding time we have in store together. Tell me,” he said, turning to Tenny, “did anyone ever teach you how to fish? I mean really, properly fish.” 
 
    Tenny’s face went slack. “Oh, God.” 
 
    “And you,” Devin continued, warming to his topic, turning to Fox. “You still an embarrassment on the cricket pitch? I’ve got this move I’ll show you, it’s–” 
 
    “Fuck,” Fox said, stone-faced. “Is it too late to rescind the invitation?” 
 
    “Yes,” Devin said with relish. “And don’t get me started on Albert. We’ve got to do something about his affinity for Russian guns, I tell you…” 
 
    Tenny turned his head so he could speak low in Reese’s ear, eliciting a pleasant shiver down his spine. “See what you married into? And willingly, I might add.” 
 
    Reese lifted his glass, ring on his left hand winking in the afternoon sunlight, and he smiled as he sat with his family, having a late lunch on the Loire River, his future unrolling before him, paved with danger, yes…but mostly with love. With life.  
 
    Reese Fox had a life, now. Had a name, and a husband, and a home, and his face, now, knew well the shape of a smile.  
 
      
 
      
 
    When can their glory fade? 
 
    O the wild charge they made! 
 
       All the world wondered. 
 
    Honour the charge they made! 
 
    Honour the Light Brigade, 
 
       Noble six hundred! 
 
      
 
    Alfred, Lord Tennyson 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
      
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    The Lean Dogs will return! 
 
    Be on the lookout for future titles.  
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