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  Chapter One


  The day had gotten off to a bad start.


  The beaming sunlight, the sounds of laughing tourists and shrieking seagulls had cranked Gordon Frost’s hangover up to intolerable levels. Despite his employer’s order to stay clear and focused, he already wanted to get high.


  He knew he should be more jazzed to be in a breezy, laid-back college town on the beach, but instead he watched the clock and counted the minutes until he could leave. He’d spent the entire afternoon hunched over, black sunglasses covering his face, and praying that the happy beach-goers would shut the hell up.


  The sight of people frolicking half-naked on a beach was as foreign to him as the intense rays of sun that he was determined to hide from. All covered up in shredded jeans, motorcycle boots, and a gray hoodie, Gordon thought he was doing a damn good job of being completely conspicuous. Even the chubby toddler playing a few feet away, who seemed determined to dig up the entire stretch of beach, had given him the side-eye. It was obvious that he did not belong.


  The small Virginia beach town was a gem amidst the cesspool of the war-torn Eastern Seaboard. The bombs that had rained down from the sky and turned major cities into forgotten wastelands had not touched Annadale Beach. Even so, he was anxious to get home. Lexington may be a smog-choked concrete jungle of poverty and crime, but he preferred that to a place where people skipped around and sipped fruity drinks, acting as though it wasn’t 2021 and World War III had never happened.


  Gordon stabbed a fry with his fork. It was greasy, salty, and delicious. Hanging out at an outdoor beach café hadn’t been his idea, but at least the food was good. So far it was Annadale’s saving grace.


  “Do you need anything else?” the waitress asked with a smile as she approached his table once again. There was a desperation in her expression that made it obvious she relied heavily on tips. It was off-putting, but Gordon was in a generous mood for a change. He shoved his sunglasses to his forehead and held out a twenty.


  “Keep the change, fellow ginger.”


  The girl—Kayla according to her nametag—stared in surprise. “But your check is only seven bucks.”


  “Don’t worry about it. You let me loiter for hours, so it’s the least I can do.”


  Kayla smiled. “Thanks.”


  “Nothing to mention,” he replied, stuffing another fry in his mouth as she walked away.


  “Christ, G, you look ridiculous sitting here.”


  Gordon looked up at his best friend slash partner in illicit activities. Carla was a Puerto Rican girl with a whole lot of attitude in an hour-glass figure, complete with a mass of curly hair and enough bared caramel-colored skin to cause half the men on the beach to get whiplash when she walked by.


  “Way to obviously look like a skeevy drug dealer.” Carla tugged at his hood with a glare.


  “Way to look like a toon,” he said with a smile. Although, he couldn’t deny the truth in her statement. He stood out in general due to his full head of flaming red hair, and the rivet-studded hoodie and denim didn’t help. “I can’t tell you how ridiculous you look in that tiny-ass bikini standing around waiting for someone to notice you.”


  “Bitch, please. I don’t have to wait.” She removed a change of clothes from the canvas bag she was carrying. “Every guy on this beach can’t get enough of all of this. They’re probably crazy jealous right now of you, G. Too bad you prefer a fat dick to big titties.”


  An older man sitting two tables away looked up abruptly. Carla sent him a dazzling smile while she slid into a pair of jeans.


  “Whatever. You won’t catch me on that beach. No way in hell.”


  “You’re so paranoid.” Carla pulled a t-shirt on over her bikini top. “You could use some sun. At least take off the hoodie and boots.”


  “Hell no.” Gordon picked up his glass of water, and allowed some of the ice to pour into his mouth. “Wanna split a cap?”


  “It’s probably not a good idea.” Carla sat and raised two fingers to flag down Kayla. “Chance told us to stay on point and you’ve been on his shitlist more than usual lately.”


  “What else is new?” Gordon slipped a hand into his pocket and extracted a small vial filled with blue-and-white capsules.


  “You hanging out with trifling gang members that are trying to edge into his turf is pretty new.” Carla crossed one knee over the other. “Just be careful, babe. People have seen you with those twins from the Outlaws, and it got back to Chance. I had to talk down his paranoia. Things are getting hot enough in Lexington without you making it worse.”


  “Jesus, you people make a huge deal out of nothing. First of all, it’s not like I’m getting double-stuffed by both Samu twins. Whoever is running their mouth has only seen me with Aiden. Second, me hanging out with closeted gang members has nothing to do with Chance’s little turf war. I spend the whole time with a dick crammed down my throat, not chatting about Lexington’s drug trade.”


  “I’m just saying to be careful.”


  “Yeah, yeah.” Gordon removed a capsule from the vial and looked at Carla expectantly. When she shook her head, he popped the whole thing into his mouth just as Kayla returned to the table.


  Gordon didn’t pay attention to the conversation. He crushed the capsule with his teeth and felt the cool trickle of liquid slide down his throat. He imagined it swirling into his system and entering his bloodstream while he anticipated the next few minutes, when the effects of Pandora would kick in. Every time he popped a cap he knew what true love felt like, and every time was like the first time. If he ever met the chemist who had invented the drug, Gordon planned to drop to his knees and give a thank you blowjob for bringing such an amazing creation into the world.


  It was the most beautiful high he’d ever had. It sharpened his senses and made him feel like he could do anything or be anyone, all without the awful comedown or tolerance building that he’d experienced with other drugs.


  It was stunning.


  “You always look like you’re having an orgasm when you pop a cap.”


  Gordon laughed. He had no idea how long he’d been sitting with his eyes closed in a euphoric daze, but it’d been long enough for Kayla to return with Carla’s order. She was sipping a frozen margarita and smirking at him.


  “It’s better than fucking.” He slid down in the chair in a lazy slouch.


  “Then you’ve obviously been doing it wrong. Maybe I should give you some lessons.”


  “Grow a cock and I’m down.”


  “There’s always dildos, G. Strap-ons, vibrators. . . .”


  The older man at the other table left, and Gordon guffawed. The tension and anxiety from being in a foreign environment bled out of his body. Gordon couldn’t help but grin as the familiar fire began to scorch through him, waking up every nerve and causing intense bursts of pleasure along the way. He would be feeling good for the next couple of hours.


  “So, when are these jokers getting here?” Carla asked. She speared one of his fries with the little umbrella from her drink. “I’m all for a mini vacay, but I’m sick of shellacking myself in sunscreen. I feel like a well-lubed cock ready for penetration.”


  “You kiss your mama with that mouth?”


  “That would be pretty difficult since she’s dead.”


  Gordon grimaced. “Sorry. I’m an idiot.”


  She waved him off, but he could see some of the good humor fading from her face when she turned her attention to the people around them.


  Out of all of the people he’d met over the years, Carla was one of the toughest. They’d grown up in the same group home, in the same slums, and she’d fought her way through young adulthood in underground MMA and boxing tournaments for money. She was a hard-as-nails kind of chick, but there was no denying that the death of her parents still affected her. She’d only been four when the bombings in Lexington had left the city engulfed in a firestorm, but Gordon knew she still had nightmares about it. He’d become numb to the memories long ago.


  “Hey, is that them?” Carla sat up straight and nodded at the entrance to the diner.


  Gordon followed her gaze and took in the two men that had just entered. They were both in their late twenties to early thirties, fit, and had aviator glasses perched on their pale faces. They appeared relatively confident considering this was supposed to be their first time scoring.


  Carla looked at Gordon for confirmation and tilted her head when he didn’t respond.


  The taller of the two men looked around the small space before he spotted Gordon and Carla. He elbowed his friend and moved towards them.


  “G?” The shorter, blond one inquired when they stopped at the table.


  “That’s me.” Gordon extended one long leg and dragged a chair over from the table next to them. “What do I call you boys? And don’t give me those dumbass code names Marquis told me.”


  “I’m Matt and this is Louis,” the tall one replied. He stared at Carla, not bothering to hide that his eyes were focused solely on her tight t-shirt. “Who’s this?”


  “I’m his partner,” she said.


  “I thought your partner’s name was Carl.”


  Gordon jerked his thumb at Carla. “Carla. She’s my partner and my protection.”


  Louis and Matt exchanged looks.


  “Don’t be sexist douchebags, gentlemen. I’ve won more MMA tournaments than women you’ve laid.”


  “I . . . see.” Louis turned to Gordon. “Do you have the caps?”


  “Straight to the point,” Gordon observed. “Real businessmen and whatnot.”


  “We don’t do this type of thing a lot. Usually someone gets it for us.”


  “Everyone gets nervous their first time,” Carla said. There was a hint of mischief in her voice but neither man took the bait.


  Gordon tugged his phone out of his pocket. He thumbed around the screen as he made calculations. “Alright boys, fifty caps is gonna run you about two grand, but I’ll throw in a few party favors since you recommended such a jazzy place to meet up in.”


  “Wait.”


  Gordon stopped sketching figures into the phone and looked up at Matt. “Problem?”


  Matt flicked a quick look around the diner and took a step closer to the table. “We threw some money together and wanted to buy more. Marquis said you had the connection for whatever we wanted.”


  Carla glanced at Gordon but said nothing. He could practically read her mind though. She wouldn’t mind having regular customers in good ole’ Annadale Beach.


  “If you wanted more, why didn’t you say that before we came?” Gordon adjusted the front of his hoodie. He was sweating and the t-shirt beneath was sticking to his chest. Goddamn heat.


  “We didn’t talk about it until now,” Louis confessed. “But we know how much we go through on a normal day, so with a full summer off from teaching—it’d be so much easier to just buy in bulk now.”


  “And Marquis said you do discounts,” Matt added.


  “Huh.” Gordon stroked his cheek with the pad of his thumb. The PD had started to kick in and his brain was working on overdrive; analyzing every nuance of the buyers until their expressions and every thread of their clothing told a certain story.


  “How much were you considering?” Carla asked.


  “Well, we have ten grand between us.”


  Carla whistled lowly. “That’s over two hundred and fifty grams.”


  “Marquis said—”


  “I know what Marquis said,” Gordon interrupted, an edge in his voice. And he was going to beat the shit out of Marquis when they got back to Lexington.


  Louis took his sunglasses off and tucked them into the front of his t-shirt. “Either you got it or you don’t.”


  Gordon did not bother to hide his chilly look of disdain. “We got it, bro. But I don’t make it a habit of traipsing around with ten Gs worth of PD between my ass cheeks. Give me your number and I’ll get at you in a few hours.”


  Twin looks of displeasure appeared on their faces, but Louis’s expression took on the heat of anger while a gleam of panic shone in Matt’s eyes. “You’re not bailing are you, man? It took us a long time to find someone—”


  “No, no,” Carla chimed. She stood up when Gordon did, shoulder to shoulder. “But we have to make arrangements to meet elsewhere. This isn’t the best spot for such a large exchange.”


  “Oh. I guess you’re right.” Matt gave them a seemingly sheepish smile. “I told you we’re new at this.”


  Gordon didn’t bother to respond to that load of bullshit, losing patience with the game. He sketched Matt’s number into his phone with his index finger, and they parted ways moments later.


  When Carla stopped in the parking lot next to her sporty two-seater, Gordon grabbed her wrist, yanking her close. “We have to jet. They’re fucking DTs.”


  Carla swore under breath. “They did seem sort of funny. But are you sure? Why would Annadale detectives be on us? We’ve only been here once.”


  “I can smell cop on them a mile away,” Gordon said. “The asshole and nice guy routine, wearing jeans in this heat, and no tans. But they’re supposed to live in Annadale Beach. Not to mention they want to buy just enough—”


  “—to guarantee we get nice, extended prison sentences unless we sing for it.”


  “Exactly. And my fine ass won’t stay tight for long in Brighton.” Gordon shuddered at the idea of being sent to the male community prison.


  “What’s the plan?”


  Gordon pulled out his own keys and backed towards his red Jeep. “Meet back in Lexington and strangle Marquis. Take the long way. I got the shit in my trunk and if I go down, you don’t need to be anywhere near me.”


  Carla stared at him, worry etched into her features. “G, I’m not going to let you—”


  “Shut up and go. You’re too cute for jail, even with your fancy MMA skills. I’ll drive slow and be fine, but if we both get caught, we’re both screwed. And you know Chance is more likely to help out your ass than mine.”


  Carla hesitated for a moment longer before giving him a quick hug and jumping in her car.


  He waited until she’d driven away before getting into his Jeep and gunning the engine. Gordon fought the desire to step on the gas until the speedometer ticked to oh-shit levels, and the annoyingly picturesque scenery was way behind him. He wanted to be out of Annadale and away from the pigs that were most likely lurking nearby, but he couldn’t draw a ton of attention to himself by flying down the highway like a bat out of hell.


  Even though he’d been moments away from doing a deal that would have resulted in him being dragged out of the café in cuffs, the tight feeling in his chest wasn’t fear. It wasn’t possible with the drugs pumping through him and making him feel invincible. But the idea of betrayal, of a set-up, put him on the precipice of an explosion of frustration and rage.


  “Goddamn Marquis, son of a fucking twat.” Gordon slammed his hand against the steering wheel. How could Marquis be so stupid? Had he even met those two jackoffs in person?


  Gordon didn’t want to believe that Marquis would knowingly send him into a trap but anything was possible. Maybe Marquis had sold them out to Chance’s rivals in the Outlaws or South Side Boys, or maybe he’d gotten busted himself and was copping a deal? Maybe the cops were trying to get to them by using Marquis; trying to work up the food chain one punk at a time and Marquis had helped them out.


  The possibility had his body coiled with tension, fingers whitened from the pressure of gripping the steering wheel. He’d sped up without realizing it, and he relaxed his foot on the gas.


  It just wasn’t possible. Marquis wouldn’t do it. He was just an idiot who didn’t screen his friends. It had to be. The alternative was unthinkable. A memory popped into Gordon’s head, unbidden; the two of them stretched out on a bed, Marquis on top of him and his blond hair curtaining their faces, keeping the world blocked out as their fingers intertwined and they kissed. It had been years ago, before Marquis had gone into a Pandora tailspin and before he’d started working with Chance, but to Gordon, it felt like yesterday.


  Gordon pulled out his phone and sent a message to “Matt.”


  Need a re-sched’, don’t have what you want in the area, will call you tonight. – G-Man


  The response was instantaneous. Gordon could tell their suspicions had already arisen, and he made sure his responses had a distinct pleading quality to them. He hoped it would imply that he didn’t want to miss out on the deal and so much money. The messages went back and forth for a steady twenty minutes before they tapered off and eventually stopped.


  The Jeep sped out of Virginia and through Delaware, the scenery shifting rapidly the further north he drove. The clean air was replaced by the chemical stink of pollution and the sun’s rays grew weaker, shielded by the brownish gray clouds that smudged the sky and blocked any traces of blue.


  Before Gordon knew it, he was hurtling back into Pennsylvania where evidence of the war that had ended over a decade ago was still everywhere. Husks of destroyed cities lined the highway; some were in the process of rebuilding, but others remained shattered remnants of the past. The suburbs that surrounded Lexington were a prime example of that, and he scanned the skeletons of what had once been neighborhood divisions while the tires rumbled over cracked roads.


  The area never ceased to creep him out—just thinking of the thousands of people who had died there was enough to send a shiver down his spine. He had the same reaction whenever he passed one of the many memorial mounds that were placed around the city; mass graves for the victims of the war.


  Lexington’s broken skyline and the noticeable gaps—where there should have been rows of skyscrapers—came into view in the distance. The city hadn’t been decimated like the surrounding suburbs since the portable nukes had been detonated closer to the military base outside of it, but the thick, oppressive smog that clouded the sky had never quite cleared away, and the climate had cooled as a result. Lexington wasn’t the only metropolis that had been nearly wiped off the map. Some of the greatest cities of the world had been reduced to contaminated ghost towns, forsaken and abandoned forever.


  Gordon scowled at the clock. It was past curfew in his neighborhood and he hoped the patrol was someone he knew and not a cop with a quota who wanted to be a dick. He thought about driving straight to the north part of the city where Carla rented a place, or even to Marquis’s loft. Unlike Gordon’s block in the Industrial District, both of their neighborhoods were respectable enough to not warrant a midnight curfew. The Industrial, however, had gotten consistently more crime-ridden since the war and cops patrolled it constantly after sundown.


  But Gordon knew that Carla wouldn’t be home yet if she’d listened to him for a change and driven slowly, and if he saw Marquis now . . . well, there was no telling what would happen. Anger warmed Gordon again as he turned onto his street.


  Marquis . . . Incredibly naïve Marquis. A rich kid who didn’t know what to do with himself now that his entire family had died from the lung disease that had afflicted tens of thousands of survivors. A rich kid who did PD like it was going out of style, dropped thousands a week and fancied himself a small-time pusher just for the excitement of doing something illegal.


  There was no reason for him to set them up, and there was no hard proof that he had, but such blatant stupidity was going to land him in a world of pain. Their boss wouldn’t appreciate some dumb over-sexed brat nearly sending his best dealers to prison, especially since the cops would have offered all kinds of plea deals to Gordon and Carla had they given up Chance’s name.


  A siren blipped behind Gordon. He swore and glared at the rearview mirror when a cop car flashed its lights at him.


  “You’ve gotta be kidding me.” He pulled over less than half a block from his apartment building and yanked out his license and certified resident ID. As a rule, it was considered easier to pass a curfew check with the card since the address on it was updated every couple of months instead of every couple of years. He hoped it would be enough for this to go smoothly.


  The cop had the typical douchebag swagger; shoulders thrown back and hand resting on his gun as if a traffic stop and curfew check would end up in a fire fight. Gordon expected the worst, but when the officer stopped by the driver’s window, relief washed over him.


  “Kevin! You have no idea how relieved I am to see you on duty tonight,” Gordon breathed. He leaned back and peered at his childhood friend.


  Officer Kevin Arias gave him a boyish grin. “I recognized your hunk of shit vehicle—”


  “Piss off.”


  “—and decided to stop you for shits and giggles.”


  “Well, at least it’s you because I’m not really in the mood. Especially not for cops, no offense.”


  “None taken,” Kevin said. He reached up to brush his dark hair back under his hat. “But the real reason I stopped you is because there’s a lot of us out tonight patrolling due to an incident downtown, and knowing you, you’re up to no good, so it’s best if you get inside.”


  “So little faith in my intentions. . . .”


  Kevin flashed his boyish smile once again, straight white teeth shining in the police lights. He looked cute enough to make Gordon want to nail him against the side of the Jeep. “Take care, G-Man. Give Carla my love.”


  “You mean your number?” Gordon asked with a snort, turning the engine back on.


  “That too!” Kevin yelled over his shoulder as he walked away.


  Gordon smiled despite himself, feeling good that at least one thing had gone well. A huge fine and a possible trip down to county would have been the icing on the end of a totally fucked up day.


  He pulled away from the curb and within moments was parked in his usual spot directly across from his building. The remains of broken beer bottles and vials crunched underfoot when he crossed the street, but he was immune to it by now.


  Even though he brought in a decent amount of money dealing PD for Chance, Gordon hoarded his cash instead of spending it on a new place outside of the Industrial District. Sure, it would be nice to live uptown in some slick condo with a view, but in the end it would be more trouble than it was worth. He’d end up dealing more PD just to pay the crazy rent, and would have to put up with excessive questions about the source of his income. And Chance sure as hell wouldn’t put Gordon on payroll at his front business. Not even now that it was bringing in decent dough. Chance reserved those special favors for Carla.


  The constant blips of police sirens were accompanied by the distant chopping sound of a helicopter, and as Gordon unlocked the door to his building, another patrol car drove by. Kevin hadn’t been joking—they were in rare form tonight. Gordon had never seen more than one car making the rounds on his block.


  The door slammed shut behind him, the automatic lock clicking loudly. The light was a faint piss color, and the bulb grew weaker with each passing day. Eventually, the lobby would be bathed in darkness, and he doubted the slumlord who owned the building would care.


  Gordon bypassed the mailboxes without sparing them a glance and started for the stairs. He took them two at a time, and began scripting his inevitable conversation with Marquis while suppressing the urge to call right now. Gordon knew the conversation would go to shit with little to no useful information gained.


  If it had been anyone else, he would have already been on the phone with Chance telling him to send a blood squad to smash some answers out of the person who had nearly landed them in prison. But it wasn’t a secret that Gordon had a soft spot for the guy. Unease spread through Gordon as an image of gorgeous Marquis being beat down by a couple of Chance’s enforcers flashed through his mind.


  He moved faster, boots pounding against the stairs, and tried to bat away the worry that gnawed at him. He was so lost in his own thoughts and the frightening notion of Marquis being interrogated by Junior—Chance’s primary bodyguard—or Carla, that he nearly missed the quiet sound and the movement that followed.


  A dark figure slid out of the blackened corner of the next landing and grabbed Gordon. Before he’d fully processed what was happening, his head slammed backwards hard enough to make his ears ring when the shadowed man pinned him against the wall.


  “Wha—what—”


  “Shut up,” a calm voice whispered in his ear.


  Gordon blinked, trying to force his eyes to focus. “What the fuck, dude!” he stammered, struggling against the iron grip that kept him trapped between a hard torso and the grimy strips of wallpaper.


  “Which apartment?” the man demanded.


  Gordon shook his head in another attempt to clear his vision of the exploding lights. He was able to make out the shape of the banister over the figure’s shoulder. Gordon twisted out of the man’s grasp, squirming frantically until he was able to throw himself at the staircase. He staggered forward, momentarily relieved, until his attacker swept his feet out from under him.


  “Whoa!”


  Gordon flailed his arms but his hands found purchase on nothing, and he careened forward and down the stairs. He crumbled at the bottom with a groan. It was graceless and more than a little embarrassing, especially considering the low scoff that emanated from the darkness above.


  He scrambled to his feet, but before he could make another escape attempt, the man had hold of him and pinned him against the wall again—this time, beneath one of the weakening lights. It illuminated his attacker just slightly and Gordon got an eyeful of high cheekbones, pale skin, thick black hair and a serious pair of dicksucking lips.


  Sadly, the first thing to cross Gordon’s mind was: Wow, he’s pretty fucking hot.


  Not even having the decency to feel chagrined by this thought, Gordon eyeballed the Greek god who was currently frisking him. If he was going to be robbed or murdered, at least it wouldn’t be by a slobbering bum with no teeth. This guy wasn’t a bad final sight.


  As Gordon stared stupidly, his keys were confiscated.


  “Listen, man,” he said, voice hushed. “Just take what you want and I won’t get stupid.”


  The Industrial District wasn’t the type of neighborhood where people came running to your aid, anyway. People observed the down and dirty shit that went on and either stayed out of it completely, or called the police after the fact when there was no way they could be dragged into the situation.


  “Which apartment is yours?” Mr. Greek demanded again in the same low, smooth voice. His eyebrows raised over bottomless, black eyes.


  “I have a shit-ton of PD in this bag. Take it, it’s yours. You can have my wallet too, no sweat. Let me go and I’ll go on my merry way and pretend I never saw your gorgeous face. Sweet?”


  Mr. Greek’s face tightened into an impatient glare. “I won’t ask again.”


  “Seriou—”


  Before Gordon could get another word out, he found himself face to face with Mr. Greek’s cannon. He wasn’t exactly a gun expert, but he was pretty sure the shit could effectively leave nothing remaining of his head.


  “4E,” Gordon said in a strangled voice.


  “Thank you.”


  The gun reared back, and slammed into the side of Gordon’s head.


  



  



  



  Chapter Two


  The world came back into focus with fragments of conversation.


  “The intel was bullshit, or else they knew I was coming.”


  “—searching everywhere. It’s too hot for me to step foot outside of this hole.”


  “—walled up in a civilian’s home. Don’t worry. I’ll clean it up.”


  For some reason, Gordon came to completely at the end of that bit of conversation. There was something about the tone of that smooth voice that sent a chill coursing through him.


  Clean it up.


  Shit.


  Gordon had the murky, just-recovered-from-being-knocked-out feeling that it was him that was going to be cleaned up.


  He opened his eyes into slits and scanned his small studio apartment. Mr. Greek had laid him out on the upraised platform in the middle of the room where his bed was situated. There was an open pipe column jutting out of the floor and disappearing into the ceiling right next to the bed, and he was currently tied to it with what felt like a pair of flexible handcuffs.


  It was the ideal place for his bed, and the pipe had been a bonus. It radiated delicious amounts of warmth during the icy winters. Now, however, Gordon was rethinking his decision. Being immobile was terrifying when there was a psychopath stalking around his studio, and it negated any of the potential good uses for being cuffed to a bed.


  Gordon rolled his head to the side and tried to ignore the pounding that radiated down his neck with the motion. He blinked several times, adjusting his vision to the darkness. His attacker had made himself right at home. Mr. Greek was sitting at Gordon’s desk with a can of soda and some crackers as he did . . . something . . . on the computer.


  The sight pissed Gordon off more than the actual home invasion and the fact that he was likely nursing a concussion. He was used to getting his ass kicked—a lot of mouth and no fighting skills kind of made that a given—but he wasn’t used to his asskickers sitting down and tooling around on his computer afterwards. That was just uncool.


  “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?”


  His voice sounded abnormally loud, but Mr. Greek didn’t deign to respond. He didn’t even twitch. The keys clattered beneath his fingers, the sound only halting when he paused to scroll. Gordon craned his neck to see what he was doing, but the motion caused pain to explode in his head. The fact that he could have seen was a bad sign, anyway. His captor wasn’t going through any great pains to hide his identity. That did not bode well.


  “Look, gorgeous, if you’re on the run for something by all means hang out until shit blows over. Just don’t go killing me when everything settles. I’m no fan of the cops, I don’t turn people in.”


  Once again, there was no response.


  “I could even find you a place to go underground for a while if you need it,” Gordon pressed. He was trying to make himself sound confident and affable, but his voice just came out harassed and irritated. He was bad at negotiating and even worse at pleading.


  There was a low buzzing sound, and Gordon sought out the source of the noise. He spotted a phone vibrating against his desk.


  Mr. Greek snatched the device. “How long?” he barked.


  Well, well. Apparently, Mr. Greek was Mr. Charming as well.


  “Are you sure? Why the delay? It can’t take that much time to call off the search.”


  It didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out that “the search” he’d referred to was the one that Kevin had warned Gordon about. Whatever the incident downtown had been, Mr. Greek was probably involved. How he had the power to get people to call it off though, was a whole other bag of chips.


  Mr. Greek made a disgusted sound. “Fine. Contact me ASAP. Don’t call me back until you have some real fucking news.” He dropped the phone on the desk with a thud.


  Gordon snorted. He hated Type A people. “I’d make your ass wait just for being a dick.”


  Mr. Greek graced Gordon with a wintry look. “Your opinion is neither needed nor wanted. In fact, it isn’t really necessary for you to talk at all.”


  Gordon shifted against the pipe, trying to get into a more dignified position. Staring down his kidnapper would be a lot easier if he could actually get himself upright.


  “Why? Because you’re going to kill me and clean up all traces of you ever being here? So it’s easier to ignore me and pretend I’m not really here at all?”


  “I know civilians aren’t too bright, but you’re making very little sense even for one of them.”


  Civilians, eh? And what did Mr. Greek think he was? Gordon filed that tidbit away for future reference. He scooted backward until he was able to haul himself upright. The plastic cuffs dug into his wrists in the process.


  “If you were keen on killing some stupid civilian, you coulda done it already. I’m of no use to you, you’re already using my place as your little crash pad. Why the wait? Hesitant to actually kill a perfectly innocent guy who just happened to walk in and be the first person you could drag into your bullshit problems?”


  It was a pretty ballsy statement and Gordon expected a fast denial or reproach, but to his surprise, Mr. Greek scowled.


  “I’m just doing what I have to do. I don’t have a choice.”


  “Yeah, good luck going to bed with a guilt-free conscience with that sorry-ass excuse.”


  The sour expression evaporated from Mr. Greek’s face. His gaze switched back to the computer. “Keep talking and I’ll gag you.”


  “Blow me.”


  Mr. Greek didn’t respond and Gordon mentally patted himself on the back for getting the last word. It was too bad that in times of crisis, he never thought of anything wittier to say.


  He watched Mr. Greek stand and pace around with his phone clutched in his hand. It went on like that for several minutes before he tossed it back onto the desk, and began to snoop around Gordon’s apartment instead.


  A wave of anger washed over Gordon. Being helpless was bad enough, but being helpless in his own house was worse. He didn’t even know what the man was looking for. Supplies, maybe? Weapons to use in case the cops miraculously busted in? Maybe he was going to rob Gordon since the opportunity was ripe. That possibility seemed closer to reality when Mr. Greek moved to the closet. He opened the door and began rifling around, causing shirts and hoodies to drop unceremoniously to the carpet.


  A lick of fear made Gordon want to yell something stupid to distract the man, but he didn’t. It’d be more obvious that something valuable was inside. Like the lockbox with a little over three hundred grand in cash; money squirreled away since Gordon had settled into the shitty, PD-dealing routine that he’d been following for nearly a decade.


  If this guy took it. . . .


  Gordon fidgeted with the cuffs, ignoring the way they bit into his skin. Mr. Greek had discovered a shoebox at the bottom of the closet and was flipping through one of Gordon’s old journals. He hadn’t gone far enough to figure out that the closet had a false back, but the proximity was making Gordon cagey.


  If anything happened to him, he had always wanted Carla to get that money. If it hadn’t been for her, Gordon would have never met Chance. He’d still be hustling on the street—selling bits of his dignity instead of Pandora. There hadn’t been very many options for kids like them immediately after the war. He’d gone into the skin trade and she’d immersed herself in drug dealing. After meeting Chance and becoming part of his monopoly on the new mood stimulant, Pandora, she’d earned herself a spot in his new empire, and hadn’t forgotten Gordon. They had always been close and he imagined that they always would be.


  If he died, Gordon didn’t think she’d recover. She’d already lost her whole family to the war, and they’d both lost dozens of friends to the black hole of the streets. She’d be left alone once again.


  And just like that, it hit him. The buzz of Pandora had faded, and there was no stopping the ragged edge of panic that cut through him. No matter how much he tried to act like it didn’t matter—he was going to die tonight. This guy was going to stab him or strangle him or knock his head off, and leave his body for Carla to find. Maybe she’d think it had something to do with the failed score in Annadale. Maybe she’d blame Marquis. Maybe Chance would have Marquis killed. Maybe Carla would shut down and become one of those people who popped a cap once an hour just to cope with the pain.


  He, Carla and their friends had always been the type of people who lived fast, always knowing that they would die young. A lot of their friends already had; whether drugs, disease, or violence, their lifestyles inevitably caught up with them. But even knowing all of that, everyone was always surprised when it happened. There never seemed to be any warning even though they thought they were so prepared for the worst.


  Gordon knew he wasn’t prepared. The adrenaline from the escape from Annadale, and from waking up and finding himself captured by some insanely gorgeous man was gone. He was exhausted and fear had replaced any desire to mouth off. All he could see was an image of his own body sprawled on the bed, eyes open and blank with death when Carla entered the studio.


  “Hey,” he called. This time, his voice was far less confrontational.


  Mr. Greek did not respond.


  Gordon craned his neck to see what the man was doing. He’d stopped rifling through Gordon’s belongings and sat on the red couch that sagged against the wall. His attention was once again riveted to his phone.


  “I’m not just some completely random civilian, you know,” Gordon persisted, going down the only remaining route he could think of. “I’m involved with well-known people. They’re gonna look into what happened to me. They might fuck up whatever covert thing you have going. It’d be way better if you just, like, let me help you. My boss can help you disappear for however long it takes. He—”


  “Do you mean Damian Perry?” Mr. Greek cut him off. He pinned Gordon with a level stare. “Or ‘Chance’, as he’s known on the street.”


  Gordon opened his mouth to reply but nothing came out. He had no idea how this guy knew who Chance was and, since he didn’t appear very impressed by the information, Gordon’s only shot seemed worthless.


  Mr. Greek stood up. He crossed the studio until he was standing in front of the bed. “It seems you are a lot more than an innocent civilian with good connections.”


  “I dunno what that means.”


  “I know who you are. I have it all right here.” Mr. Greek gestured with his phone. “Your entire file.”


  “File?”


  “Yes,” his obnoxiously smug captor said. “Every noted civilian is on file.”


  “On file where? And what the hell do you mean, noted?”


  “As in, everyone who is connected to something or someone that plays a larger role in society. And you, Gordon Frost, are connected to one Damian Perry who appears to have distant ties to very dangerous insurgent and terrorist organizations.”


  Gordon highly doubted Chance was involved in any political shit. His interest lay in the domains of sex, money, and drugs in Lexington’s underground. As far as Gordon was concerned, whatever distant ties existed had nothing to do with the Pandora monopoly they all had going in Lexington and down the East Coast. It was probably a case of guilt by association, although he had no idea what association would have those kinds of ties.


  “I know everything about you,” Mr. Greek went on. “Your boss and your dear friend, Carlotta Castillo. Chance is in the pornography business, has full control of the Pandora trade in this city and has even dabbled in the gene modifier market. And you’re just his minion. You deal Pandora to people who are lonely and desperate. You use their loss, their depression and misery for your own financial gain. You use the war as your meal ticket.”


  “Fuck you.” The words were out of Gordon’s mouth before he could reel them back; the story of his life. “You think this bullshit is supposed to make it okay for you to get rid of me? You don’t know anything about me, dude. You’re just some psychotic toon with a superiority complex. Like you’re something special, waving around a gun in my face and hijacking my house? And what did you do to get so much attention downtown, bro? Why are the cops so hot on your heels?”


  Gordon’s breath came quicker, his nostrils flaring. How dare this guy—How dare he?


  “The war is our meal ticket? What are you, retarded? You must not have looked too far into your files or maybe you’re just so out of touch with us stupid civilians that you don’t know what it’s like to try to survive in the districts that the hotshot politicians decided weren’t worth reconstructing after they got blown to bits? Maybe you missed that Carla is the only one of her family who survived? Or maybe you missed that I was the only one left when my elementary school got blown to smithereens because it was too close to the bridge? Maybe you missed all the shit that I had to do since I was twelve to survive in this shithole city or maybe your files don’t include the unofficial fucking version of events.”


  By the time his rant was over, Gordon was so angry that tears burned behind his eyelids. He would have done something stupid if he wasn’t tied to the pipe. He would have jumped Mr. Greek even though he was pathetically inept at defending himself. For all of his years on the street, Gordon never had a fight that did not result in frantic flailing on his part.


  “Just kill me so I don’t have to look at your stupid face anymore. I hope Chance gets here before you leave. He’ll wipe the room with you, you stupid piece of shit.”


  “I guess I struck a nerve.”


  “Suck my cock and choke on it.”


  The other man turned away but not before Gordon spied a glimmer of frustration on that perfect face. Maybe Mr. Greek was capable of feeling something, after all. Not that it mattered.


  The burning sensation behind Gordon’s eyes increased, and he swallowed thickly. It wasn’t the first time someone had told him how worthless he was for making a living off dealing Pandora, but he was never able to let the words slide. Should he have continued his old life—squatting in bombed out or abandoned buildings, scraping for food and eating out of garbage cans, blowing guys or banging older women for chump change? He’d done it for ten years. Working for Chance had been a goddamn reprieve.


  People who had never lived in the heart of Lexington’s slums didn’t get it. They knew sadness and loss, but only from the safety of their own homes. They had no idea what it was like to live on the streets. True desperation was a concept that was alien to them. And so, while they never understood, they always judged.


  Before Carla had set him up with Chance, he’d been on the verge of being sucked into the darkness of the Industrial District. The new gig with Chance hadn’t been noble, but for the first time since carnage had swept his childhood away, he’d been able to survive without selling himself.


  “Why are you crying?”


  “Because some asshole is about to kill me and has the burning need to make me feel like shit before it happens.” Gordon’s voice was huskier, but he was proud that it came out steady. “Maybe because this situation is completely unfair. Everything is bullshit. But that’s my entire life. Do what you want. Kill me or whatever.”


  A low exhale of breath filled the silence that followed as if Mr. Greek was exasperated by the show of emotion. But when Gordon looked up, he saw that the asshole looked just as harassed and irritated as Gordon felt moments ago—like the entire situation was inconveniencing him more than Gordon, even though he wasn’t the one with his number coming up.


  “I never said I wanted to do this.”


  “So then why the hell are you doing it?” Gordon tugged at his wrist when circulation cut off. “I won’t tell anyone that you were here. Besides, I’m a fucking drug dealer. Who am I gonna tell without bringing attention to my own shit?”


  “You could tell your boss. He has enough connections to be a potential pain in the ass.”


  He could, but Gordon knew Chance would never actually go out of his way to avenge him. The only reason the boss kept him around was because Carla would otherwise walk. She was the only person who could effectively influence Chance. Gordon didn’t know if it was because of his long-standing infatuation with her or because of her connections, but either way, Chance would do anything to keep Carla from bailing. Even tolerating someone he considered to be a massive waste of time. But Gordon wasn’t in a five-alarm hurry to bring attention to that tidbit of humiliating information.


  “If you let me go, no one is going to go running to the cops. I’m not even bargaining, bro. There is literally no way anyone would try to go after you because no one would give a shit that you roughed me up and sat around my pad for a while.”


  “I upset you.” Mr. Greek regarded him. “You might want to get back at me for saying those things to you.”


  “Oh my delicate fucking feelings, how I must avenge thee. Are you kidding me right now?”


  Mr. Greek’s eyes didn’t waver. “With some people, getting past their mental armor is a lot more—”


  “Oh shut up,” Gordon snapped. “God, do you have to talk like you’re some philosophical genius who doubles as some . . . whatever you’re supposed to be?”


  “Maybe. Some people find it charming.”


  “Right. Whatever you say, buddy. Charming.”


  “You’re the one that said I was gorgeous.”


  Of all the things that had stuck with his captor, that was the most important? “Are you for real?”


  Mr. Greek crossed his arms, attention returning to the computer monitor. He was stock still, and his shoulders were tense. Gordon found his eyes wandering down the muscular body, and he realized that Mr. Greek was wearing a black jumpsuit that hugged the broad expanse of his chest and the bulge between his thighs. Christ.


  “Nice outfit. Are you supposed to be some kind of crime-fighting superhero?”


  “Some kind,” was the flat response.


  Gordon grew quiet, and tried to readjust his brain out of angry, self-righteous mode and into a more analytic direction. For all that he was a dickhead, Mr. Greek didn’t seem too thrilled about the situation either. Unless he always looked that miserable. Maybe those plump lips were always turned down in a pout.


  Okay. That was enough of that. Just because he wasn’t an entirely unrepentant dickwad didn’t mean it was time to go back to lust mode.


  “How long do I have?”


  “However long it takes.”


  “Calling off the search?”


  Silence.


  “If you can stop them from looking for you, how come they’re after you to begin with?”


  Silence.


  “What the hell does it matter if you tell me? It’s not like I’ll be going anywhere after tonight, anyways.”


  “Then what does it matter if you know?” Mr. Greek demanded.


  Gordon lifted his shoulders, trying to rub his still-damp cheek against his sleeve. “Just curious. It’s a pretty weird situation, man.”


  “Indeed.” He crossed his arms over his chest, not looking any closer to divulging details about his situation.


  Gordon tilted his head back to stare at the ceiling. He tried to remember what he’d originally said to get a genuine response. If he played on the man’s emotions, maybe he would start talking again instead of doing the Fort Knox routine.


  “You were right, you know,” Gordon said after several long tense moments had passed.


  Mr. Greek regarded him. “What are you talking about?”


  “About what you said. About me and what I do.”


  “Just shut up.”


  “It’s true though,” Gordon said, trying to project his voice. His throat protested, still sore from the crying spell. “Some of my clients—buyers. Whatever. They’re people who are just trying to get over the war. I never thought about it that way, I guess. People always say that we use their neediness. But no one ever put it that way—about the war.”


  “Just forget I said anything about it at all. Agreeing with me isn’t going to change things. Nothing is. We’re trapped in this shitty situation so just deal with it.”


  This guy was more hardheaded than Chance when he got a wild hair about small-time pot dealers getting in on their turf.


  “We don’t have to be trapped. We’re only stuck this way because you’re making us be.”


  “No.” Mr. Greek’s jaw clenched. “There’s no way this is going to end well for you. I’m sorry, but that’s the reality. If I let you live, I compromise the integrity of . . . of a. . . .” he faltered, obviously struggling with how to phrase whatever it was he wanted to say. “If you live—you just know too much. You’ve seen my face. Like an idiot, I alluded to things and like an even bigger idiot, you’ve made it clear that you overheard others.”


  “Jesus, you’re fucking paranoid. Who’s going to believe that some dude who looks like the son of Apollo came crashing in my crummy apartment and tied me up to a pole while he waited for his super secret connections to call off a citywide manhunt?” Gordon’s voice got louder with each word. “It’s fried and you know it.”


  “The son of Apollo?”


  “Christ, you’re hung up on being hot. Is that the most important part of what I said? And if you must know, I’m into Greek mythology. I totally jive on all those old shows.”


  Mr. Greek stared.


  “What freaking year were you born in? You can’t be much younger than me. They had all of those shows about Amazon chicks and Greek gods, gladiators. . . .”


  “You watched shows about Amazons and Greek gods.” It was more of a flat statement than a question.


  “Screw you. Them bitches were fierce.”


  “You’re a bizarre person.”


  “Says the guy in the bodysuit.”


  Mr. Greek’s mouth sunk at the sides. “It’s protective armor.”


  “Like I fucking said.”


  His attacker clammed up again. Maybe talking wasn’t the best route. No matter what was happening, Gordon found himself mouthing off and talking shit, and doing anything but building up captor/victim camaraderie. Reverse-Stockholm. He would make it a goddamn thing.


  The decision to remain silent lasted all of three minutes before he piped up again.


  “What’s your name anyway? Do I at least get to know that?”


  “It’s probably not a good idea.”


  “Just in case I scrawl it into the pipe with my fingernails?”


  Mr. Greek looked mighty put out by Gordon’s refusal to lay meekly on the bed while waiting to die with silent dignity.


  “Must you be such an insufferable jackass? It really isn’t helping.”


  “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t know that I should be helping my soon-to-be killer.”


  Then once again they lapsed into silence. This time it lasted so long that Gordon’s eyes began to grow heavy despite the anxiety that was roiling inside of him. Attempting to fight the engulfing wave of exhaustion proved futile. His eyelids clamped shut as soon as Mr. Greek went fully stoic, turning his back and forcing Gordon to analyze the distance between his shoulder blades until sleep became inevitable.


  



  * * *


  



  When Gordon woke, he realized his hands had been freed.


  Gordon flexed his fingers and wondered if it had been a bad dream. He cracked his eyes open. Mr. Greek was standing by the window and peering out between the slats. He was decked out in clothes that he’d clearly borrowed from Gordon’s closet: black jeans and one of his favorite sweaters. It was too tight on Mr. Greek’s more muscular body, but he looked much better in it. Maybe he’d taken those bodysuit comments to heart.


  Gordon closed his eyes again. The pillow was soft and comfortable against his abused face. He wanted nothing more than to go back to sleep and stay that way until the ordeal came to an end, but there were three reasons why that wasn’t going to happen. One, he was in too much pain. Two, he could go back to sleep and possibly never wake up again. He had to stay alert and focus on picking at Mr. Greek’s conscience. Having been un-cuffed gave Gordon a smidgen of hope. And, finally, three, he really had to piss.


  “Hey,” he croaked.


  Mr. Greek looked over his shoulder.


  “I’m going to go to the bathroom. Don’t start attacking me when I get up, k? There’s no windows or escape pods or spaceships in there, I promise.”


  Mr. Greek turned to whatever he was watching outside. He showed very little concern about having his back to Gordon. It was sort of insulting. He obviously didn’t think his captive was much of a threat. Or an escape artist. Wishing he could black out the embarrassing spectacle of his escape attempt on the stairs, Gordon shuffled to the bathroom. Now that he was moving around, he realized that most of the pain emanated from his ass and back. It wasn’t the first time he’d woken up with that problem, but that was typically after a long bout of hard sex.


  After relieving his bladder and washing his hands, Gordon stared into the mirror with dismay. He looked like shit.


  Awesome.


  There was a bruise on his right temple and he looked paler than usual. His hair was sticking out everywhere. It looked like someone had lit a match on his head and the fire was going wild. He ran his fingers through it to smooth it back but gave up after a moment. Who exactly was he trying to impress?


  Gordon sat on the edge of the tub, kicked off his boots and removed his hoodie, rolling his shoulders in relief. Mr. Greek didn’t seem in a big rush to get to the actual killing, and Gordon wasn’t about to spend another few hours wracked with fear and near tears. Fuck that noise. If he was going to die, he may as well do it comfortably. And since there would be no last supper, he’d settle for a last minute Pandora ride.


  He slid open a drawer in the counter and removed a baggie of PD. After popping them and sitting on the cushy rug, Gordon waited for the familiar warm rush to chase his creeping anxiety away.


  



  



  



  Chapter Three


  When the Pandora hit Gordon, it felt like sunshine exploding all over his body.


  It was such a strange, perfect drug. It gave you whatever you needed. If you were horny, you could fuck with a libido that was raging. If you were angry, it gave you the aggression to tear the world down. If you were restless, you could run for miles before getting tired. And if you wanted to stay calm, it was easier to flip double middle fingers at the world.


  That was generally how it hit Gordon. Maybe because he was an anxious wreck most of the time, constantly frightened that his life would return to the old days. He knew Pandora relaxed him just enough to think clearly, but it still felt like magic. Rainbows and stars shone and the will to keep going.


  The philosophical nonsense spinning in his brain was a cue that he was officially high. Smiling a little, Gordon pushed himself up from the cool tiles and reached for the door knob.


  There were a number of items he could try to use as a potential weapon in the bathroom, but he knew an attempt to fight Mr. Greek would be suicidal. It would just give the guy a reason to kill, and self-defense was easily justifiable.


  Gordon was unsure of how much time had passed and how much time he had left. There weren’t very many options left, but hopefully his good friend Pandora would help him figure it all out. And if it didn’t—well, at least he’d gotten high one last time before the end.


  Mr. Greek had switched from his station by the window to the couch. Keeping a cautious eye on his captor, Gordon shuffled to the refrigerator. The Pandora had eased the pain but not the limp that had come with falling down the stairs. There wasn’t anything in the refrigerator except for beer, soda and leftover takeout. He wasn’t much for cooking unless Carla was doing it and he was watching. In the end, Gordon grabbed a can of soda.


  He opened it, and just stood there, unsure of what he should be doing. He’d never been a kidnapping or hostage victim before, so he was a little fuzzy on the etiquette. Gordon didn’t want to do anything to tick Mr. Greek off but the man had fallen into an eerie silence as he watched Gordon’s every move. They stared at each other before Gordon dragged his ass to the couch and sat at the farthest end possible from Mr. Greek. The bed was an unwelcome sight at this point.


  Mr. Greek was sitting ramrod straight, his phone clasped in one hand. He looked all kinds of irritated and sullen, and it would be adorable if he wasn’t probably debating ending Gordon’s unfortunately short life.


  “Why’d you uncuff me?”


  “The circulation in your hands cut off when you slumped forward in sleep.”


  “Why were you over there checking on my circulation?”


  “You likely have a concussion. I was seeing if you had died.”


  “I guess that would have made this a lot more convenient for you.”


  Gordon reveled in how calm he felt. Clearly, popping caps in situations like this was the way to go. He was noticing things that his previously panicked brain had missed out on. For instance, Mr. Greek had two scars on his face. From a distance, his wax-like complexion had seemed flawless, but there was a very fine sliver of a scar on his cheek and another near his lower lip. They made him look dangerous but not as impervious as he had before. Gordon wondered how they’d gotten there. What kind of person had been skilled enough to get so close and cause lasting scars?


  One thing was certain—there was a lot more going on in Lexington than Gordon had ever known about. For years, he’d fooled himself into thinking that Chance ran the streets. He thought their crew was nearly untouchable. Now, he saw how wrong he’d been. There were far deadlier people in the city’s underground than Chance and the gangs that wanted in on his empire.


  Gordon took another sip and sat back. “So, have you done this type of thing before?”


  “Have I ever held a random civilian against their will before?”


  “Yeah, that.”


  “No. Never.”


  “Is that why you’re so uptight about it?”


  “Harming a civilian isn’t high on my list of aspirations.”


  Gordon nodded and turned sideways, one leg drawn up. He found Mr. Greek’s attention fixated on him. In his normal state, Gordon would have squirmed self-consciously. But now he just returned it coolly, not feeling at all uncomfortable when their eyes locked.


  “So I take it that someone else is pulling your strings. Yeah?”


  “You could say that.”


  “And those people would make you kill me because I could blow your cover?”


  “Yes.”


  “And they’d get you in a shit-ton of trouble if you don’t because there’s this loose end blowing in the wind. Right?”


  “More trouble than you’re likely thinking.”


  Gordon digested that. “So, they’d kill you then? For fucking their shit up.”


  “Exactly.”


  Well, damn. Gordon finished his soda and set the can down on the scarred surface of his side table. His mission was definitely not going to be accomplished. There was no way that he was going to be able to guilt Mr. Greek into sacrificing his own life.


  “This sucks.”


  A low growl of frustration answered the comment. Mr. Greek crossed his arms over his chest, his body coiled tight. He kept darting glances at the computer and the window, but his focus always drew back to Gordon.


  “Local law enforcement is combing this neighborhood for me. They tracked me here after I became separated from my—from others. If they bring me in to the station and the media gets involved, can you imagine what would happen to me?”


  “Well, yeah, if they’d kill your ass over some lowly civilian seeing your face, I can imagine they’d assfuck you dry and then kill you if your mug got splashed all over the TV.”


  “You have an awful way of speaking.”


  “Yeah, well. What can I say? Middle school education was my max.” Gordon pressed the side of his face against the back cushion. “I’ve been on my own since I was, like, nine. Didn’t you read my file?”


  Mr. Greek grimaced. He looked like he was regretting all of his ‘noted civilian’ bragging. “Not everyone has a complete history attached. I’d have to dig to find more information on you before you became involved with Perry.”


  A light bulb went off in Gordon’s head. He gave Mr. Greek a sly look and a half-smile. “I bet there’s a whole big file on him, right?”


  “Yes.”


  “Can I see it?”


  “No.”


  The uncomfortable silence returned, but this time, neither averted their gaze. Now that they were closer together and Gordon wasn’t frantic, he saw that there were dark smudges beneath Mr. Greek’s eyes and his peaked complexion seemed unnatural, made worse by the dark sweep of hair that fell across his forehead.


  He couldn’t help but wonder whether Mr. Greek was also unsure if he’d survive the night himself. Gordon’s survival depended on Mr. Greek, and his continued existence required him to kill Gordon. What a goddamn conundrum. There was still no indication of how much time was left on Gordon’s new expiration ticket, but since patrol cars were still rumbling down the street with their lights flashing and sirens blipping, Gordon could only assume it would be a while longer.


  It seemed that even covert ops of this magnitude required bureaucratic process.


  Mr. Greek picked up the remote control and pointed it at the TV. It occurred to Gordon far too late to stop him. As the television flared to life, the movie that had been streaming in a constant loop appeared on the screen. It was a recording of Marquis and him screwing on the bed. Marquis was sitting on Gordon’s lap facing him, his arms thrown backwards and braced against the sheets as Gordon slammed up into his ass.


  “Well then,” Gordon said with a quiet cough into his hand. “Well.”


  Mr. Greek didn’t seem very shocked. Other than a slight wince when Marquis released a piercing wail, he didn’t so much as shift in discomfort. He didn’t react to the smooth, hairless expanse of Marquis’s leanly muscled body or the sight of Gordon’s dick plunging in and out, slick with lube and completely engorged. The lack of reaction was a tiny bit insulting. Especially with Marquis moaning like the sexiest slut to ever grace an amateur porn flick. The sound of Marquis’s voice soaked with desire and saying his name was enough to make Gordon want to come in his pants. Mr. Greek was clearly dead inside. Or, like, straight.


  Gordon swallowed thickly and tried to ignore the stirrings of arousal. If he got horny now, it would be a disaster. The PD would just make it worse. He’d end up busting a nut all over the couch with his captor sitting right there. Gordon snuck a glance at Mr. Greek and saw that the man’s impassive contemplation had not changed. He looked quite composed as he watched Gordon rail Marquis with brutal precision.


  “So . . . Anyway, sometimes I like to record myself having fun. Or whatever. I was even gonna sub some of my videos to Chance’s porn company, Skyn, but decided that the idea of him watching me get it on was creepy. But me and Marq—”


  “Marquis Delahunt,” Mr. Greek supplied, his eyes still on the television. He looked like some super serious gay porn critic.


  “Yeah, him.” One of the many reasons why he hated Type A people: they had to make sure that you knew that they knew shit before you actually told them.


  “Anyways, we made a ton of these videos after popping Pandora caps. When I’m high, I’ll do just about anything.”


  “You’re high now.”


  Gordon opened his mouth to deny it but stopped. It was probably obvious. His face likely had more color in it and his pupils had been blown even before he’d left the bathroom. His calm-and-cocky routine was also a big shift from the way he’d sniveled like a coward an hour ago.


  “I am. I popped a few—for the pain. They were really low dosage though. Not even a gram combined. I won’t get too messed up. It just simmers me down a lot, you know?”


  Mr. Greek just stared. Gordon thought this moment was somehow significant, but he didn’t know why and the guy’s gorgeously stoic face gave nothing away.


  “You would fuck me if I told you to. If I said I’d let you go in exchange.”


  “Probably. To be honest, I’d let you do me anyway. This video is kind of giving me a woody. I wish you’d shut it off.”


  The television instantly went black. Mr. Greek set the remote down on the arm of the couch. “You’re too free with your body.”


  “Oh, please.”


  “You would have had sex for money? Uploaded these onto the Internet?”


  “For fun,” Gordon corrected. “And it’s not like I don’t bang strangers ever. There’s nothing better than an anonymous freight train fuck in a dark corner of a club. But besides that, me and Marquis used to be a thing.”


  “He seemed quite enthralled by you.”


  “Maybe because he had seven inches of Gordon deep in his ass?”


  “You seemed quite infatuated yourself. You were looking at his face most of the time.”


  Gordon didn’t bother denying it. He was still into Marquis. Even though everyone knew the blond god hung out with him primarily for free Pandora and cheap thrills.


  “Yeah, well. Whatever.” It occurred distantly to Gordon that this information could be used against him.


  “But besides that, you said you would let me do you. The man who assaulted you, kidnapped you and took over your home,” Mr. Greek reminded him. “If you were any more free with your body, you’d be standing on the corner with a welcome sign.”


  “Well, I guess I’m just your average PD-influenced skeevy horndog. But the morality ship sailed a couple of decades ago, bro. Excuse me if I’m not exactly weeping over the loss of my chastity.”


  Mr. Greek looked Gordon up and down, appearing intrigued all of a sudden. “Fill me in on the missing portion of your file.”


  “Why?”


  “I’m curious about how you became who you are. Your file stated that you are the sole survivor of the bombing of an elementary school in Bedford. It was considered one of the biggest tragedies in Lexington during the war. I would have assumed someone would have adopted you, but you stayed on the street.”


  Gordon smiled humorlessly. “People stop caring when the cameras stop rolling and the media loses interest. But I’ll talk about it. If . . . you tell me what I can call you. I’ve been mentally referring to you as something ridiculous.”


  “Does it have something to do with Greek mythology?”


  “Uh. Maybe.”


  Mr. Greek seemed to be weighing his options. The paranoia versus not getting to know what he wanted to know. And Gordon got the feeling that he wasn’t the type of person who was used to being kept in the dark for long.


  “You can call me Adam.”


  “Is that really your name?”


  “Yes.”


  “It’s so ordinary.”


  “That’s why I told you. There are thousands of Adams registered here.”


  Another light bulb went off in Gordon’s head. So, he lived in Lexington. He hadn’t just slipped in to cause trouble down in Glass Town. Gordon filed the information away. Assuming there would be an opportunity to investigate later.


  “Okay, Adam. What do you want to know?”


  “How did you survive? The school was demolished.”


  “I was cushioned by the dead bodies of my classmates,” Gordon said. “A couple of other kids survived the bombing but died of their injuries later.”


  Adam graced him with another intrusive once-over. “Why were you on the street from age—nine, I believe you said. Did your parents perish in the attacks?”


  “Nah, they’d died before the war got bad. My dad had AIDS and my mom got killed in a mugging. Me and my sister got separated after that. Sent to different group homes. I was in a home when the attacks started.”


  Gordon was glad that he was high. He never talked about his family.


  “Do you know your sister?”


  “Yeah, but we don’t speak.”


  “Does she know what you do?”


  “Yeah, she does. And guess what? Her opinion of me is a lot like yours. Which is pretty amazing considering you’re some kind of secret killer and she’s a mercenary. Really noble positions in life you both have.”


  It was too bad that he couldn’t be this unaffected without the drugs.


  “So what about your family?” Gordon queried. “They know about you?”


  “I don’t have any family.” Adam turned away, a fleeting look of displeasure on his face at the direction the conversation had turned.


  Before Gordon could pursue that revelation, someone banged on the door. Adam jumped up, a gun appearing in his hand from God knew where, his body tensing into a half-fighting stance. Gone was the intrigued, curious expression. He was as guarded and on edge as he’d been when they’d first exchanged words. And if the gun that pointed at Gordon’s head was anything to go by, he was ready to kill.


  “Who is it?” Adam hissed.


  “Hell if I know!”


  The person at the door knocked again, and Gordon realized that this could be his chance. He could dive for the door, swing it open and . . . get whoever it was, and himself, shot.


  Well. Maybe not so good of a plan after all.


  He limped to the door and peered through the peephole. This time, Pandora or no Pandora, his heart plummeted.


  It was Chance. He was alone. He also looked furious.


  Gordon hesitated for only a moment, pushing away the fleeting thought about the lockbox in his closet and how he was about to put Adam over his stash. If Chance’s appearance resulted in a gun fight, the money would rot back there until a new tenant found it, anyway. “The closet has a false back. Squeeze into the space behind it,” he whispered, proud that he was way calmer than Adam, who strode to the closet and slipped inside.


  Gordon took a deep breath and undid the locks on the door.


  “Where the fuck have you been?” Chance snarled, shoving Gordon out of the way and barging inside. “I’ve been calling you since Carla got back from Annadale.”


  Gordon faltered. He hadn’t come up with an explanation for that yet. Lucky for him, Chance ranted on before he had to offer one.


  “And what happened to your face?”


  Eureka!


  “Some crazy toon tried to mug me when I came in. He was hanging out by the door in the alley. It was a pretty epic fight.”


  “It looks like you lost epically.” Chance crossed his arms over his chest and glowered at Gordon as if he were willing him to keel over and die.


  Gordon shrugged. The lies flowed easily now that he had a springboard and wasn’t stammering and shifty-eyed like he usually was when confronted by his boss. “Kevin showed up and dragged him off. I slammed my head against the stairs when we fought. I probably have a concussion or something. You’re lucky I’m awake at all now.”


  “I’d be lucky if I found a dealer who was actually worth shit in a fight. I don’t give a damn about your sorry-ass excuses. We have a situation, G-Man, and you disappear off the face of the earth. I keep thinking one day you’ll become more reliable, but I’m apparently reaching for the stars with that hope.”


  Gordon had no real defense. He couldn’t tell Chance, ”By the way, my real attacker is hiding in my closet with a huge gun. Ask him why I didn’t get to call!”


  In reality, he had no idea if Chance stood a fighting chance against someone like Adam. He’d never even seen Chance fight someone by himself. He always had a few enforcers on hand. Carla was usually ripping into his opponent before Chance lifted a hand.


  “Why are you here by yourself, anyways?”


  Chance’s nostrils flared. “Someone set us up, retard. Not many people knew about that deal. If you used your fucking head to think three inches further than your dick and a vial of caps, you’d have already put that together.”


  Nice. Adam was getting a serious earful. It not only blew the lid off any claims that Chance would come looking for him, but it was mortifying to have anyone overhear this type of ass-ripping—even psychotic killers.


  Chance never cut Gordon any slack, and he had zero qualms about letting him know. It irritated Chance that Gordon’s style was so noticeable. It irritated Chance that he always had a smart-ass comment. It irritated Chance that his sister was a nosy merc. And it even irritated Chance that Gordon was so tight with Carla.


  The more he thought about it and the more he watched Chance mouth off and stomp around like a douche, Gordon realized that he didn’t want Chance to find Adam. He didn’t want Chance having something else to hold over his head. And even stranger, he didn’t want Chance potentially beating Adam. It was unlikely, but it was still possible. Gordon would deal with things himself.


  “Where’s Carla now?”


  “With Marquis.”


  Dread swept through the golden waves of Gordon’s high.


  “She didn’t hurt him, did she?”


  Gordon hadn’t known the question would be so wrath-inducing. Before he even registered the movement of Chance’s arm, his fist was slamming into Gordon’s face. Blood erupted out of his lips as his teeth cut into the inside of his cheek. The pain was distant—removed, but the blood was very real. Gordon crouched on the carpet and touched his now-bloody mouth.


  “Grab your dick and get ahold of yourself.” Chance fisted the front of Gordon’s shirt and hauled him up. He shoved him against the wall with so much force that the shelves next to them shook. “I’m sick of you and your obsession with that faggot. You and Carla could have been put in jail and I have my doubts about how little it would take for you to give me up.”


  “That’s bullshit.” Gordon wiped blood from his mouth with the back of his hand. “Why don’t you grab hold of your own fucking dick?”


  He usually backed down, but right now the combination of getting beaten up twice in one night, and the humiliation of Adam overhearing this shit show, was making him stupidly brave. Or maybe it was the drugs. It was hard to tell what was natural and what wasn’t anymore.


  “This ain’t the first time we’ve been courted by the cops. I know what the hell I’m doing. I’m the one that spotted the DTs, I’m the one that made the call to cancel the deal, and I’m the one that decided to get the hell out of Dodge. Don’t come in here trying to blame me for something that I helped smooth over.”


  Chance looked so taken aback by the response that Gordon could have laughed. The best part was that Chance couldn’t deny it; he’d just wanted a scapegoat.


  “If you don’t mind, it’d be great if you left me alone now. I feel like shit, even worse now thanks, and I don’t have anything else to tell you. Call me when you have something for me to do.”


  Chance looked like he might argue, but then he released Gordon with a sneer. “Fine. But you better answer your phone next time.”


  Gordon fought the urge to comment on how lame of a parting shot that was, and kept his mouth shut until Chance stormed out of the apartment. Chance was pissed, but Gordon couldn’t bring himself to care. He just threw himself down on the couch and closed his eyes. Fear couldn’t penetrate the Pandora wave he was riding. Nothing could. He wasn’t even concerned about the low ringing that emanated from the other side of the room. Gordon knew it was coming from the phone that Adam had been clutching all night, but he felt so high and resigned and uninterested in battling the inevitable uncoolness of his life that he no longer gave a damn.


  He didn’t hear Adam approach, but Gordon could feel him moving closer. He didn’t bother to look. He didn’t tense up, not even when Adam stopped next to him. Gordon didn’t react when he felt something cold and hard caress his cheek, running down the side of it and rubbing against his busted lip.


  “You should stop taking Pandora,” Adam said in a low breath.


  Gordon’s eyes cracked open and he gazed up at his captor. The gun was still brushing against his mouth, almost obscenely gentle, tugging down the damp swell of his lower lip in a way that made his balls tighten.


  Jesus. He was a mess.


  “What does it matter? It makes me feel good and I’m not scared anymore.”


  Adam dragged the muzzle of the gun down further; it kissed Gordon’s chin before descending along the column of his neck. “Pandora mutes your feelings. The purpose is to lower your inhibitions—to make you not care about the consequences of what you do.”


  “Yes.” That was why he liked it.


  “That,” Adam continued, “is a bad thing.”


  Gordon’s train of thought ground to a halt. The gun was sliding lower now, tracing his collarbone.


  “Before you took it, you were frightened and anxious, but those are your survival instincts—those emotions keep people alive and alert. The Pandora killed your fight for survival. It made you not care about this situation just like it makes you not care about who uses your body.”


  Gordon tried to fight the attraction he felt to a man who was holding a gun on him. But he couldn’t help it. And it was for the very reasons Adam was providing.


  “What does it matter to you?” he whispered.


  “Because I feel sorry for you.”


  A surge of confusion lowered the heat of Gordon’s arousal.


  “And now I can’t kill you.” Adam slowly retracted the gun, letting it drag along Gordon once more. “So take care of yourself, Gordon. You came close to dying. Don’t waste the fact that you still have a life.”


  Gordon started to sit up, but Adam shoved him back down to the couch.


  “Don’t look out the window when I leave. Don’t mention me to your friends. And keep in mind that if you fuck me over, I’ll fuck you harder in return. I have ways of monitoring you that would make you reel at their invasiveness.”


  “I—”


  Adam put a finger to Gordon’s blood-stained mouth. “Shut up.”


  Gordon’s mouth closed.


  “Go to sleep. And pretend this was all a dream.”


  When Adam lapsed into silence, staring and waiting, Gordon realized what Adam wanted him to do. So he shut his eyes and allowed his body to go slack against the couch.


  He focused on trying to capture this moment, on not forgetting. There was something special about coming so close to death and managing to escape. He knew he would want to remember when he was sober and looking for a moment in his life when he hadn’t been completely fucked.


  



  



  



  Chapter Four


  The Industrial District was bathed in shadows. Looming smoke stacks crowded the skies over factories that had ceased functioning after the WWIII bombings ravaged Lexington. Dilapidated buildings lined the streets that ran parallel to the docks; their windows punched out, and doors guarded by gang members who weren’t shy about flashing the hardware they carried to keep unwanted squatters and rivals away. It was one of the reasons Adam had bypassed the empty factories earlier in the night and had ducked into an apartment building instead.


  Getting into a gunfight with a foot soldier of the South Side Boys would attract attention that he wanted to avoid. And killing them would put a price on his head that he didn’t need. Especially now that he would be in the Industrial District on a regular basis thanks to Gordon Frost.


  Adam kept his hands in the pockets of his borrowed pants and followed the river north. The waterfront was not deserted. Whores stood in clusters along the edges of long avenues that ended in the heart of the slums. There were young women and men alike working the corners, never far from the gang members who lurked in the shadows of store awnings nearby. They were pimps or protection. Maybe both. They stared at Adam but he kept his head down, not interested in the challenge that direct eye contact would create. He didn’t care about them or their business. He was only concerned with getting back to the Agency’s compound.


  Before long, graffiti-covered and crumbling buildings gave way to green space and skyscrapers. The sprawl of urban decay was nonexistent in northern Lexington despite the fact that the poor districts looked as though they belonged in some dystopian nightmare. Even with the Wastelands surrounding the perimeter of the city, the bridge a shattered landmark in the distance and eighty percent of the population living far below the poverty level, Lexington still managed to be one of the most thriving metropolises in the post-war east coast. If you didn’t go too far south, it was easy to see why the government used Lexington as an example of American never-give-up-and-back-down values. And he usually didn’t. Not with the compound dominating the center of All Saints, the well-to-do neighborhood on the opposite side of the city.


  Trees surrounded the Agency, protecting it from the prying eyes of civilians. The wrought-iron fence that circled it prevented anyone from daring to step inside. The official cover for the sprawling property was that it housed the headquarters and laboratories for a corporation called Johnson’s Pharmaceuticals. With the sheer amount of crime—corporate and gang-related—that targeted pharmaceutical companies, it gave the Agency an ideal excuse for the security.


  Relief swept over Adam when he saw the guard tower looming in the distance. However, the closer he got, the feeling gave way to anxiety. The guards at the gate recognized him, but went through the motions of a retina scan regardless. The machine emitted a short beep once it was complete. The guard looked at him with interest.


  “You’re red-flagged, Agent Blake.”


  “Where?”


  “The Tower. General Carhart wants to debrief you in conference room 3.”


  “Where’s Willis?”


  “Hell if I know.”


  Adam cursed inwardly. “Fine.”


  An order to report to his commanding officer’s boss was not a good sign. He strode across the courtyard, approaching the glass high-rise that was the hub of activity, and tried to maintain his calm as he took the stairs to the third floor. His anxiety spiked when he grasped the handle to the door of the conference room, and shot higher when he pushed it open and saw that his team was inside; Jenny who was his spotter, and Wanda, who provided the intelligence. She threw him a dirty look when he stepped inside.


  The table stretched between him and the rest of the team with General Carhart at the head of it. The general looked too young to be second-in-command of their covert organization, but one glance into his cool blue eyes made Adam’s stomach knot up.


  “Where’s General Willis?”


  “Have a seat, Agent Blake.”


  Adam sat down while Jenny tried to catch his eye, but he faced Carhart, back straight and hands flat on the table. The sleeves of his protective armor were visible beneath the sweater he’d stolen from Gordon.


  “General Willis is at another briefing.” Carhart folded his hands in front of him, fingers threading together. “There was no purpose in waiting for him to finish. The rest of your team has already been debriefed, but the Marshal wants answers from you now. She’s been trying to clean up the mess you made when you allowed the media and local law enforcement to get a description of you. How were you seen?”


  “The target’s web of security was more intricate than anticipated.”


  “That’s all you have for me?”


  “It’s the most direct summary of events.” Adam looked at Jenny and Wanda, but neither woman gave anything away. “Ambassador DuPont had her own security detail and men camouflaged within the crowd as expected, but there were also spotters stationed in the surrounding buildings. As per the outline, I waited until she approached her vehicle, when her entourage was focused on the journalists and attendees of the banquet, before taking her out. My position had been secure until that point, but as soon as I engaged, a sniper in the neighboring building caught sight of me. I saw the reflection of his scope and evaded the bullet. I managed to terminate the target regardless.”


  “How impressive. The problem is that killing her was a last resort. The Marshal and I listened to the recordings from your comm units. Agent White had just started to approach when you blew the Ambassador’s brains out.”


  “Yes. But at that point, I’d been seen, and there would have been no way to bring the target in without a firefight in the middle of Glass Town. We would have had scores of civilian casualties, a bigger media nightmare and—”


  “And you don’t know that. The point of the mission was to find a link to the scientist known as Aurora, and DuPont was that link. Now she’s dead and so is our lead. The chances of us getting another hook on Aurora are slim at best. By the time Wanda finds another source, the scientist will have been courted by every terrorist organization and insurgent group with an interest in chemical warfare and gene modification.”


  Adam could feel Wanda’s beady-eyed glare burning into the side of his head.


  “I’m sorry, sir. All I can say is that we were unprepared for the level of security that DuPont had in place, and I thought it best to take her out before she could escape and solidify a deal between her people and Aurora.”


  Carhart’s scrutiny was unceasing. “Was your face concealed?”


  For the first time, Adam hesitated. His fingers pressed down harder on the table. “No. I’d left my mask in the van.”


  “Foolish of you.”


  “I’m aware of that.”


  The general didn’t react to the edge in Adam’s voice. He pinned Adam with a long, assessing stare before glancing down at the slim tablet lying on the table in front of him. “Local law enforcement had a description of you, but fortunately, it was vague. White male in his late twenties to early thirties, black hair, pale, medium build. Nevertheless, police were combing the streets for you.”


  “I was able to evade notice.”


  “How?”


  Adam’s mouth felt dry, but he didn’t so much as twitch under the weight of Carhart’s stare. “I abandoned my original egress point and used a cable to slide down the south side of the building. Once I reached street level, I escaped Glass Town and went into Crandall Park. The area was hot with gang activity and provided distraction, so I was able to make it to the Industrial District where I found cover.”


  “Where?”


  A shred of aggravation worked through Adam’s calm façade, and his words came out faster. “I slipped into an apartment building behind a mother and child who had made it in just before curfew. I gained access to an empty apartment and stayed there until Wanda gave me the all clear.”


  Carhart’s gaze never flickered and Adam didn’t allow his own to drop. The echo of the lie seemed to fill the room and he wondered if somehow, they already knew and had simply waited for him to lie before dragging him upstairs to be interrogated and tortured. Or down to the basement for worse.


  “Were you seen by any civilians?”


  “No.”


  “Wanda stated that she heard another voice when you called in.”


  Adam’s lip curled and could not keep the dislike from his face when he looked at Wanda again. Jenny did the same. The Intel agent appeared unapologetic, the twin looks of loathing from the field agents not affecting her in the slightest.


  “It was the television. I was watching the news to keep track of the story.”


  Carhart’s serious expression didn’t ease. He seemed to be searching for half-truths or complete lies; likely taking in Adam’s body language and the sweat that dampened his face. He wondered if anyone else could hear the way his throat clicked dryly with each swallow.


  There was no doubt that he should have killed Gordon. A dead civilian was acceptable collateral damage. A living witness was a threat to their employers. Remaining in the shadows was what had allowed the Agency to exist undetected for so long. And in a world that was teeming with rebel organizations that wanted the government decapitated and the ideals of their country eradicated, the Agency was needed to do the dirty work. Ensuring the survival of the nation with murder.


  “I want a formal report by tomorrow morning,” Carhart said. “Your file will be marked with an infraction notice and you will temporarily be placed on probationary stasis until this mess with Aurora is sorted out.”


  Adam nodded. He didn’t give a damn about being on stasis. Not being active in the field would give him more time to deal with the Gordon situation. Unless stasis led to termination.


  “I understand, sir.”


  “Good.”


  The general stood, swept a steady look over the three of them, and headed for the door. He stopped just before opening it. “Don’t be sloppy again, Agent Blake. You have the potential to be greater than you allow yourself to be. Lack of ambition and laziness will lead to a short career and a fast death.”


  Adam didn’t reply and the door clicked shut. It was then that he allowed himself to sit back in the chair, wetting his lips as the tension eased out of his frame.


  “You bitch.” Jenny’s voice was venomous.


  Wanda stood up and collected her belongings from the table. The hardened gel from her liberty spikes shone beneath the lights. “I take that as a compliment.”


  Jenny slammed her hand down on the table, causing her own tablet to jump against the glass. “You didn’t have to tell them that you heard a voice. Were you trying to get Adam in trouble or what?”


  “I don’t lie for anyone. Especially not a douchebag who’s too stupid to bring his mask.”


  Adam watched his team clash, saying nothing, not even to defend himself.


  “Cunt.”


  “You’re breaking my heart. You really are.” Wanda flipped Jenny off and moved around the table. She paused beside Adam before leaving, and leaned down so that their faces were level. “And next time you talk to me like you did on the phone, you can track your own fucking data. I don’t take shit from field agents. Especially not screw-up field agents. Keep that in mind.”


  “Duly noted.” Adam watched Wanda leave the room.


  “Are you okay?” Jenny’s breath hissed out as she got to her feet. She’d changed out of her body armor and was wearing loose clothing which made him wonder if they’d dragged her out of bed to come to a second briefing just for him.


  “I’m fine.”


  She approached and put a hand on his shoulder. “Are you sure? I would have been shitting bricks. I just about had a heart attack when I walked in and saw Carhart. I thought we were all about to be fitted with a toe tag.”


  “No need for a toe tag in the incinerator.” He looked up, noting the yawn that she’d been trying to muffle. “Get some sleep.”


  “You want to get food or something?”


  “No. I told you I’m fine.” He stood. “Go home and get some sleep. The sun will be up in a few hours.”


  Jenny hesitated. She probably knew he was holding back. After working together for so long, he would have been surprised if she hadn’t picked up on it, but she still didn’t push. She knew better, and that was why he generally liked Jenny better than the other assholes on the compound. She just nodded, patted his shoulder again, and left the room. When he was sure that she was gone from the corridor, he left as well.


  No one stopped him from leaving, but he was more aware than ever of the cameras that recorded his every move. The guards were vigilant, but whatever they didn’t see was documented and interred in the Agency’s files.


  His movements were calm as he left through the gates, turning in the direction of the nearby apartment buildings. Another camera in the lobby would show his return home but since the Agency had only acquired the property recently, the surveillance would end there.


  When he shut the door, Adam stood in the middle of his spartan apartment and stared at the blank white walls. There was little to distract him from the thoughts churning in his brain and from the disquiet that hadn’t dissipated since he’d made the decision to leave Gordon alive.


  “Damnit.”


  Adam stripped off his borrowed clothes—noticing the faint smell of cologne that didn’t belong to him when he ripped the sweater over his head—and left a trail that led to the shower.


  Streams of cold water hit his face, and he squeezed his eyes shut, trying to banish the scenarios that had replayed in his mind from the moment his resolve to terminate Gordon had slipped. There were many ways that Adam’s screw up could play out and most of them ended in death for him, or Gordon, or both of them. If Carhart or the Marshal caught wind of a civilian witness, especially one who had enough clues to be trouble, a hit squad would be sent to wipe Lexington of all traces of both Gordon and himself. No one knew about the Agency, not even the executive branch of the goddamn government. A big-mouthed street urchin like Gordon having a hint was unthinkable.


  Adam thudded his head against the tiled wall. Stupid. He was so very stupid. All it had taken was a wretched expression and a miserable back-story for him to cave to Gordon’s red-rimmed hazel eyes. The idiot hadn’t even tried that hard to save himself, but Adam’s resoluteness had crumbled anyway. So much for self-preservation and survival instincts. He was as much of a moron as the drug dealer. The whole thing was a colossal clusterfuck and a one-way trip to the incinerator waiting to happen.


  He stepped out of the shower and stared down at the water that pooled on the floor. The scenarios kept spinning: him being dragged to the Tower’s basement in the middle of the night, and Gordon being taken to the Tower’s fourth-floor Containment Center to be interrogated and tortured until the Marshal was satisfied that he had told no one else. The possibility was so much worse than a clean death.


  Adam shook his head and strode to his bedroom. It took only minutes to fill a backpack with supplies and slip out through the kitchen window, creeping down the fire escape alongside the building.


  He skirted the street, disappearing into the darkness, and made his way to the metro station. The strain of the day was starting to wear on him, but he needed to return to the Industrial District. Now that he had the right tools, it was easy to slip into Gordon’s building and then upstairs where he picked the lock.


  There was no shout of alarm when Adam entered the studio. A lone light shone from the kitchen, casting a dull golden halo on the stove. Adam turned it off, the click loud in the stillness of the room, and approached Gordon’s bed.


  Gordon was wearing the same clothes that he’d had on a couple of hours ago but they’d become wrinkled in his sleep. His shirt had skewed up to show a toned stomach and his pants dragged down so the band of his underwear peeked out. A sheen of sweat covered Gordon’s pale skin and his red hair was damp and sticking to the sides of his face as he slept.


  Adam stared down and did not move. The weight of the gun in his holster was an unforgiving reminder of his purpose, but he didn’t remove it. He just stood and gazed at the parted lips, the splayed fingers, and the hollow of Gordon’s throat. And then Gordon made a sound in his sleep. Low, hoarse, and vulnerable, before licking his lips and rolling onto his side in a fetal position. His spine stood out slightly when he curled inward and Adam’s attention was drawn to stark black text that was tattooed along the ridges.


  Emma, Yelfli, Corey, Mira, Dan.


  Adam reached out without thinking, and his fingers brushed the scrawled names before he could stop himself. He jerked his hand back, but remained rooted to the spot. It was a struggle to wrap his hand around the grip of his gun, to remove it and aim it at Gordon’s head. In the moonlight, the bruises looked more vivid against his fair skin and it was hard not to stare at the abused swell of his mouth. How someone who looked so unguarded and innocent in sleep could be at the crux of such a massive disaster was beyond Adam.


  The lights of a passing car flashed through the windows, shining across Adam’s face as it drove by. It snapped him out of his temporary stupor, but even then, he did not do what he’d told himself needed to be done. Not with Gordon slack with sleep and body temptingly exposed on the bed.


  He stepped away from the bed, switching gears to his back-up plan, and let the darkness of the apartment swallow him once again.


  



  



  



  Chapter Five


  When Gordon’s high had worn off, he’d had a panic attack.


  His breath had felt like it was being ripped out of him and put in some unattainable location. The impassiveness that came with the drug had vanished and had been replaced by hyperventilating and dry-heaving. He’d lain on the bathroom floor for over an hour until the tremors ceased and his chest loosened. As soon as he’d been able to stand, he’d bolted to the front door and flipped every lock.


  The lucid realization that he was only alive on Adam’s whim had made Gordon’s stomach go hollow all over again, and the beginnings of terror had threatened to loosen the weak grip he’d just gotten on his nerves. He’d had no idea why Adam let him live, but there was no reason for him to believe Adam wouldn’t change his mind and return, gun in hand.


  On the verge of another meltdown, Gordon had cowered in the bed with his eyes glued to the door. It hadn’t taken long for exhaustion to win out over vigilance. Nightmares had plagued him; Marquis and Chance were in some, killing each other or taking turns hurting him, but Adam had been in them all.


  At a point during the night, one of the dreams had become so vivid that Gordon’s eyes snapped open. The studio had been pitch black; even the small bulb above the stove had been turned off. There’d been a sense of wrongness in the room, something that had made the hair on his body stand on end and his heart slam against his ribcage. Fear had paralyzed him and he’d watched the shadows closely until falling asleep again.


  



  * * *


  



  When he woke up from the restless sleep, sunbeams were shining squarely into his face and Carla was in his apartment.


  “What—” His voice was hoarse and his throat felt raw. “Carla?”


  She gave him a megawatt smile. “Finally!”


  “What?” he repeated, trying to sit up and failing when his head spun. “Whe—”


  “Shhhh,” Carla soothed, petting his damp hair and easing him back down on the bed. “Just chill out, G. You’ve got a fever.”


  “Fever?”


  “Yeah. It was pretty bad when I first got here. You probably have that flu-thing that’s killed, like, eight million and one people all over the country or whatever.”


  She began stripping the blanket off the bed. Gordon shivered and didn’t stop even when a fresh comforter was lain on top of him.


  “Eight million?”


  “Well, more like thirty. But a few people die and they act like the four horsemen came through. Watch your head.”


  Gordon shifted forward so she could replace his damp pillowcase as well. She was so sweet and attentive that he would have fallen in love with her at this point if he weren’t gay.


  “What are you doing here, anyways?” He peered around her and saw there was a pot of something simmering on his stove. “What’s that?”


  “Homemade turkey soup with potatoes and carrots. I even made cornbread which I usually don’t bust out in the middle of summer. My tits have been sweating for two hours.”


  “You’re such a buttercup,” he said with a weak grin. “When you gonna settle down and find some guy to be a badass wife for?”


  Carla rolled her eyes and leaned forward, pressing her soft lips against his cheek. “I already found one, bendito. He just doesn’t appreciate my boobs for what they are.”


  Gordon released a low hacking cough and she wrinkled her petite nose, standing and going to the kitchen area of the studio.


  “God, you reek of sickness. You were fine yesterday. What the hell happened?”


  “Probably all that fresh Annadale air. I told you that shit was wicked.”


  She scoffed and began ladling out a bowl of soup. “More likely that your immune system got all screwed up from the back and forth between here and Annadale. You’d never know that we’re only five hours from there. It’s almost thirty degrees colder in Lexington; it’s more like October up here than the end of August. And the stress of nearly getting busted probably didn’t help.”


  The smell of soup crept in past his stuffed up nose and made his stomach rumble. Carla placed the bowl, a plate of cornbread and a glass of orange juice on a tray and brought it over to him. He had no idea where the it had come from—definitely wasn’t something he owned.


  “Thanks.”


  Carla placed the tray on his lap and perched on the end of the bed. She studied him while he ate. It was clear that she had something on her mind, but was trying not to hound the invalid. That lasted all of five minutes.


  “Who’s Adam?”


  Gordon nearly spat the soup out, but recovered by feigning a cough. “Huh?”


  “I dunno. You said the name a couple of times in your sleep.”


  “That’s weird. Do we even know an Adam?”


  “Don’t think so. You were saying all sorts of strange shit. I think you were delirious. Your fever was so high, hon. I thought we were gonna have to haul your ass down to the hospital, but I know you hate those places, so I made myself wait.”


  Gordon shot her a grateful smile. He’d had serious hospital phobia ever since being confined to one of the filthy, disease-ridden clinics in the Industrial District after being dragged out of the rubble of his school. Carla was one of the few people who understood.


  “Hey,” he croaked after slurping a few spoonfuls. “What do you mean, we?”


  “Chance was here with me, at first.” Carla rolled her eyes. “He was all fired up and ready to kill you because once again, you weren’t picking up his calls this morning.”


  “Fuck him.” Gordon tongued the cut in his lip. “Was he planning on beating the shit out of me again?”


  Carla’s curious expression darkened. She probably thought Chance had done all of the damage to his face, and Gordon wasn’t about to correct her.


  “If he were anyone else, I would have ripped his nuts off for—”


  “It’s fine,” he said.


  Once she got into violent ranting-mode, it was almost impossible to get her to stop, and she wasn’t the type of person to leave it at venting. Several times she’d followed up by confronting whoever had pissed her off. In this case, that would be Chance and that would only make the situation worse.


  “He was just stressed, okay? It’s not a huge deal.”


  “Bullshit. He just wanted to smack someone around because he had no one else to blame for Annadale. Also, he’s all freaked out that we’re going to be under the microscope now.”


  “But was it Annadale cops? Or Feds?” Gordon ate another spoonful of deliciously hot broth. “If it was Annadale cops, they can’t exactly follow us up here, can they? They probably just got sick of having all of their college kids high on PD all the time. I heard there’s been all sorts of shit going on down there. People disappearing and stuff.”


  “I don’t keep up with Annadale news. I have no idea what the deal is and neither does Chance. Marquis—”


  Gordon nearly dropped his spoon. Somehow, he’d forgotten about Marquis.


  “—didn’t know shit. He wasn’t behind it. The DTs that showed weren’t even the patsies that he’d intended to set us up with. Somewhere along the line, someone caught wind of the deal and intercepted. We just have no clue how. He was probably running his damn mouth again, trying to act cool with his rich friends.”


  “Yeah, but he’s always been that way. We have connections all up and down the East Coast because of Marquis and this is the first time a deal’s gone south.”


  “Yeah, I guess so,” she said.


  Gordon finished his soup and took a bite out of the cornbread. It was more difficult to swallow, but so buttery and delicious that he was willing to suffer for the taste. He gobbled the whole slice down in thirty seconds and forced himself not to beg for more. Instead, he put the tray on the side table and lay down again.


  “So. . . .”


  “So, what?”


  Gordon hesitated and drew the comforter up to his chin. She knew what he was going to ask, and like Chance, she’d be pissed. His weakness for Marquis was a sore subject with just about everyone on the planet who gave a damn. It took him a couple of moments to bail on asking. It’s not like he could change anything that had happened between her, Chance and Marquis, anyway.


  “When did you get here?”


  “Me and Chance were here early in the morning, but I returned after buying food. You looked really bad when we first got here, though. Even Chance was concerned.”


  “Yeah, okay. And I have Pandora-flavored balls.”


  “Well,” Carla said, laughing. “He was for a minute or so. Then he just got annoyed that you, quote, always have some kind of problem, end quote.”


  “To hell with him. He thinks he’s so perfect.”


  “Believe me, he’s not.”


  “Yeah? Does he ever, like . . . confide in you when he’s trying to be smooth and get romantic?”


  “Not really. All I know is that his mother died when he was a teenager, he inherited a lot of money from her and his grandparents, and that he’s never met his father.”


  “Hmm.”


  “Who cares, anyway? He’s just an annoying person who happens to be filthy rich. When it comes down to it, he’s only as powerful as the connections he has and those connections aren’t even his own. Everything he has, has been handed to him.” She paused, frowning. “I don’t know, Gordon. He didn’t use to be like this. He never had an open-door policy on emotions or thoughtfulness, but the more powerful he becomes, the more he tries to control everyone. It doesn’t help that he has the South Side Boys and Outlaws wanting everything he has.”


  “Then he should be thrilled that he has an iron grip on my balls, but he fucker still can’t stand me.”


  “That’s because he doesn’t have as much control over us as you think,” she countered. “We’re a package deal.”


  Gordon grunted. He didn’t particularly feel like he was on equal footing with Carla in anyone’s eyes, but she never seemed to share that point of view. Chance’s jealousy seemed so irrational sometimes, but with her going around making big claims like that, it was no wonder why the guy felt threatened.


  The ache in his body prompted him to sweep a cursory glance across the room in an attempt to locate a bottle of painkillers. Pandora was his preferred remedy, but he wasn’t going down that road at the moment. He pulled the covers against him tighter, and dreaded the moment when Carla left. Being sick was awful, especially when he was alone. The thought caused something to occur to him.


  “Hey, were you guys here at all late last night?”


  “No. We came this morning.”


  “You’re sure Chance wasn’t around in the middle of the night? You didn’t give him the keys I gave you?”


  “Gordon, what’s going on? First, Chance said you gave him some weird story about being mugged, and unless it was a South Side Boy, I highly doubt anyone around here is stupid enough to mug you when they know who you’re connected with. What’s the deal?”


  Gordon thought about the night before—the pitch blackness of the apartment and the feeling that there had been someone else in the room.


  “G?”


  He opened his eyes and looked at her, wanting to tell her everything. She was smarter than him and a lot cooler under pressure. She would know what to say to calm him down. Shit, she’d probably know more about what Adam might have been involved with. The fleeting thought passed without sticking; he wouldn’t tell her, not with Adam’s warning ringing in his ears. But he could ask her about Glass Town.


  “Hey, did you hear about anything big going on in Glass Town last night?”


  “Gordon, don’t change the subject.”


  “I—” He paused, undecided. There was no doubt that Adam was keeping an eye or ear on him, and probably on all of the people that Gordon had been stupid enough to talk about while stoned.


  I have ways of monitoring you that would make you reel at their invasiveness.


  “I’m not changing it. It was just weird. I came home and I ran into Kevin Arias. He told me to get my ass inside because the cops were patrolling hardcore, looking for someone involved in this big situation down in Glass Town. Then, as soon as he left and I walked up to the building, some crazy-ass toon came out of nowhere and tried to jump me.”


  Carla crossed her arms and cocked her head in a way that was so fucking her. She took everything with a grain of salt.


  “He wanted me to unlock the front door and let him in, I guess, so he’d have somewhere to hide indoors. I should have just done it, it didn’t have shit to do with me as long as he just stayed in the lobby. But I didn’t know what was going on or who he was—he could have been some kind of murderer for all I knew. So, I made an awful attempt at fighting him, and he beat the crap out of me, but another squad car came rolling down the street. He took off like some fucked up ninja.”


  “Why didn’t you just tell Chance that?”


  “Because,” Gordon said, tired of the inquisition. Why couldn’t anyone ever take him at face value? He’d come up with a perfectly believable lie and she was still questioning him. “It sounds stupid and coincidental, and Chance was looking for a reason to bust my balls. Kind of like you’re doing now.”


  “I’m not busting your balls. There’s just a lot going on. With Chance, Annadale, and even the Outlaws leader. Fender Maxwell is trying hard to budge in on Chance’s Pandora trade.”


  “I know.”


  “No,” she retorted. “You don’t. Fender has had his dealers peddling Static as a new and improved version of Pandora. And, even though that stuff is just the food stamp, broke-ass version of PD, there’re enough people willing to try it to make things shitty for us. You’d know that if you paid attention to anything other than your dick.”


  “Wow. Thanks a lot, Chance Jr.”


  “It’s true, and you know it.” Carla stood. “If you’d known, you wouldn’t be messing around with Aiden Samu and his psycho brother.”


  Gordon closed his eyes, willing her voice to drown out and turn into Charlie Brown warbles. “Cool story.”


  “Gordon, I just want you to be okay.”


  “Other than the fever and the bruises, I’m fucking peachy. Thanks for the soup.”


  He felt her hovering over him, but it didn’t take her long to move away with a quiet sigh. Gordon’s irritation had turned into full-on anger, and he had no desire to partake in more discussions about how idiotic everyone thought he was.


  Gordon put his head under the pillow while she moved around the kitchen, and they didn’t speak again. When she left the apartment a little later, he threw the covers off and stood up. The slow burn of anger didn’t fade even with his kitchen spotless and the leftover food stowed away. Even though she was the closest person to him in the world, her opinion of him wasn’t much better than Chance’s.


  They could both go to hell.


  



  



  



  Chapter Six


  In the two days it took Gordon to become mobile again, his paranoia had reached astronomical heights. He jumped at every noise and shadow, barely sleeping, for fear that Adam would return. But there was no sign of him, or his alleged surveillance techniques, and Gordon decided to see Marquis as soon as his fever broke.


  He spent more time than necessary fussing over his appearance. He styled his hair and picked out a pair of jeans that was tight enough to show off his bulge, but could do nothing about the combination of dark circles and fading bruises that marred his face. Not that it mattered. Marquis was movie-star hot and Gordon was only a little above average with very few other redeeming qualities. Being a ginger didn’t help. All he knew how to do was fuck well and be a smartass.


  Gordon gave up after several minutes spent trying to tousle his hair to hide some of the bruises, and shoved some condoms in his pocket. When he strode out of the building, wariness had him wishing he’d popped a few caps. Instead of turning back, he hurried across the street and looked over his shoulder more than once. He had the sneaking feeling that someone was nearby, watching.


  The skittishness didn’t subside until he sped out of the Industrial District and into the well-lit, gentrified part of the city. The wealthy areas had been the first to be renovated following the war, and the contrast between them and his own neighborhood was unsettling. Whenever Gordon left the south side of Lexington, he was dogged by the feeling that he did not belong. It was part of the reason why he didn’t move up and out of the slums that had spawned him.


  Marquis, on the other hand, had been bred in a multi-million dollar condo that he’d inherited in West Shore. The place made Gordon feel more low class than usual, and the concierge made sure to drive that point home. No matter how often Gordon visited, Henry stared at him like he was a stain that was smudging the spotless marble floors.


  “’Sup Henry. How’s it hanging?”


  “Mr. Frost.” Henry averted his gaze.


  “Marquis in?”


  Henry gave him an acidic stare and picked up the phone. Within moments his expression changed as though he had to put on the polite act through the wires as well.


  “Mr. Delahunt, good evening. Mr. Frost is here to see you.” There was a pause. “You are most welcome.”


  Gordon leaned against Henry’s desk. “We good?”


  “Benjamin will—”


  “Aren’t we past the escort shit by now?” Gordon held up a hand to thwart Benjamin from approaching. The guy had the most pointless job ever—taking people up and down the elevator. “Back off, my man. I can take it from here.”


  Benjamin gave him a dirty look. “You’ll follow the rules or you’ll be escorted out.”


  “By who? You?” The guy had to be joking. He looked all of 5’4” and a buck thirty. “C’mon pal. I’m not much of a fighter, but even I could scrap with you.”


  “Mr. Frost, there is no need to cause problems. You should be familiar with this routine by now.”


  “Man, I’ve been coming here for two years. I think I know the way up to the tenth floor by now. I know I don’t look too bright, but pressing numbers ain’t exactly rocket science. And I’m pretty sure someone’s monitoring the security cameras so they can see what dastardly shit I get up to in elevators.”


  “Are you quite through?”


  Gordon grinned at Henry again. “Admit it. You just want to give this kid something to do. You need to give him a task so he can keep getting paid, right? Is he a relative or something a little kinkier?”


  Henry’s eyes widened and Benjamin let out a strangled squawk of protest.


  “Trust me, I’m not gonna judge. It will be our little secret.”


  “Mr. Frost if you do not—”


  “Is there a problem?”


  Gordon and the two West Shore employees turned to the elevator. Marquis stood there in all his studly glory. He was barefoot, shirtless, and wearing loose cotton pants. He was walking sex—instant boner material. At the moment though, Marquis was sporting some serious signs of damage. He had a large bruise on his right cheekbone, but most of the assault seemed to have been focused below the neck.


  “Hi there,” Gordon said, forcing a smile.


  Marquis’s arctic stare turned from him to Henry. “What’s going on?”


  “Nothing, Mr. Delahunt.” Henry’s speech became more affected with Marquis in front of him. “Mr. Frost was just going up.”


  Gordon scoffed. Well, that was an about face if he’d ever seen one. Maybe the old codger was freaked out because Marquis looked so pissed off; usually he was all sorts of cocky smiles and sexy swaggers.


  “Fine, then. Let’s go.”


  Marquis turned on his heel and stalked back to the elevator. Gordon’s eyes instantly dropped to his ass, noticing how the muscles flexed beneath the thin cotton of his pants.


  “How are you feeling?”


  Marquis shot him another lethal glare and crossed his arms over his chest. “Just wonderful, baby. Why would you even think to ask?”


  Well, this was going to be fun, Gordon thought with a low sigh.


  When they reached the tenth floor, Marquis stormed out of the elevator looking as though he didn’t care if Gordon followed. He threw the door to his penthouse open and crossed the foyer in sullen silence before flinging himself down into one of the plush sofas in the living room.


  “I’m so angry with you, G. I didn’t think I could be this mad at you for anything. You’re usually my favorite.”


  Gordon clicked the door shut and walked further inside, stopping to stand above Marquis. He tried to be serious but it was difficult when Marquis was splayed before him like a beat-up porn star. Although, he technically was a beat-up porn star. Maybe that was why Chance’s enforcers had been careful not to screw up the merchandise. Skyn fanboys loved Marquis’s All-American good looks.


  “Well, I wasn’t too thrilled with you either, after I nearly got thrown in the can.”


  “That. Was not. My. Fault. So fuck you, if you think so. Fuck you and your little whore friend.”


  “Hey now.” Gordon crossed his arms over his chest. “Be nice. Don’t talk about her that way.”


  “Be nice!” Marquis shouted. He swung his legs over the side of the couch and sat upright. “Do you see what that bitch did to me?”


  “Marquis—”


  “I have a pool party to go to tonight! How am I supposed to show up looking like someone used me as a punching bag?”


  Gordon shook his head. “Pool party. Seriously, Marquis? That’s the main issue here?” Leave it to Marquis to choose something so retardedly inane to throw into the conversation.


  Marquis glared. “Do not make fun of me.”


  “I’m not!”


  Gordon turned to the bar that ran the length of the room. He knew that Marquis was watching, and found himself standing up straighter and throwing his shoulders back more. “It’s just hard to take you seriously when I spent the last two days being scared shitless that you were dead in a hole somewhere, and then I show up to hear you crying about a pool party. It’s just like—really?”


  “If you were so scared, then where were you?” Marquis demanded, standing up.


  Gordon poured himself a shot of tequila and tossed it back without hesitation. He poured another, the alcohol scorching down his throat.


  “You didn’t even call to check on me. I thought you’d turned on me the way they did—Chance and Carla both.”


  Marquis stopped when he was against the bar, his body touching Gordon’s side. Gordon put down the glass and met Marquis’s searching gaze. He seemed genuinely upset, but the anger had turned his eyes into chips of ice.


  “I can’t trust anybody. Not even people I’ve been friends with for years. You all just use me. For my money, to get my friends hooked on your drugs, and then something goes wrong and you people beat the hell out of me. Yet Chance is still demanding I do a film next week. He acts like he didn’t just tell his little girlfriend to torture information out of me. And I don’t care if she’s your friend, I hate that bitch. Everyone knows she thinks she’s hot shit because she has something on Chance.”


  “Marquis, sto—”


  “No! It’s not fair! I didn’t even do anything! It’s not my fault that the deal was intercepted or whatever. I talked to my friends on the phone twice to set up the meet and only when I was here! Unless someone tapped my phones, I don’t know what the hell could have gone wrong.”


  Marquis’s voice cracked at the last part and he turned his face away from Gordon, but not fast enough to hide the hurt. Or at least, what he wanted to appear as hurt. Gordon could never tell how much of Marquis was real and how much was remnants of the acting career he’d tried to start up years ago.


  “They thought you sold them out.” Gordon reached up to smooth hair out of Marquis’s face. The familiar feel of the silken strands sliding through his fingers made something uncoil deep inside Gordon, causing warmth to funnel through his veins. “I’m sorry. I am. But Chance doesn’t listen to me. Even I had a brief moment of doubt about why that deal went bad, so can you imagine what was going through his messed up little head?”


  Marquis’s eyes drilled into Gordon, but he didn’t push the hand away. “Why weren’t you here to protect me?”


  Never mind the fact that Marquis physically looked like he could be a lot more use in a fight than Gordon once he stopped playing the part of pampered socialite.


  “I had my own problems in case you missed all of this.” Gordon gestured to his own injuries. “I wasn’t exactly living it up.”


  “Then what were you doing?” Marquis leaned harder against him. Concentrating was impossible with that mouth in such close proximity. Gordon swallowed and failed spectacularly at averting his eyes.


  “I can’t trust you either.”


  The disappointment reverberated in Gordon’s ears and made his stomach plummet. “No!” He grabbed Marquis’s arm before he could move away. “You can, I swear. It’s just—”


  “Just, what? Either you can explain why you weren’t here.” Marquis yanked his arm away. “Or you can’t.”


  “I got in a fight that night and then I got really sick.” The explanation sounded lame even to Gordon’s own ears. Without the key factor of being held hostage by a psychopath, the excuse didn’t hold much weight.


  “Oh, please.”


  Gordon waved his hand in a sharp, frustrated gesture. “Jesus Christ, Marquis. You know how I feel about you. Hell, you get off on using it against me. You know you can trust me.”


  “So? You want to fuck me. Big deal. That doesn’t prove anything. It doesn’t mean you’d put yourself out there for me. If you cared about me, if you’re really my friend, you wouldn’t defend Carla. You wouldn’t make excuses. You would tell me the truth.”


  Gordon pulled Marquis closer until their faces were touching and he could smell the combination of soap and nicotine that he’d learned to memorize years ago.


  “Why can’t you just trust me?”


  “Why can’t you trust me? You used to tell me everything.”


  Gordon didn’t understand why this was so hard. He’d lied to Carla without missing a beat, but now he could barely keep to his story. He couldn’t even bring himself to deny that something more had happened. Chance and Carla were sure as hell right about him being too weak when it came to Marquis. Just the sight of those baby blues gazing at him beseechingly was enough to make Gordon want to spill his guts. It wasn’t like Marquis had many people he trusted—like so many others in their generation, he’d lost his entire family to the war.


  “I can’t tell you now,” he said. “But you gotta know that if anything could keep me from being there for you, it had to be really serious.”


  Marquis looked at him with big, damp eyes. “Do you promise, baby?”


  “I swear to God.”


  Whenever Marquis kissed him, Gordon always found himself responding like it would be the last time. This was no exception. He pinned Marquis against the bar, aligning their bodies until they were flush against each other. His hands were everywhere, skimming over the lean lines of Marquis’s torso before sinking into his pants. All the while, he tongued at Marquis’s mouth, needy and hungry and not ending the kiss even when he ran out of breath.


  Their hips ground together in a dirty dry humping session that had Gordon’s dick aching. But the friction wasn’t enough; it never was. Gordon ripped his mouth away to press against the tendons that shifted in Marquis’s neck with each rough inhale. His fingers made short work of the thin cotton pants, causing them to pool around the other man’s ankles.


  Marquis tilted his head back and leaned against the bar, watching Gordon from beneath his eyelashes. A filthy smirk played on the corners of his lips.


  “You want to stretch me open, G-Man?”


  “Fuck yes, I do.”


  Gordon shuddered, his stomach quaking and balls tightening. He spun Marquis around and shoved him up against the bar. Marquis dipped his back and stuck out his ass. He was a smooth stretch of tanned flesh and sleek muscles, gorgeous even when blemished by black-and-blue smudges. Gordon paused to stare, taking in every inch of bared skin, before tugging his own jeans down his hips. His hands trembled with impatience when he yanked the condoms from his back pocket. It had been so long since he’d been inside of Marquis that the anticipation alone was enough to make him come. Wrapping his dick almost put him over the edge.


  With nothing more than spit, Gordon shoved his dick through the tight ring of Marquis’s ass and slid home, shuddering when he was buried to the root. If he had known that arguing with Marquis would end in spectacular make-up fucking, Gordon would have started doing it a long time ago.


  They wound up on top of the bar with bottles and tumblers sliding across the countertop and falling to the floor. Shattering glass accompanied the sound of wet, husky begging and Gordon’s low swears when the smooth glide of his dick turned into something rougher as he rode Marquis harder. He didn’t stop, couldn’t even if he wanted to, not with Marquis squeezing his dick and describing just how good it felt in his milk-and-honey voice.


  Gordon pressed his face into the crook of Marquis’s neck, inhaling, biting, and trying to muffle the wrecked groans that welled up in his throat. His eyes squeezed shut and he moved faster, wanting to brand Marquis with his come and almost wishing that he hadn’t worn the fucking condom. The thought undid him, and his balls tightened up, but Marquis came first. He clenched up with a high-pitched shout and shot ropes of semen as he trembled. Gordon followed a moment later, his vision whiting out and mind going blank. All he could feel was the orgasm being ripped out of him and his breath expelling from his lungs in short, harsh gasps.


  But the sound of a phone ringing ruined the comedown. The ringtone was an annoying hip-hop song that Gordon hated with a particular sort of passion, and Marquis sat up faster than a kid on Christmas morning. He shoved Gordon away unceremoniously and hopped off the bar.


  “What the hell?”


  Marquis ignored him and scurried across the room to retrieve his phone. After a moment of incredulous staring, Gordon yanked up his jeans and followed.


  “Hey gorgeous,” Marquis said into the phone. His voice was pitched low. “You know I’ll be there,” he added after a moment’s pause. “See you soon.”


  “Who—”


  The phone was tossed aside and Marquis stretched, arching his back like a cat. “Sorry babe, but I really have to go.”


  All traces of Gordon’s post-orgasmic daze evaporated. “What?”


  Marquis wandered over to the bar again. He picked up the shirt he’d just ripped from Gordon’s chest, and tossed it over to Gordon so that it smacked him in the face.


  “I told you I have that party. I need to start getting ready. So, you really need to go. You’ll just distract me.”


  “Seriously?”


  Marquis snagged a satin robe from where it was thrown carelessly over an armchair. “Sorry, G-Man. You know how it is.”


  Embarrassment scorched any remaining feelings of tenderness out of Gordon, and he tugged his shirt over his head. A shower would have been nice.


  Completely oblivious to Gordon’s discomfort and annoyance, Marquis walked over to his sound system and fiddled with it. When he began to hum, it seemed that all of his previous angst about betrayal and being abandoned by his friends was gone. Apparently, toying with Gordon’s mind put him in a fantastic mood.


  “You know—” Gordon snarled, but then cut himself off. He didn’t even know why he was surprised. Just because he was a jackass who got all sentimental, didn’t mean Marquis had to give a shit.


  “Hmm?” Marquis turned with a distracted look. “What?”


  Gordon jerked one shoulder up in a stiff shrug. “Nothing. Forget it.”


  Marquis absently rubbed the tips of his fingers against the bruise that shadowed one of his pecs. “Don’t tell me you’re angry,” he chided. “I’ve been a lot harsher in the past, babe.”


  “What a fucking consolation.” Gordon fixed his belt with a sharp jerk of the tongue. “Just forget it, Marquis. I’m gone.”


  “Cool,” Marquis turned back to the sound system. “Let me know what’s going on with that little situation. I don’t know if I want to continue doing business with Chance if he’s going to blame me for every mishap that comes his way. And he can hardly expect me to do videos any time soon with all of these bruises.”


  Gordon didn’t bother to reply. He yanked his phone out of his back pocket and glared at it, checking nonexistent messages and feeling like a goddamn fool yet again. To top it all, his body was aching; banging Marquis into the bar hadn’t helped in that regard. All in all, everything was pretty failtastic. He wanted to pop a cap so bad that he could taste it. Pandora was the only romance he needed.


  Marquis wandered out of the room without addressing him again. Teeth grit and fingers clenched, Gordon nearly followed. The need to unleash his frustration and humiliation made his temper boil over. Every hateful thing he’d ever thought about Marquis, that he’d ever heard anyone say about the man, sprang to mind. But instead of releasing the building rant, Gordon hesitated at the bathroom door and abruptly turned to leave the apartment.


  He told himself that this was the last time he made an ass of himself with Marquis. It was the last time he let himself get sucked in by the good looks and honey tongue. The worst part was, Gordon fell for the shit even when he knew that he was being manipulated. How pathetic was that?


  It was the last time. The last fucking time. For real.


  He tore down the stairs instead of using the elevator and gave Henry a hateful look on his way out just because. Mumbling under his breath, Gordon wrenched the door to his Jeep open and sat down in the driver’s seat. He slammed the door shut with just as much force and banged his head back against the seat with an explosive sigh.


  When was he going to learn? When would he just get over it? For years, he’d been stuck in a cycle of shameless humiliation with Marquis. He did everything he could to please the guy, and Marquis shit all over his efforts every single time.


  “You’re an idiot,” Gordon hissed.


  He shoved the keys in the ignition and started to put the car into drive, but before he could, something thin and cold wrapped around his throat and jerked him back against the seat. Gordon’s breath cut off and he gagged, reaching up to claw at what felt like a wire.


  “What did you tell him?” Adam’s voice, low and threatening, filled the vehicle.


  The question didn’t even process as Gordon struggled to get away. Sharp, gasping noises escaped his mouth and he shook his head back and forth, feeling the wire rub against his throat.


  “Gordon. What did you tell him?”


  Even while on the verge of suffocation, Gordon had the sense of mind to be incredulous. Did Adam actually think they were going to have a conversation like this? He stopped flailing his arms, and instead, twisted one backwards to swing as he tried to make contact with . . . something.


  “Let . . . go . . . asshole!” he gasped, trying to gouge out an eye but only succeeding in smacking Adam upside the head. The wire loosened and Gordon collapsed against the seat, wheezing.


  “Now you can answer the question. Or I’ll choke you for real.”


  “Fuck you!” Gordon swallowed hard, rubbing his throat and grimacing when the wire remained there just with more slack. “What the hell is wrong with you? Are you insane?”


  “Probably. Now answer the question.”


  “Move that stupid wire and I will.”


  “I don’t have time for this.”


  “No one asked you to break into my car, buddy. You’re wasting your own time.”


  A gust of warm breath rustled the hair near Gordon’s cheek. “Do I have to strangle you to get a straight answer?”


  Gordon turned his head, trying to ignore the razor-thin wire, and glared at Adam. Their faces were closer than he’d anticipated, and for a moment he sat stock-still. But then he took in Adam’s moody expression and pouty mouth, and snorted.


  “You have awful people skills, motherfucker. If you’d approached me like a normal person, I’d have answered by now. But you didn’t, so now you can just spread your ass cheeks and get screwed.”


  A muscle in Adam’s jaw ticked and he did the slow inhale and exhale thing, as if he was corralling the patience to deal with a particularly moronic child. “I am not a normal person or we wouldn’t be having this conversation.”


  Well. No argument there.


  “I didn’t tell Marquis shit. Now get out of my car and piss off. I have big plans for getting shitfaced and finding some random stranger to screw my brains out.”


  “You just had sex with the idiot upstairs. Isn’t that enough or is there a line of men waiting for you?”


  “Well Mr. Morals, that’s why I said I was gonna get shitfaced firs—wait a minute.” Gordon stopped and stared at Adam, his scrambled brain putting the previous comment together. “How—What—how did you know—”


  “I told you,” Adam said with a hint of smugness. He tightened the wire so that it slid along the already lacerated skin at Gordon’s throat. “I have ways of monitoring you that would—”


  “Make my head spin, yeah, yeah.” Gordon looked away, his heart racing. He reached up to put his fingers between the wire and his throat. “Please move this fucking thing so we can talk like civilized folks. You’re making me nervous here, man.”


  The wire glided over his skin and disappeared.


  “You know I don’t want to harm you, Gordon. But if you’re difficult, I have very little choice.”


  “Why do you care so much about harming me?” Gordon laughed, harsh and ugly. “I’m just some stupid civilian without a brain in his head. It ain’t like anyone would miss me if I died. It’s not like anyone gives a shit about stupid Gordon and his assorted problems.”


  Adam made a low sound of contempt. “I have no interest in your pity party. It’s your own fault that you continue to associate with people who abuse you verbally, physically and now mentally. Perhaps you should get a real job and become a useful member of society.”


  “Perhaps you should shove a pipe up your ass and die of lead poisoning.”


  “Charming.” Adam’s hand moved along the side of Gordon’s face. Gordon smacked it away and turned around to glare again.


  “The only time you need to be touching me is if you’re killing me and since I didn’t tell anyone anything, that shouldn’t be happening. Ever.”


  “You have a fever.”


  Gordon laughed again, but this time it came out slightly hysterical. He reached up and put his face in his hands. “You are the most batshit covert criminal . . . whatever guy, I’ve ever met. You just tried to choke me and now you’re commenting that I have a fever.”


  “I was making an observation,” Adam said with a defensive edge in his voice.


  “Whatever, man. Just whatever.” Gordon exhaled, his shoulders giving another shudder when he stifled the crazed chuckles. The situation was the most absurd he’d ever been in. Almost. “I didn’t tell Marquis.”


  “Well,” Adam said. “Obviously, I heard everything.”


  “Yeah?” Gordon’s laughter died completely. How the hell had this jackoff heard anything?


  “Yes. It seemed that you showed him quite a good time.”


  “Well, gee.” Gordon licked his lips and shifted against the seat. He wanted to turn again, to see whether Adam had been affected by the impromptu pornographic radio broadcast, but he didn’t. He wasn’t supposed to care about riling up his stalker.


  “All I know is that you seemed ready to tell him everything before you proceeded to make him moan like a slut.”


  “You’re crazy. Well, about the telling him everything part. Not the slut part.”


  “Shut up. You’re transparent. Your voice is as expressive as your face. It was clear that you regretted being unable to tell him, and you promised that you would at a later point. Your misguided affection for Delahunt nearly got you killed. It still might.”


  “I didn’t tell him anything!” Gordon insisted, the panic starting to dredge up from the pit of his stomach once again.


  “Maybe not this time,” Adam said. “You did well with Carla. But I know I can’t trust you at all when it comes to Marquis.”


  Gordon turned his head again, his eyes roaming Adam’s face. His breath caught and for an instant, he couldn’t find the right words. Adam looked nearly as stressed as he himself felt.


  “Adam, you know I didn’t say anything. You have to, or else why am I not dead?”


  “Because of my own misguided affection for civilians.” Adam said it as if he were admitting to liking child porn or something. What a dirty little secret he had.


  “Listen—”


  “No. You listen.”


  Adam moved closer until the tips of their noses brushed. The way Adam’s face was angled made the moment nearly intimate. Gordon shivered and hated his body for reacting. Hated himself because he could not stop his eyes from being drawn to the curve of Adam’s mouth and the wide stretch of his shoulders. Why was he always attracted to people that would inevitably hurt him? It was some kind of curse. Or a cosmic practical joke.


  “If it comes down to choosing between you and me, I’m going to choose me. My superiors already question my story, and you have too many weaknesses.”


  “No, I don’t.” Gordon knew he really, really did.


  “You have gang members keeping tabs on you—South Side Boys and Outlaws both. You’re already on the radar of the narcotics unit of the Lexington Police Department, and you have a boss and a best friend who know you’re hiding something. Not to mention a pathetic excuse for a lover who will force the truth out of you just to prove that he can.”


  Gordon winced.


  “So, I can’t trust you.”


  All Gordon could do was nod slowly. He had no defense. He never had a defense. It was starting to get old.


  “What now, then?”


  Once again, Adam’s breath ghosted over the side of Gordon’s neck. He shuddered, and wondered if Adam could smell Marquis on him.


  “Now I take things a step further.”


  “How—”


  Adam got out of the car without another word. Gordon twisted in his seat and looked out the window to see where he was going, or at least, to see what kind of car he had. But all Adam did was stride across the parking lot, reaching the gate and scaling it with graceful athleticism. With one last lingering gaze over his shoulder, Adam disappeared into the darkness beyond.


  



  



  



  Chapter Seven


  It was the middle of the week, but Jake & Janet’s was as crowded as it would be on a Friday night, which was both good and bad. Good, because there were enough people around that no one paid much attention to what Gordon was doing. Bad, because between the blues-rock music blaring and the loud din of club-goers, he could barely hear anything anyone was saying. And shouting out his business was generally not a great idea, especially if the narc unit really was keeping an eye on him.


  He leaned against the bar and glanced at Carla. She was reapplying lipstick in a compact mirror and looking hot enough to attract way more attention than they needed. It appeared to irritate her to no end that men “always thought she dressed up for their benefit,” but Gordon didn’t see how she could blame them. Between the skintight jeans and low-cut shirt, she looked like any non-visually impaired hetero’s wet dream.


  “You’re causing a lot of traffic to redirect our way,” he observed, draining his glass. “Maybe you should put your tits away for the night.”


  Carla shut her compact with a snap. “Fuck yourself.”


  “I do. Every night. Maybe if you did, you wouldn’t be so bitchy.”


  Carla speared him with a glare that was downright evil.


  “For your information, G, I’m bitchy because my ass has been grabbed more times than a football during the Super Bowl. And Chance doesn’t want me starting fires, so I stupidly promised him that I wouldn’t beat the shit out of anyone tonight unless it’s absolutely necessary.”


  “Ah. Sucks being you. Must be rough being so irresistible and lethal all at the same time. I sure am glad that people don’t want to grope me that much.”


  He would never understand women. Why was it so bad to have a dozen men wanting to touch your goods? Shit, some of Carla’s admirers were so hot that Gordon would have paid them to grab his.


  “I guess it’s your turn to go into full bitch-mode.” Carla finished her own drink and watched him over the rim of the glass. “Did your period come early?”


  He flipped her off without bothering to reply.


  She had a point, but he couldn’t deny that her constant whining about “boo hoo, it is so hard being so attractive,” irritated him. Beautiful people made out way better in life than average people. It was a fact and should be inscribed on a stone tablet.


  If it weren’t for Chance’s paranoia over confrontational Outlaws and nosy cops, he would have come alone. Nights at J&J weren’t so bad when he flew solo. He got rid of the product and then trawled the club for a one-night stand. That was all J&J was good for, or even just a quickie in the basement, which was like Sodom and Gomorrah poured into one dimly lit room with music so loud you couldn’t hear the moans.


  “How are we doing tonight, anyway?” she asked. It was an obvious “can we leave yet?” type of question. Who knew enforcers for drug dealers could be clock-watchers on the job?


  “Not bad, considering.”


  “I don’t even know what that means.”


  “It means we’re doing okay considering it’s the start of the damn night. It’s only midnight, Carls. It closes at five in the morning.”


  “Ugh. Don’t remind me. I hate this place. I feel like I’m going to get an STD just from touching the wall.”


  “Tell me about it. And I’m the hypochondriac, so how do you think I feel?”


  “Oh, please, G. I know you’ve been to the basement. I even saw you down there before with some big blond guy.”


  “The one with the tattoos or the one with the hair?”


  “Tattoos. I hope you use condoms.”


  “Those latex things? Nah. I can’t handle less than half a millimeter of plastic being between my wood and a tight asshole. Totally fucks up my rhythm.”


  Carla turned her attention elsewhere, seeming to lose interest in their argument. She’d been impatient for most of the night. Gordon didn’t know if it was because Chance had forced her to apologize to Marquis, or because Chance had implied that he knew who’d had a hand in the Annadale set-up, but had declined to tell them more. That tidbit had put Gordon on edge as well.


  But that tense conversation had occurred hours ago and now he was a little high, a little drunk, and a whole lot bored. Or he had been until the unmistakable feeling of being watched settled over him. Gordon pushed away from the bar, his mouth sinking. It had been almost two weeks since he’d seen Adam in the parking lot of West Shore Condominiums, and this wasn’t the first time the disturbing sensation had hit. Adam was definitely watching him, although Gordon had no idea if it was in person or with some kind of device. How Adam was able to listen in on the things going on in Marquis’s condo was still a mystery. Gordon had scoured his clothing for some kind of bug and had found nada.


  He adjusted his button-down self-consciously, eyes skittering around the cavernous room. Gordon saw no one, but he never did and it only made his neurosis worse. He debated going upstairs for some fresh customers and a change of scenery. If Adam was watching, he could suffer the raucous rap music of the second floor and hide in a corner, or whatever the hell he did while Gordon sat and waited for customers to approach. By now, most people recognized him as the go-to-guy for PD.


  “The guy over there bought this for you,” the bartender practically shouted at them.


  Gordon looked up at Xavier and saw that he was addressing Carla. No big surprise there. He was pushing a large glass of something red at her.


  “What the hell is it?” she asked.


  “Cherry bomb,” Xavier shouted again, either being obnoxious or completely deaf because of the speaker that loomed above his side of the bar.


  “And what the hell is in it?”


  “Vodka—”


  Gordon grimaced. There was spit flying in his face and everything.


  “—grenadine and a shot of Red Bull!”


  Carla looked intrigued. She took a dainty sip, paused, and then chugged the drink.


  Xavier grinned at her. “Good call, I guess!”


  “Which one is he again?” she asked.


  “The guy at the end in the gray shirt!”


  Carla looked around and perked up considerably. “Oh, wow. He’s kind of gorgeous.”


  Gordon rolled his eyes. “I’m going up to make the rounds. Behave yourself.”


  Carla grabbed his wrist before he could disappear into the crowd. “Be careful. There are a lot of green flags in here tonight,” she said, speaking of the Outlaws’ official color.


  “Fun.”


  Gordon detached himself and ran a hand through his hair. He wished Adam would make himself known if he was watching. Several times, Gordon had caught himself being more self-conscious than usual, as if it was super important to look good for his sexy stalker. He forced himself to stop fidgeting, focused on the task at hand, and slithered effortlessly through the swaying throngs of people.


  The upper tier was darker and he had to let his eyes adjust to take in the large room. The walls were lined with plush lounge sofas and a dance floor took up most of the space, with the DJ booth set up in a far corner. He made his way to the bar on the opposite side, staking out the area along the way.


  The tattoo-covered barwoman approached him and leaned over so that she could be heard. “Hey, G-Man. What do you need?”


  “Gimme a Long Island.”


  He gave her a smile and a one hundred percent tip when she served it in a glass that was both tall and wide. It would be easy to nurse for the rest of the night, giving him an excuse for loitering.


  Gordon observed the crowd. They were younger up here and more energetic. The people dancing were frantic, covered in a sheen of sweat, and managed to entice even the most low-key wallflowers onto the dance floor. PD would be welcome in this crowd, unless dudes with green bandanas had already begun pushing that lame-ass Static. If they had, Gordon was fully prepared to convert the masses. Static sucked compared to Pandora. Instead of seamlessly flowing between altered moods, Static made you get stuck in one for hours. It was an intense but exhausting high, and the comedown was horrific.


  He pressed his back against the bar and regarded the people around him. His intent had been to identify who was already carrying and who had bought from him previously, but instead, his mind wandered. Back to Adam, to the night in Marquis’s parking lot, and the Glass Town incident. Fear of being overheard in his studio, or having his phone or Internet monitored, had led to Gordon going old school with the research. He’d traveled to a hole-in-the-wall shop called Grover Books to scour actual paper periodicals, and with the help of one of the sales clerks, Gordon had figured out some things.


  Erin DuPont, a poet and UNHCR Goodwill Ambassador, had been assassinated after attending a banquet in Glass Town. He didn’t know if Adam had been the triggerman, or if he’d been in the proximity for some other purpose, but Gordon had few doubts that Adam was involved. The thought had made Gordon’s blood run cold.


  He’d questioned his own conclusion that Adam might have a conscience. If Adam had murdered a UN ambassador, he could definitely do the same to Gordon. Except, it didn’t jive with Adam’s claim that he didn’t like harming civilians, and whether Adam had killed Erin DuPont or not, the words had seemed genuine.


  Unless . . . the assassination had been an order that Adam had been unable to defy.


  Gordon had spent an entire afternoon at the book store going over the different scenarios. Was it wrong to kill someone if it meant saving your own life? Could he really judge when he peddled mood stimulants to strung-out kids and depressed veterans of war? They were both doing what they had to do to survive in this shitty world.


  Unless it was about money? Or a personal vendetta?


  The questions had multiplied until he’d found himself digging deep into DuPont’s past, searching for a reason why she’d been targeted. With the help of the sales boy, Gordon had unearthed a long editorial on Erin DuPont in a free political magazine called The Journalist Guild. After pouring through nearly a dozen articles and blog posts that focused only on her humanitarian work, the piece in The Journalist Guild had hinted at something darker: Erin’s alleged ties to one of the many separatist rebel groups that had formed after the war.


  Gordon had walked away feeling a lot more informed, but also overwhelmed by the implications. If he was right, it meant that Adam was involved in some heavy shit. Spy movie shit. The possibility was at once alarming and kind of thrilling. Being tied to an actual assassin and serious political intrigue gave him a buzz.


  And that was why people thought he was an idiot.


  Gordon raised his drink to his mouth, but just as he took a sip, someone thumped him hard on the shoulder. The drink sloshed and he turned to glare. “Can I fucking help you?”


  “Sure hope so,” Callum Samu replied with a rakish grin.


  Gordon put the drink down and turned fully to see Callum and his twin, Aiden. They looked as formidable and dangerous as ever. The bartender gaped at the two Indian brothers, and Gordon didn’t blame her at all. Both were corded with a thick layer of muscle and at least 6’4”, if not a little taller. Gordon was pretty sure Callum could bench press him with one hand. Aiden was even more massive than his brother.


  “What do you want? I’m working.” Gordon thanked the leftover Pandora in his system for the absence of nervous jitters. The brothers were high-ranking officers in the Outlaws, but he’d only ever had face time with Aiden. If you could call it that.


  “You don’t look like you’re working.” Callum’s short black hair stood up in spikes, dozens of silver earrings glinting beneath the flashing lights. “And you owe us a minute or two.”


  “I owe you shit.”


  He could feel Aiden’s heavy gaze even though the man’s eyes were hidden by reflective, gold-plated sunglasses. He never took the damn things off. Even the few times that Gordon had tripped and found himself falling onto the guy’s cock. Rumor had it that both of the twins were on steroids, but people whispered that the infamous Samu twins were also geared up on black market gene modifiers. Word was, all of the gene splicing had done something weird to his eyes. Gordon liked to imagine that Aiden had spliced genes with some kind of panther and now had cat eyes.


  “Are you going to talk or stand there looking like a mute wrestler?”


  Callum tilted his head, smile widening. The guy was such a lunatic. “Watch your mouth, G-Man. You don’t want to make me angry.”


  “I’ve always wanted to witness ‘roid rage first-hand. Or is this just pent-up aggression over having such a small wiener?”


  Callum opened his mouth to retort, but it was Aiden who replied in his low ponderous way.


  “That ain’t nice, Gordon. You should know better by now.”


  “Just because you’re twins doesn’t mean your cocks are identical, too. And I hear steroids have a chance of doing unfortunate things to a guy’s fun parts.”


  Aiden leered and Callum made a face as if he was going to vomit. “God, what the fuck did I do to deserve a fag twin who has a hard-on for smart ass twerps?”


  Despite the irritation, Gordon couldn’t help wanting to laugh out loud. Carla would kick his ass if she saw him drawing this out not even ten minutes after warning him to stay away from Outlaws. Especially, since he knew word was getting around about his infrequent dalliances with Aiden.


  The Samu twins tended to be the go-betweens in the tug-of-war for power between Chance and the Outlaw leader, Fender. Somewhere along the line Gordon had realized that Aiden was gay, horny, and hot for him, and they’d wound up banging on several occasions. It was stupid and destructive; he’d known Chance would be pissed.


  He also knew that he was giving the impression that he was the weak point into Chance’s inner circle, but when he was high, he couldn’t help himself. When he was feeling reckless and bitter and wanted someone to fuck every single thought out of his mind—usually during a good PD ride, Aiden could give him the hard usage he needed. Even if Aiden was a modified meathead who would likely start a turf war with Chance one of these days.


  A particularly vivid memory of Aiden pounding him mercilessly in the back of his truck strolled across the landscape of Gordon’s mind and he had to look away. He knew Callum was talking, but he couldn’t hear the words over the sudden roar of arousal that was taking over his senses. A quick glance at Aiden confirmed he was having similar thoughts. Gordon couldn’t see his eyes, but the way Aiden’s white teeth dragged over his lower lip was telling enough.


  “Jesus Christ, are you paying attention?” Callum grabbed one of Gordon’s arms and shook him.


  “Not really,” Gordon tore his eyes away from Aiden. The force of Callum’s fingers and the glare on his face wasn’t a sign of good things to come. Fender was hungry for the name of Chance’s Pandora chemist and he seemed to have the misguided notion Gordon could provide that tidbit of info.


  “Look, tweedle-dee,” Gordon snapped, pushing Callum away. “I can’t make Chance do anything. I don’t see why you’re always busting my balls about this shit.”


  Callum grit his teeth. He was less patient than usual and looked on the verge of having a meltdown. For all that Aiden was the larger of the two, he was definitely the more mellow.


  “Let’s go downstairs and talk,” Aiden suggested, moving closer to Gordon. He raised one hand and slid it to the small of Gordon’s back, nudging him forward. “Where it’s quiet.”


  Gordon gave Aiden a sidelong glance. Even if Aiden was hot for his body, it didn’t mean he was going to let that interfere with his nefarious Outlaw shit. And his suggestion sounded a lot more ominous than Callum’s outward explosions. The smart thing to do would be to stay on the top floor surrounded by witnesses. Or to excuse himself at least, and go text Carla.


  But Gordon was on Pandora and once again, the fear and caution that would have propelled him to make those moves were absent. Now he just felt confident that whatever happened, he could handle it.


  “Fine,” he said, heading to the stairs.


  As they wove their way through the room, Gordon found himself being pulled to the side or tapped on the arm by various patrons. Lights flashed overhead as smiles and handshakes were exchanged, and he palmed small baggies of Pandora in exchange for cash. Even Callum’s seething face couldn’t keep him from doing his business. No other dealer was known to slide into a mass of dancing bodies and get out four hundred dollars richer from quick deals.


  By the time they made it to the first floor, Callum’s grip was cutting off circulation. It had taken thirty minutes, and his patience had visibly worn paper-thin. No one looked twice when he dragged Gordon out the door. Too many illegal things went down at J&J, and no one wanted to get involved. By then, Gordon’s high had also begun to fade. He was still not in his normal frame of mind, but the unaffected confidence was ebbing away.


  Callum shoved him into the closed shutter of the neighboring store. The force of it caused Gordon’s head to slam back against it and he briefly saw stars.


  “Relax,” Aiden murmured as Callum loomed over Gordon. “He can’t talk if he’s broken.”


  “You’re wasting my fucking time, kid,” Callum ignored his brother. Gordon blinked rapidly, trying to get the lights to stop bobbing in front of his eyes. After a few seconds, he was able to discreetly look around. They were alone in the alley.


  “Yeah? Well, maybe you should have called and made an appointment. I’m on the clock.”


  “How long do you stupid fucks think you can keep this going? The only reason Fender ain’t moved in yet is because he don’t want to scare off the backers.”


  “Mmm.” Gordon made a mock understanding noise.


  “Don’t be stupid, G,” Aiden rumbled. “It’d be a lot better for everyone if he just stopped being a ball breaker and worked with Fender before we take over without being so nice to ask first.”


  It was like a broken record, except they never listened to his part of the song. “I’ve told you like eight thousand times—”


  Callum made another grab for his arm, but Gordon evaded.


  “If you want to keep this conversation going, you’re gonna have to learn how to keep your hands to yourself, bro. Unless you’re just trying to cop a feel and using that as an excuse.”


  Gordon regretted the words as soon as they left his mouth. Callum’s face contorted in rage, and his fist cocked back; Gordon squeezed his eyes shut and braced himself.


  But the punch never made impact.


  



  



  



  Chapter Eight


  Gordon opened his eyes just in time to see a flurry of movement and a mass of long black curls. Carla had slipped between them and caught Callum’s fist before it made contact with his face. The element of surprise was in her favor, and she used it to slam her free fist into Callum’s throat.


  He gagged, stumbling backwards, and she released him, only to open her own palm and slam it upward into his nose. There was a crunching sound and blood erupted from his face. Aiden’s mouth dropped open in surprise, and he moved to react just as Carla was finishing Callum with a kick to the balls and a knee strike to the face that sent him careening backwards to the ground.


  Gordon winced. He couldn’t help it. Seeing another man get his testes squished was never a pleasant thing.


  Callum was on his back moaning in pain as Carla stood over him with one foot pressed against his throat. She gave Aiden a challenging stare and managed to look all hot and deadly in the process. Gordon was pretty jealous. She’d torn up one of the most dangerous Outlaws in a span of three seconds and without breaking a sweat or ruffling her outfit. It just wasn’t fair.


  “Now, now,” Aiden said with a grim smile, moving closer to Carla. He always looked like that when he was about to do something bad. Like he felt guilty about it. Gordon bet that he went home and prayed after smashing someone. God, forgive me for being the ruthless enforcer type who is full of gross animal genes and whatnot.


  “That was uncalled for, little girl.”


  “I thought you were the smart one. You should have stopped him from getting handsy with Gordon.”


  It occurred to Gordon that this entire situation was his fault. And Carla wasn’t supposed to have fought anyone.


  “Uh.”


  Carla’s annoyed stare turned to him. And of course, that was all it took for Aiden to react. He was tackling her in the same instant that her line of sight shifted. And no matter how good of a fighter she was, Aiden still had about a hundred pounds on her. It was more than a little alarming to see his bodybuilder form taking her smaller one down to the dirty concrete. All the MMA skills in the world wouldn’t matter if he got her pinned.


  Gordon quickly looked around for a weapon, and spotted a wooden shipping crate sitting with a bunch of garbage. He picked it up and swung it fast and hard, crashing it over Aiden’s head. It was big and sturdy enough to have temporarily stunned a normal person, but when Gordon allowed it to fall to the ground, he realized that Aiden was nothing of the sort.


  Real panic rose when Aiden dropped Carla unceremoniously and whirled around. His sunglasses were crooked and there were thin lines of blood sliding down his face where he’d been splintered by the crate. But he wasn’t stunned. He just looked really, really pissed.


  “Shit.”


  Gordon did the smartest thing he could think of in that moment. He bolted. He had no idea if Carla was okay when he turned and fled, his boots slamming against the concrete as he hopefully led Aiden away from her prone form. He sprinted into the darkness ahead, the streetlights barely giving any relief to the looming shadows. He was only aware of Aiden charging after him like a linebacker.


  Gordon scrambled around a corner and dodged through a group of stumbling drunks. He nearly lost his footing when one of them latched on to him, but he managed to stagger away without falling. Over the roar of adrenaline and blood that was pounding in his ears, he heard Aiden barrel through the group moments later. Gordon darted across the street, twisted out of the way of a speeding cabbie, and ran like he was being chased by the grim reaper himself. He had no doubts that Aiden was pissed enough to beat him to a bloody pulp. Compared to Callum, Aiden was slower to lose his temper but once he did, he had rage blackouts with the magnitude to wipe out small villages.


  Gordon’s lungs burned as he forced himself to keep running, sucking in great gulps of air. It felt like every out-of-shape muscle in his body was slowing him down. He could hear Aiden gaining on him; despite his size, the big man was fast. Alarmingly so.


  Gordon jumped ungracefully over a mound of garbage bags that had spilled over on the curb, and a thought popped into his freaked-out head. Maybe if he tried to reason with Aiden—


  “I’m going to fucking kill you!”


  Well, maybe not.


  “Shit, shit, shit!”


  Gordon panted, hair whipping back as he scanned the streets for somewhere to go. Or a cop. Too bad they were only around when he didn’t want them to be.


  He spied a bike leaning against the next corner and threw it down behind him before scrambling past. He did the same with a garbage can and a large stack of what appeared to be metal shelves. Thank God the next day was trash day.


  His movements got sloppier and more panicked as Aiden dodged, but the last time, it actually worked. He heard Aiden trip over the shelves that had splayed out across the sidewalk. The ensuing roar of anger stopped Gordon’s heart.


  He pumped his legs faster, ignoring the furious burn in his chest, and turned another sharp corner. They were in his neighborhood now—even though Aiden didn’t know that—and he quickly identified the street.


  He could hear Aiden swearing and fumbling with the metal shelves while he slipped into an alley. Gordon flattened himself against one wall and raised his arms, feeling for the fire escape that was crowded against the side and completely masked due to the lack of a street lamp. He lifted himself up and climbed the metal steps with agonizing slowness. They creaked with every movement, and he crouched down just as Aiden went charging past the mouth of the alley.


  His heart was pounding so fast that the sound filled his ears. He kept himself completely still and held his breath until a couple of minutes turned into five and five turned into twenty.


  Gordon didn’t know how long he would have stayed up there if Carla hadn’t appeared some time later. She was disheveled, shirt torn and there was blood smeared across her face, but she looked otherwise composed.


  Gordon jumped down and stumbled before regaining his footing.


  “Gordon!” Relief washed over Carla’s face and she leaned forward to embrace him.


  “Are you okay?” he demanded, pulling back and wiping the blood away. It seemed to be coming from her mouth; her lower lip was split and slightly puffy. She nodded, and he kissed her forehead. “I’m so fucking sorry, Carla.”


  Carla shook his fussing hands away. “You don’t have to be sorry. They would have started trouble, regardless.”


  “Yeah, but I went down with them and you weren’t supposed to fight and now they’re really going to be on our—shit, did you see Aiden?”


  Carla walked to the mouth of the alley and stared out. “That’s the weird thing. I scouted around, following the trail of thrown around shit. I didn’t see him anywhere, but I found his sunglasses on the ground up near Lincoln Avenue.” She held them up as evidence.


  “Maybe they fell off when he was running?”


  “Maybe.” Carla didn’t look convinced. “But I doubled back to look for you. I know you have all kinds of hiding places here. We hid up there when the cops chased us that one time from Jake & Janet’s, remember?”


  “Yeah.” Gordon took a deep breath. “Let’s get the hell out of here. We’ll pick up your car tomorrow.”


  “Cab?” she asked hopefully.


  “Nah. Can’t afford to have anyone knowing our direct destination or where we came from. Subway.”


  Carla groaned but didn’t disagree. Together, they raced to the nearest station.


  



  * * *


  



  The silver cylinder of the subway train barreled through the overwhelming darkness of the city’s underground as they headed to Chance’s loft in Silver Lake. The cracked and graffiti-covered windows seemed like a rather flimsy barrier between the interior of the train and the tunnels that had inspired more than a handful of terrifying urban legends.


  Gordon leaned against one of the poles between the rows of seats as Carla huddled against him. He absently recounted the myths he’d heard about the serpentine route that the subway took. There was the one about the mole people, but he was sure that every major city with a subway system had those. Then, there were the stories about the bodies that were stashed down in the dark depths. There were also rumors about mutated people and animals. He had no idea if any of them were true.


  After the train pulled out of the first stop in the Barrows, it took an elevated route, and the lights of the city began filtering through the dirty windows. Gordon peered into the distance as they made their way along the edge of the crime-infested neighborhood. The train tracks were between the border of the city limits and the Wastelands.


  “I hate it here,” Carla muttered. Her stare was also fixed on the window. All that could be seen to the east was darkness and the vague shapes of decaying ghost towns.


  Gordon was glad that she’d been the one to say it. It had been on the tip of his own tongue. The Wastelands creeped him out like nothing else. It didn’t help that the train still made regular stops on the outskirts of destroyed neighborhoods.


  “We’ll be out of here soon,” he said in what he hoped was a soothing tone. He sounded tense and agitated to his own ears now that he was fully sober. But Carla released a ragged sigh and he squeezed her shoulder.


  There were only two other people on the train. A guy with a deformed face huddled in a corner and a man in a long black coat facing away from them. They were making him nervous. He couldn’t help being wary that anyone who saw them and where they got off would somehow be able to report this information back to the Samu twins and Fender. One of the few things they had going in the increasing battle for territory was that Carla’s neighborhood was safe and fully surveilled by police while Gordon lived in South Side Boy turf—the Outlaws’ other rivals.


  “I was so worried that he’d done something to you,” Carla said. “I wouldn’t have even seen you leave with those psychos if the guy I’d been talking to hadn’t noticed them hustling you out.”


  “Chance is going to kill me.”


  “Why? It’s not your fault. If anything, it’s my fault because I wasn’t paying attention. I would have never let you go outside with them, and the Samu twins aren’t stupid enough to try something crazy in front of a crowd of people.”


  “Even if that was true, it wouldn’t matter. Chance is in love with you and he can’t fucking stand me. I’m like a walking advertisement for free scapegoats and ass-kickings when it comes to him.”


  “No way. I’m not letting him give you shit over this. I should have been watching you. It’s my jo—”


  A flash of irritation unfurled in Gordon, and he pulled away from her. “Carla, I don’t need you to watch me every goddamn minute. I don’t need a babysitter.”


  “It’s my job,” she said again.


  “And it’s my job to sell this shit without you crowding me all the time because you both think I’m too fucking inept to do anything on my own.”


  Carla’s lips pursed and she pressed her back against the shut doors of the train. “Did I say that?”


  “You didn’t even have to. It’s pretty obvious to anyone who isn’t a moron.” Gordon’s shoulders rose in a sharp shrug and he returned his stare to the dark tunnel. He knew Carla was watching him, and could almost feel the tension mounting.


  “Why do you have to turn everything into an argument?”


  “I’m not.”


  “Then why are you talking shit? I was just trying to say I wasn’t going to let Chance blame you, and you jump all over me.”


  “Because I get pretty sick of everyone acting like I can’t handle a goddamn thing on my own. I’d rather Chance rip my fingernails out than go crying to him that all would have been well if my babysitter had been there to guide me. I don’t need you there to protect me all the time. I can handle things myself.”


  “Doesn’t seem like it.”


  Gordon slammed his hand against the door. “Did you forget what I used to do to get by? I was on my knees under the bridge before I could even legally buy a pack of smokes. I’m not some pussy who can’t handle anything. Just because you’re all badass at fighting, and just because you have some weird leverage over Chance—”


  “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  “I dunno. You tell me. That’s what people say. That you’re way more into his business than you make yourself out to be. That you’re more than just an enforcer. I’m the only one who’s clueless about your alleged connections and I’m your best friend.”


  Storm clouds gathered in her face and she rolled her shoulders like she was getting ready for a fight. “Just shut up. You have no idea what you’re talking about.”


  “What the hell else is new? It’s not like you tell me anything.”


  Carla’s disgusted sigh sounded loud in the otherwise silent train. “Whatever, G-Man. Play the victim. It’s what you do best.”


  “Fuck you.”


  The rest of the ride passed in silence. They avoided looking at each other and sat on opposite sides until the train approached their stop.


  “Why did we get off here? I thought we were going to see Chance,” Carla said, looking around. Bedford was a better neighborhood than the Industrial District, but it still wasn’t a walk in the park. It was a working class, hardscrabble area that had only recently been cleaned up of the gangs and crime.


  “If I go to him with only half of these caps sold, I’m even deeper in shit.” Gordon didn’t wait for her to agree before he strode off.


  



  * * *


  



  A sharp tapping sound wrenched Gordon from sleep. It threatened to make his brain explode, and he groaned, pressing a hand against his forehead.


  “Gordon! Get your ass up!”


  Ugh. Carla.


  Gordon resisted the urge to roll over and bury his face in the bed. Instead, he made a noncommittal sound loud enough to float through the unfamiliar door, and listened to her retreating footsteps. Sunlight streamed through the window, but Gordon had no idea what time it was. He felt around on the floor for where he’d dropped his phone the night before and closed his fingers around the slim device. Instead of the time, the first thing he saw was Chance’s name on the call and message log.


  Café Milan in an hour. Bring Carla.


  Fuck.


  Gordon hadn’t intended to end up partying during his attempt to sell off the last of the PD, but that was precisely what had happened. Bedford wasn’t a hotbed for PD users, but after hitting up a couple of bars, they’d heard about a house party going on nearby. Not only had he managed to sell off the rest of the product before the sun began to rise, but he’d also hooked up with a charming little twink named Brian. By the time dawn arrived, Gordon had been wasted and locked in a sloppy make-out and grind session with the kid. They’d both been drunk and sky-high on PD, and at first he’d tried to resist. A quickie could turn into an all-night tumble when Gordon was that juiced. But Carla had gotten just as drunk as him and when she disappeared into someone’s room, he’d stopped shoving Brian’s clever hands away.


  A thin hand snaked around Gordon’s waist and a lean body pinned itself to his back. The unmistakable hardness of an erection pressed against his ass.


  “Sorry kiddo, I gotta jam.”


  Brian made a low sound of protest and Gordon shuddered when lips brushed against his neck. He had no idea why the kid was so jazzed to get in his pants, but he was tempted to make Chance wait and spend the next hour nailing Brian. Twenty-year-old twinks were only as good as their willingness to put their ankles behind their necks.


  “Just stay a little longer,” Brian coaxed, rolling his hips against Gordon.


  “Not to cock block, but he really can’t.” Carla stood in the doorway, shoving her hair back into a ponytail. She’d procured a sweatshirt from someone in the house and looked ready to go despite the circles that lined her eyes, and a couple of hickies that made it clear she’d had her own fun the night before.


  “Fifteen minutes?” Gordon flashed what was supposed to be a winning smile, but likely just looked pained. Carla snorted, and didn’t even bother to answer, before turning to disappear into the other room once again.


  “Fuuuck. Life sucks.”


  Gordon detached himself from the hard-on that kept nudging against him. He grabbed his stuff and stumbled out of the room before Brian could make him change his mind. He barely had time to wash up and cringe at the sight of a hickey on his neck before Carla sprung for a cab to the café.


  Café Milan was in the most northern part of the city, and as the cab driver sped through the traffic, Gordon wondered if Chance would be a little nicer since they were going to be on time. He doubted it. The timing of the curt demand for a meeting was too coincidental. He’d probably found out about the brawl and was going to ream him for stirring up shit with the Outlaws. On top of that, Carla still looked irritated at him for the night before, but he was too worn out to give enough of a damn to try to get her to cool out. He slouched against the leather seat, head tilted to the side and eyes heavy-lidded as he looked out at the city.


  Carla spoke for the first time just as they reached the café. “Do you think you sold enough for it to be respectable?”


  “We made up for it at the party some. I mean honestly, a whole night at J&Js isn’t a real moneymaker anyway. The place is just a cum dump.”


  Gordon pushed the glass door open. The café was full of business and financial types—people in a hurry and several waiting for their food to go. That was probably why the people at the back booth stood out glaringly from the rest of the crowd.


  Chance, his bodyguard, Callum, and Fender were sitting at a table together. And none of the men looked happy to see them.


  Well, shit.


  



  



  



  Chapter Nine


  Callum’s baleful stare strayed from Carla to Gordon.


  “Well, shit on me,” Carla muttered.


  Gordon nodded in agreement and they crossed the room side by side. She’d looked genuinely frightened, but the closer they got, the better she hid it. He wished he could say the same about himself. His stomach had balled up into a knot, and he doubted it was going to unwind any time soon. Throwing up seemed a lot more likely.


  He didn’t know what Callum had told Fender, and in turn Chance, but it didn’t look good. Chance had his ice grill on, although it was cleverly disguised behind his silver-rimmed glasses and smart-looking suit. Whenever Chance was around business associates or rival gangsters, he tried to look all tidied up and sophisticated, although the presence of Junior, his bodyguard, didn’t exactly help the façade.


  The same could not be said about Fender. He was not a tall man, but he had a presence that could make the average person cross to the other side of the street if they came face-to-face. There was something off about him. Maybe it was his weird mismatched brown and blue eyes. Or the scar from a savage slashing that dominated half of his face. He was also just a weirdo in general. Fender always seemed to be spacing out, even though Gordon was willing to bet that the Outlaws leader didn’t miss a thing.


  Carla looked ready to deny just about any wrongdoing even if there was hard evidence. She was hardcore like that. He’d bet half his savings that even if they had a video of her slashing someone’s throat she’d respond with something like: “Stunning girl. But sorry, not me.”


  A lame “hi” was all Gordon could manage. Callum glowered and Fender crooked his fingers in a half-hearted wave. Chance just glared. The funny thing was, he seemed to be taking in Carla, her hickies, and Gordon’s disheveled clothing more than anything else. It was clear that some heavy shit was going on for him to be having a face-to-face with Fender, but Chance’s biggest worry appeared to be that they’d been together all night. Even though Gordon didn’t exactly hide the fact that he liked men.


  Amazing.


  Gordon fought the urge to inform Chance that he had not touched Carla, and never would, but settled for a furtive shake of his head. When Chance only sneered, Gordon shook his head more vehemently, trying to look as convincing as possible. Did he have to start carrying a banner so everyone knew he was all the way gay?


  Fender looked on, oblivious to their drama.


  “Seriously, Chance?” Carla’s exasperation was clear in her voice. “That’s the issue at the moment?”


  “No, but it will be later,” was the icy reply.


  Gordon was pretty sure Carla muttered a haughty “It’s none of your business, anyway,” but he couldn’t be sure. Judging from the sudden interest on Fender’s blank slate of a face, he’d probably heard correctly. The Outlaw leader gave Carla a long, assessing stare and folded his hands in front of him. His mouth twitched up at the side and suddenly Gordon had the feeling Chance had made a mistake by making his interest in Carla so obvious. Sometimes, he was as dumb as Gordon. It was a comforting thought.


  “Please,” Fender said, his low voice almost drowned out by the din of the café. “Sit.”


  “So, what’s up?” Gordon asked, flashing what he hoped was a confident grin after dropping into a chair. “Are we ordering stuff or just sitting here having an obviously clandestine meeting?”


  “Where the fuck is my brother?” Callum growled, fixing him with a look that could have smote Zeus himself. Who needed lightning bolts when you had scary-faced gang members with ‘roid rage?


  The question was met with silence. Gordon and Carla exchanged confused looks.


  “Uh, I have no idea? Am I supposed to?”


  “Don’t lie to me, you little cocksucker. I’ll break your neck right here in this restaurant.”


  Callum’s arm shot out and his fingers closed on Gordon’s wrist with enough pressure to cause him to grunt in pain. He tried to jerk away but Callum seemed to have every intention of using it to drag him across the table.


  Junior grabbed Callum’s arm and wrenched it back. The two big men glared at each other, fuses looking ready to blow while Carla jumped to her feet.


  “Sit down.”


  “Callum. Enough.”


  Chance and Fender gave both orders at the same time. Callum obeyed instantly but Carla hesitated, looking like she wanted to go at the large Indian with the silverware. The difference in their response times was not more than a couple of seconds but Chance looked ready to flip the hell out anyway. Fender seemed to take note of that as well. He looked between her and Gordon, head cocked to the side and strange smile in place.


  Carla would definitely be hearing it later. Although knowing Chance, he’d find a way to blame that on Gordon, too.


  Gordon took his arms off the table and scowled. “You need to chill yourself out, man. I know it must be difficult controlling your temper with all of that whale sperm swirling in your system, but it’s seriously not my issue. Last time I checked, I wasn’t your brother’s babysitter. And if you believe I stuck around to talk things out with him last night, think again. Aiden looked like he wanted to take my head off.”


  Okay, so he didn’t know if steroids had whale sperm in them but it sounded amusing. Fender was the only person who seemed to agree; his thin-lipped smile widened.


  “Shut up, Gordon. For once,” Chance hissed.


  “Aiden hasn’t been seen since last night,” Fender said, smile evaporating. “After he ran after you. The fact that he hasn’t checked in with me or his brother is atypical.”


  Gordon stared. “So what am I supposed to do about it?”


  Callum was doing a very good impersonation of a cartoon character that was powering up for an attack. “Are you retarded?”


  “I must be because I’m confused as to how this is my problem or what the hell you want me to do? I don’t even have his number.”


  Carla elbowed him in the side. “I haven’t seen Aiden since he ran off.”


  Well, duh. He’d just freaking said that.


  Gordon looked from Callum to Fender. When he finally made the seemingly obvious realization, he released a bark of laughter.


  “You think I did something to Aiden? Me? Seriously?”


  Chance shook his head as if he thought the idea was indeed absurd. Nice little vote of confidence there. “This entire thing is bullshit, Fender. You’re looking for any reason to stir up trouble with me. If your guy is missing, it’s got nothing to do with my people. Your bloodthirsty lieutenants have made so many enemies in the past few years, anyone could have gone after him. The fact that Aiden split off from his shadow for a change could have given someone the perfect opportunity. Especially a South Side Boy.”


  “True,” Fender said with a nod.


  “Are you fucking kidding me, boss? Don’t tell me—”


  One look from Fender cut off any further outraged ranting from Callum. Fender’s attention turned to Gordon.


  “Where did you last see him, Gordon?”


  “Uh. We’d just gotten into the Industrial, like, right by the station. I shot down an alley and hid, but he didn’t see me and kept running past. I dunno what happened after that.”


  Callum opened his mouth, but Carla cut in before he could speak. “I did see his sunglasses in the middle of the street a few blocks down from where Gordon was hiding.”


  Gordon hadn’t taken the case of the discarded glasses seriously and he realized that they’d left the damn things on the train. However, Fender and Callum seemed to find the information significant most likely because Aiden had disappeared in the Industrial District, which was South Side Boys territory.


  When Gordon thought of it in those terms, the situation seemed way more ominous.


  Fender lapsed into silence. He stared at them, and Gordon had the distinct feeling he was deciding their fates. Would he blame them if something had happened to Aiden? Would he chop their heads off and suck marrow from their bones?


  “For some reason, I believe you,” Fender said after a while. “But if I find out you’re lying, Chance won’t be able to protect you. I guarantee you that.”


  Callum clamped his lips together into a thin line. It seemed that his sense of loyalty to his boss won over his anger, because he didn’t make another move to attack. Fender nodded toward the door and they slid out of the booth, the table squeaking around as Callum maneuvered his bulky frame out.


  “You and I will talk soon,” Fender said to Chance, slipping on a pair of sunglasses.


  Chance smiled. “We’ll see. Call my receptionist and have her set up an appointment.”


  This comment earned him a long, assessing stare. Fender likely didn’t think Chance was serious, but Gordon knew better. Skyn had a legit office with studios and everything.


  “Don’t bullshit me, Chance. Know who you’re talking to.”


  This time Chance didn’t bother to respond, and Fender turned to walk away. Callum followed, glaring at them one last time. If they’d been at a diner downtown instead of an upscale spot in All Saints, Gordon was pretty sure Callum would have smashed his face in right then and there.


  Once the two Outlaws were gone, Chance dropped his nice guy routine and gave Gordon a flat look. “What the fuck did you do now?”


  “What!” Gordon looked from Carla to Junior to Chance. “I didn’t do anything. Do you seriously believe I took Aiden Samu down? That’s retarded.”


  “Well then, what happened? I told you specifically not to get into a fight with anyone unless it was necessary.” Chance’s glare switched over to Carla. “Was I or was I not pretty fucking clear?”


  Carla examined her fingernails. “Well, it was necessary. They came looking for a fight and were planning to maul Gordon in a back street. I think Fender really is just tired of you jerking him around.”


  Gordon nodded, annoyance prompting him to go into big mouth mode. “Seriously. Stop stringing him along with your vague crap. Just tell him you’ll never let him in on your operation and deal with the war that follows. Jesus Christ—it’s your fight and you blame us for having to deal with it.”


  Junior turned his face as if he didn’t want to witness what would happen next.


  “You’re pushing your luck,” Chance seethed.


  “Well, considering the fact that I had a huge thug chasing me down with the intention of beating the fucking shit out of me, color me uncaring about whatever you plan to do if I mouth off. Seriously, bro? This is starting to not even be cute. You could at least have my back when shit hits the fan.”


  “Be a person worth defending and I might.”


  Gordon shut his mouth and grabbed the menu that had been lying next to Chance. “Whatever.”


  He kept his eyes down as if he were actually reading. In truth, he just wanted to leave. Sitting across from someone who despised him was about as appetizing as the idea of whale sperm.


  “Are we going to order or just sit here like freaks?” Carla asked. “And for Christ’s sake, you could at least try to cover those tattoos, Junior. You look so obviously like a ghetto bodyguard that it’s embarrassing.”


  Junior laughed and even Chance cracked a smile, but Gordon shook his head and slid sideways. “Carls, let me out please?”


  “Where do you think you’re going?” Chance demanded.


  Gordon palmed the wad of cash they’d gathered overnight and gave it to Carla as he edged his way out of the booth. Only when he was standing did he look down at Chance.


  “If you need me to do something later on, let me know.”


  It briefly seemed like Chance would object just to give him trouble. But then he averted his eyes with a dismissive shake of his head.


  Without another word, Gordon turned and walked out.


  



  



  



  Chapter Ten


  “You know what I love?”


  “No, but I’m sure you’re dying to tell me.”


  “Oh, ha, funny. Anyway, I love to drink champagne while taking a bath. I feel so decadent and it always puts me in a better mood. You should try it sometime. You’d be less tense.”


  Adam sneered at the absurd conversation playing out in his ear. Marquis Delahunt was a fucking moron.


  “Sure, I’ll get right on that. You think the liquor store on Post is keeping the Dom Pérignon behind the paper bags of Wild Irish Rose? I bet the bums are dying to get at that shit. Popping the bubbly over their garbage can bonfires and whatnot.”


  Adam’s mouth twitched up.


  “Why are you such a sarcastic bitch all the time, Gordon?”


  “I’m not. You’re just extra vapid right now. Like dark matter. A weird, empty, non-substance.


  Adam rolled over onto his back and placed a hand on his bare abdomen. He didn’t fight the smile that crept onto his face. Bugging Gordon’s phone had been a practical step in Adam’s new career as a stalker, but it had other perks. Amusement being the primary bonus.


  “Like your head,” Marquis retorted.


  “Worst comeback in the history of comebacks, baby.”


  “Oh, whatever.”


  Adam could practically hear Marquis pouting. He rolled his eyes.


  “Aw, I’m joking,” Gordon said, not sounding the least bit regretful. “I’m just in a bad mood. Everyone’s being a pain in the ass lately. I’m surprised you even called me. You were included on that list.”


  “Moi? Why? I did nothing but be myself.”


  Yes. That was the goddamn problem.


  “I guess. But my feelings get hurt easy. You know that.”


  The sneer returned. Adam had a strong desire to backhand Gordon repeatedly until the fool saw the error of his ways, and realized that Marquis Delahunt was best placed at the bottom of a landfill somewhere. Adam had been keeping tabs on Gordon for almost three weeks and nearly every conversation he had with Marquis turned into an embarrassing display of easily manipulated nonsense.


  “Sounds like a personal problem,” Marquis replied. “But I have an easy fix.”


  “Oh yeah? What’s that?”


  The sound of Gordon’s animated voice dropping into that husky octave went straight to Adam’s dick.


  “Phone sex.”


  Adam’s fingers curled into a loose fist.


  “Or,” Marquis continued, his voice a purr. “We can do it online so you can see me.”


  No.


  “No,” Gordon swallowed audibly. “Phone is fine.”


  Adam wet his lips, eyes shut and picturing Gordon in his studio. He was probably sprawled on his bed, facedown, lamp off and only a faint golden glimmer from the stove casting light on the smooth, pale stretch of his back. It would barely illuminate the words that had been scrawled along his spine by some tattoo artist’s careful hand. Adam had researched the names by now—Emma, Yelfli, Corey, Mira, Dan—street kids and friends of Gordon that he’d lost; most of them swallowed up by the hell of Southern Lexington before they’d reached sixteen, but now memorialized along Gordon’s spine forever.


  It was a little sick how the gesture had become a source of perverse fascination in Adam’s mind. Gordon’s skin was made for ink.


  “Do you remember the first time we hooked up?”


  “Hmm.” A quiet chuckle filled Adam’s ear before Gordon continued. “Yeah. It was at Chance’s first Halloween party. You wore a fur vest and black leather shorts and said you were a werewolf. I was riding Pandora and jerked you off on the dance floor.”


  “And then you forced me to blow you in the hallway. I got rug burn on my knees trying to finger you while I deep-throated your dick.”


  Gordon and the word ‘force’ in the same scenario was dangerous. And familiar. It had been in Adam’s head enough in the past couple of weeks, infiltrating his thoughts and his dreams after too many nights of watching and listening. Forcing Gordon up against a wall. Or a bed. Or down to his knees.


  Adam’s breath picked up, but not because he gave a shit about whatever Gordon had done to Marquis at that party. He just wanted to hear the sound of Gordon’s voice when he—


  The phone rang, and Adam wanted to destroy the goddamn thing. He ripped his hand away from his body and felt around in the darkness until he located the phone.


  “What?” Adam didn’t quite snarl into the phone, but it was close.


  “One hour.”


  Adam pulled the earbud out and tossed it off the bed or else General Carhart would have gotten way more information about Marquis’s ability to swallow than he needed.


  “Where?”


  “My office.”


  Shit.


  Adam ended the call and thudded his head back against the mattress. The slow burn of arousal was all but gone, but his pants were still uncomfortably tight against his crotch. Maybe later. All of Gordon’s calls uploaded to his laptop anyway.


  He was composed and out the door within five minutes, but his mind kept wandering back to Gordon. It was too easy to wonder, and then visualize, what he was doing in his apartment right then. Adam’s self-determined mission had turned into a full-on preoccupation after the first week.


  Gordon was troublesome and irritating, but also amusing and an unceasing source of curiosity for Adam. He’d spent enough hours analyzing Gordon’s expressions, the intonations of his voice, and the ever-changing look in his hazel eyes to know that the joker act was a cover for something dark, lonely, and unsatisfied. Why Gordon acted the fool for everyone, Adam couldn’t say. But as the days went by, he found himself wanting to rip the façade away.


  It was a pointless and unprofessional obsession. The entire operation was a mess, but Adam couldn’t bring himself to stop. He was also a red-flagged field agent with no missions to distract him. Perhaps this meeting with the general would change that. As the Commanding General at the Agency, Carhart was in charge of all field agent affairs. Adam rarely reported to the man unless there was a problem or—hopefully—a problem that was going away.


  He walked the few blocks from his apartment complex to Johnson’s Pharmaceuticals’ grounds, bypassing a handful of civilians along the way. Adam could not help but marvel that they were so oblivious to the whole other world that existed behind the compound’s tall wrought iron gates. They were fed a story by the government and they believed it, no questions asked. It was quite pathetic.


  It didn’t take long to comply with the retina scan at the gate and reach the Tower, where he took the elevator up to Carhart’s office. The general’s assistant was a nervous Chinese woman who snapped at Adam for not making an appointment before becoming flustered when she realized that the general had been the one to summon him.


  “It’s probably related to your probation,” she said.


  Adam swept his eyes over the other field agents sitting in the small waiting area. There weren’t many, but they were all below him in rank and tenure, and he wouldn’t be surprised if most of them got a kick out of the idea of a Level 9 field agent screwing up a mission.


  He, frankly, could not care less. He’d never wanted to climb the Agency’s rungs, anyway. Adam hadn’t become an agent voluntarily, and he wouldn’t be able to leave until he wound up in a pine box. Or a pile of ashes.


  Ignoring the receptionist and the other people in the room, Adam stood with his back to the wall. He stared at the clock and counted the seconds until she called his name and buzzed him into the office. He noted that Carhart appeared aggravated, and as Adam sat down opposite his desk, he hoped this wouldn’t take long whether it was good news or bad. Years ago he’d accepted that his—and everyone else’s—time at the Agency would never end well. Dragging it out would only make things worse.


  “Am I being terminated?”


  Carhart’s fingers paused on his palm-sized tablet and he looked up, appearing startled by the question. “Don’t be ridiculous.”


  “Just wondering.”


  “Do you want to be terminated?”


  Oh, great. Now they would recommend him for a psych evaluation.


  “No. I just like getting to the point.”


  “You didn’t seem too broken up about it.” Carhart put the tablet down.


  “What purpose would that serve? I couldn’t change it. I know how it works. Marshal Beaulieu decides someone is no longer viable, you break the news, and then the goon squad comes in and sweeps the unfortunate agent away.”


  Carhart shook his head. “Close, but no cigar, Agent Blake. In real life, there is no warning or breaking the news. The order comes down and the unfortunate agent is immediately taken from wherever he happens to be at the time.”


  When Adam only stared, the general sat back in his chair. “I don’t get you, Blake.”


  “What’s not to get?”


  “For someone so talented and with so much potential, your attitude stinks.”


  Adam could tell that he was getting on Carhart’s nerves, but that would have been solved by the conversation not occurring at all. He said nothing, and waited for the inevitable lecture.


  “Two weeks ago, rank 10 training started. You could have been in it if you were more reliable. And you know very well that a year and a half ago I considered you the best candidate to be in my unit, but you turned the position down.”


  Adam braced his head with his thumb and index finger, massaging his temple. He’d heard enough shit about turning down that position to last a lifetime. After a decade of working for the Agency, they’d finally realized he didn’t give a flying fuck about becoming a superstar agent, and he’d been scrutinized ever since.


  “It worked out fine for you,” he returned.


  “Indeed it did.”


  “So. . . .”


  Carhart scowled and Adam felt slightly guilty. The general wasn’t such a bad guy. He was far less of a jerk than most of the other ranked officials at the Agency, and that was saying a lot.


  “Your behavior lately has concerned us. First the mission in Glass Town, and more recently, you were near the scene of a police investigation in the Industrial District.”


  Adam dropped his hand and maintained an even expression even when his heart skipped a beat. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


  “Were you or were you not in the Industrial District two nights ago?”


  “I went to Jake & Janet’s to get a drink. I met a girl there.” It wasn’t entirely a lie.


  “Tell me about the girl.”


  Jesus fucking Christ. Was he serious? Adam sighed, and this time, he didn’t feel guilty. What did they care what he did while on probation? It’s not like he was being sent out for missions. The iron fist they had on his life was starting to feel more and more stifling.


  With a vague gesture, Adam put together a haphazard cover-up story.


  “Not much to tell. I went to a club and met a girl. I was interested until I realized she was in the company of a Pandora dealer. At that point, I left. The club is called Jake & Janet’s. Good place to pick up a one night stand.”


  For some reason, that caught Carhart’s attention, and Adam wondered if he’d made a mistake.


  “Interesting.”


  “What’s so interesting about that?”


  “For starters, it was noted that you were spending an inordinate amount of time in an area that is known for drugs and gang violence. You’re not consistently monitored, but the Marshal does like to check in on probationary agents.”


  “Afraid they’re going to go rogue?”


  “It’s happened. I didn’t think that was the case for you, but anything is possible. If you’d developed a drug habit, it would have become a problem. But if you were truly in that area for other kinds of fun, perhaps your presence down there will come to our benefit.”


  “How so?”


  Carhart swiveled his chair to the side and stood, crossing the room to a charging dock filled with tablets. He selected one and turned it on, continuing without looking at Adam. “The purpose of this meeting was to ask you about your whereabouts. But it also falls in line with the nature of an assignment that you will be receiving in the coming days. It will require you to interact with individuals who frequent the southern districts.”


  “You’re sending me on a mission?”


  “Not exactly.”


  The general walked to the side of the desk, still looking down at the slim device in his hand. “Wanda’s sources came through yet again. We’ve had a file on a man named Damian Perry for years due to his growing drug empire in the Lexington area.”


  Adam went still. He forced his mouth to form words that were scattering across his brain. “Why do you have a file on some drug dealer?”


  “Perry is suspicious by long-distance association with individuals on our terrorist and insurgent lists. However, that wasn’t the original reason we had a file on him. It just built steadily when he became involved with the black market trade of chemicals. Primarily, gene modification and Pandora.”


  Adam nearly asked why Chance had originally been noticed by the Agency, but held back. It wouldn’t do for him to seem too interested.


  “I see. So, what has this got to do with me?”


  “Wanda’s sources hinted that Perry’s Pandora chemist may have ties to, or may actually be, our scientist Aurora. Luckily for you, Aurora had contacts in this area other than the now-deceased Ambassador DuPont. One of those contacts is a woman named Carlotta Castillo. She is an enforcer for Perry.”


  “So . . . I’m going to bring in this Carlotta woman for interrogation?”


  Interrogation always led to death. Adam slid his palms along his thighs.


  “No. That isn’t practical until the link has been confirmed as 100%. Instead, we’re taking another course.”


  Carhart paused to hand the tablet to Adam. He’d uploaded the mission details onto the device. The words scrolled across the screen, but Adam could not make them compute in his brain.


  “You will technically remain on probation until your file has been scrutinized and you are evaluated by a psychologist and a behavior analyst, but since you are still operational material, you’ll simultaneously be placed on a long-term undercover operation to keep an eye on Damian Perry and Carlotta Castillo.”


  When Adam opened his mouth to protest, Carhart interrupted him.


  “Do not complain. Senior Agent Trovosky was on a long-term undercover operation for two years in a Siberian prison.”


  “I understand that, but you’re having me pretend to invest in a pornography company? Can’t I just bug their office and keep an eye on them from a remote location?”


  “No.” Carhart’s face went from stony to arctic. “We want a tangible in, not data collected over time. The ultimate goal is for you to make connections. With Perry, Castillo, and ultimately with Aurora. The pornography nonsense is just your gateway. You need to take it deeper. It may take months and it may take years, but you will become your cover, and you will succeed.”


  The scope of it was unreal, emphasized by the possibility of working side-by-side with Chance for years. Which automatically translated to easy access to Gordon—for years. Adam set the tablet on the desk.


  “You said you don’t understand me and that my attitude stinks. Why trust me with this mission? Jenny could do it just as well if not better. She’d have Perry wrapped around her finger in seconds. Possibly Carlotta as well if the woman swings that way.”


  “You’re trying to shift the mission to Agent White.”


  “No, I’m just making a valid point. If I’m such a fuckup—why me?”


  Carhart sat again and braced his forearms on the desk. “I’ll tell you the truth, Adam. The Marshal and General Willis originally did recommend Agent White for the assignment. She thrives in undercover ops and she’s a damn good valentine agent. You, however, are difficult. Increasingly so. But I’d hate to see you languish in probation until administration changes and you end up terminated after dead weight sweeps.”


  “Was that an actual possibility?”


  “Yes. One that I’d rather not have become your reality.”


  Adam looked at Carhart. Even if the general was one of the kinder officers at the Agency, Adam had grown to regard every one of them with suspicion. Especially during sudden acts of kindness. He analyzed Carhart’s face and found nothing but frustration.


  “Why does it matter to you? I’m not special. I’m a rank-and-file agent with no ambition, just like you said.”


  “Because I tend to give difficult assholes the benefit of the doubt, and I think you have potential. You have a history of sabotaging yourself, Adam. Dating back to before you were vetted by the Agency so many years ago. When they took you out of prison, they saw someone with potential to be a killer, but anyone who’s analyzed the files would realize that you simply didn’t bother to defend yourself as well as you could have and that’s why you wound up behind bars.”


  To that, Adam stayed shut. He wasn’t going there with Carhart, or anyone. The general seemed to sense that, and he let the topic pass.


  “Go over the mission outline and we will have an official briefing in the coming days. I will repeat it again, agent: do not fuck this up.”


  Adam inclined his head and grabbed the tablet. He left the office feeling like his life had suddenly become very surreal.


  



  



  



  Chapter Eleven


  It wasn’t even a week after the equinox and all of the damn trees were already almost bare in this part of the city. So much for autumn foliage. What a bummer. Gordon stomped in piles of papery brown leaves just to spite the entire situation.


  He was on his way uptown to meet Marquis at Skyn and had decided to leave early and walk instead of puttering through rush hour traffic in his crappy Jeep. The plan had been simple: walk through Crandall Park—one of the few remaining large green spaces in Lexington—and enjoy the sunset and colorful trees. Fall was his favorite season; it brought the best holidays and pumpkin flavored everything. But even a walk in the park had been screwed up by the Northeast’s crappy, post-nuclear environment.


  He should have been used to it by now. He was as stupid as the people who got upset when it snowed in the winter. So shocking when the elements come into play at appropriate times.


  It was nearly seven by the time Gordon made it to the building that housed Skyn.


  “Hey, Nicole,” Gordon greeted the receptionist.


  “Hi.” Nicole looked up at him through her mop of shaggy black hair and didn’t bother to smile.


  “Bad day?”


  “All of these stupid bitches keep showing up without appointments,” Nicole fired off like she’d been waiting for someone to ask for hours. “They think they’re going to flash their tits and instantly be put on payroll. There’s been three today and that one—”


  She indicated a blonde sitting on the far right of the room reading a magazine. The woman would have been hot if not for her orange tan and disproportionately large tits. She looked like one of those cheese crackers with peanut butter in the middle.


  “—won’t even leave. I told the slunt that Mr. Perry is busy in a meeting—”


  Gordon bit back a bark of laughter as he parsed the combination of slut and cunt. Nicole made up the best profanity.


  “—and has been for a couple of hours, but she still wants to try to get a walk-in. We’re closing in seven minutes so I don’t know what the hell she thinks is going to happen. But knowing Chance, he’ll probably make me look like an asshole and take her just because she’s got watermelons attached to her chest. I don’t even know why I bother.”


  “Jesus. And I thought I was in a crappy mood.”


  “You have no idea. If one more snotty skank walks in here acting like she’s God’s gift, I’m going to lose it.”


  “Just take it easy, sweetheart.”


  Nicole took off her glasses to rub her eyes. Her role as a receptionist was only a side gig while Nicole went to college, but as stressed as she let herself get, you’d think it was her lifelong career. She thought she was Chance’s right hand, and had no idea that he’d only hired her because he didn’t find her attractive. Chance fucked all of the talent and didn’t want to have the temptation right outside of his office, too.


  “What are you doing here, anyway?”


  “Marquis told me to meet him here. We’re going out.”


  She curled her lip. “He already left with another model.”


  How fucking typical. Gordon swallowed the bitter lump that rose in his throat. “Why am I not surprised?”


  “Because he’s a scumbag? I mean it’s possible he’s coming back. He mentioned something about needing caffeine and you know how he is. God forbid he should go to a café on his own—what would people think? He needs a personality transplant if you ask me.”


  “I guess I’ll wait around. I have nothing better to do.” Gordon didn’t know why he bothered with Marquis. Every time he told himself he’d leave the guy alone, and every time he came running back at the first hint of attention given. Next time Marquis called when bored and horny, Gordon was going to let it go to voicemail.


  “Fine. I’d check with Chance if he expects Marquis back, but he’s in a meeting. In fact, you should probably wait in the break room. I don’t want him thinking you’re trying to get a walk-in during some important hoo-hah and getting reamed for it.”


  Gordon nodded, glad for the warning. The last thing he needed was to be lectured in front of random strangers. He turned and started to head to the corridor, but the sound of a door opening and a smooth voice made him freeze mid-step.


  Low, slightly cold, and undeniably sexy.


  Every hair stood on end as Gordon turned to stare.


  Chance and Adam.


  Gordon was unable to look away, and completely unable to act like a normal human being. He’d expected a lot of things to happen. To be followed, his apartment bugged, his friends watched . . . Hell, he’d even expected to be interviewed by some spooks one of these days, but this? No. No damn way. Adam getting chummy with Chance had never even crossed his mind.


  “I’m looking forward to it as well,” Adam was saying, flashing a flawless grin. He looked especially pale under the fluorescent lights of the lobby, his jet black hair and eyes contrasting dramatically. He was a goddamn Greek god in a designer suit.


  Gordon struggled to act like a functional person. The fear that gripped him had lessened, but he still couldn’t make sense of what was happening. He’d never expected to see Adam in the daylight; their encounters always occurred after midnight. It was then that Gordon’s guard was always at its highest. Having the false security blanket of daylight suddenly ripped off him was startling.


  “What are you doing here?”


  It took longer than it should have for Gordon to realize that the question was directed at him. He tried to focus on Chance, but his eyes were drawn back to Adam. Their gazes locked.


  “Ah. . . .”


  He tried to make his brain operate, but the synapses were not clicking. Adam’s even countenance was morphing into a glare of warning, and Gordon knew he was acting stupid. He was making it obvious that something was wrong—that Adam’s presence was throwing him off.


  “Uh, Marquis. We were going to food.” Because that was a verb. “I mean, get food.”


  “He’s gone.”


  “Yes.”


  Monosyllables. Monosyllables were good.


  “Okay then.” Chance turned back to Adam. “We’ll be in contact soon.”


  “Of course,” Adam replied, sliding his gaze from Gordon effortlessly. “My offer will remain on the table as long as it takes. As I said, I’ve been interested for quite some time.”


  Looking entirely too pleased by this comment, Chance nodded and the two men shook hands. Adam bid Chance a polite farewell, cast another fleeting glance at Gordon, and disappeared out into the corridor.


  Chance’s attention strayed to the blonde sitting in reception, and she shot to her feet, seeing this as her opportunity to get noticed.


  “What’s going on?” Gordon demanded before the woman could open her collagen-filled lips.


  Chance barely seemed to notice. He was already flashing a smarmy smile at the woman’s rocket launcher tits.


  “Chance, what the fuck is going on? Who was that?”


  “Not that it’s any of your concern, but that was Adam Blake. An extremely wealthy entrepreneur who may invest.”


  “In what?”


  “In Skyn.”


  “What? How did he even—I don’t even know what’s happening.”


  A glimmer of impatience crossed Chance’s face. “What’s your problem, Gordon?”


  “Nothing. Just. It’s odd. How do you know, uh, that—Hmm.”


  “Jesus, you’re an idiot.”


  Gordon didn’t bother to deny it; his idiocy was becoming a fact and he was doing a good job at making himself look mentally deficient.


  Chance glared at him before approaching the hopeful blonde. Nicole looked outraged, but Gordon barely remembered why the receptionist was so upset. All he could do was attempt to wrap his mind around this new reality.


  A throbbing sensation began in his head, and by the time he got to the elevator bank, it had upgraded into nonstop pounding. The idea of Adam doing business with Chance was completely out of the realm of reality. It was in science fiction somewhere with the elves and hobbits.


  Gordon half-ran, half-tripped out of the building, not bothering to watch where he was going. He needed to get the hell away and figure this out.


  “Gordon.”


  “Shit!” He whirled around. “What the fuck is your deal?”


  “Don’t make a scene.”


  Gordon reached up to dig his hands into his hair. “You’re going to drive me insane, man. Is that your goal? To make me fucking nuts?”


  Once again, Adam simply observed him, calm and unreadable. “I think you and I should go somewhere to talk.”


  An incredulous, choked laugh escaped Gordon’s mouth. “If you think I’m going somewhere with you. . . .”


  Adam took a step closer. “Gordon, if I wanted you dead, I would have done it long ago. Killing you in public would defeat the purpose of this endeavor, or did you forget that discretion was the entire point?”


  Gordon was painfully aware of how close they were and he was pretty sure he had a deer-in-the-headlights expression on his face. He didn’t know whether to be scared or flustered.


  “Okay,” he said in a strained voice.


  Adam flashed his perfect smile, but this time it had an edge. “Good. Manhandling you into my car wouldn’t have been easy to do on such short notice.”


  Adam turned away, clearly expecting him to follow. It took a moment for Gordon to get his ass into gear and force his feet to move. He was several yards behind, and wanted nothing more than to turn tail and run the hell away.


  Being alone in a car with Adam seemed like a bad idea, especially after the last time. The memory of a wire snaking around his neck and pinning him against the back of his seat wasn’t exactly thrilling. But like Adam said, if he’d been planning to kill Gordon, he could have easily done it then when they were alone in a pitch black parking lot, not in the middle of rush hour.


  Feeling slightly less freaked out with that mote of logic drifting at the surface, Gordon picked up his pace. Adam led him to a chrome-colored car and as they got in, he had to stop himself from looking around with envy. The vehicle was impressive. The seat even shifted to mold itself to his body when he sat down.


  Adam secured his seat belt and touched a small chip to where the ignition would be in Gordon’s old Jeep. The vehicle hummed to life, purring in a way that would make car porn history.


  “Where are you taking me?”


  “Could you sound any more like a kidnapping victim?”


  “Ain’t I?” Gordon clicked his own seat belt into place and opened the window. It felt too intimate with just the two of them inside the illegally tinted windows.


  This time, Adam was visibly annoyed. “How are we ever going to come to an understanding if you don’t behave reasonably? I am at least making an attempt to rectify this situation with minimum damage to your being.”


  “Minimum dam—Wh-what planet are you from? You’re seriously, like, fucked up in the brain.”


  Adam turned the car in an abrupt U-turn that disrupted the traffic around them. Several horns honked in protest and at least one person shouted out their window. The wheels squealed against the road, and they began heading west.


  “Wow, dude. Learn to drive.”


  “A critique of my driving skills is unnecessary at this junction in the conversation.”


  “Then stop driving like a psychopath.”


  Adam was the kind of driver that pissed Gordon off, one of those people that thought they could do whatever ass-backwards thing they wanted when driving—at the expense of others.


  They drove in silence for several minutes and Gordon watched the road carefully. Adam didn’t seem interested in explaining where they were going, and even though there weren’t many parts of the city Gordon was unfamiliar with, it was better to be safe than sorry.


  “Why are we going to the Barrows?”


  “Because my favorite restaurant is there.”


  Gordon looked at Adam in surprise. The idea of Adam having a favorite place to eat seemed so . . . bizarre. It seemed too normal.


  “Is it shocking that I eat?”


  “Well, you do look like a vampire.”


  Adam cast him a sidelong glance and Gordon had the fleeting mental image of the man knocking him out casually while continuing to drive one-handed.


  “We’re going to Killian’s. It’s an Irish Pub. Do you have issue with that or should we go to Glass Town and camp out in front of the Disney store in order for you to feel safe?”


  Gordon opened his mouth to comment that he was familiar with Killian’s, but what came out was: “I would, but I don’t think you showing your mug in Glass Town is a great idea at this junction in your life, is it?”


  “If I were you, I would refrain from speaking of such things. Your mouth will get you in trouble, Gordon. Count on it.”


  There was no arguing with that, so Gordon zipped his lips and shut up for the rest of the ride. He didn’t know why he was giving Adam further motivation. He supposed it was all a part of being a colossal fuck-up on multiple levels. The pathetic dead trees rushed by when Adam sped through the road that intersected Crandall Park. A sudden burst of gunshots ruptured the silence and Gordon sat up with a start, looking over at Adam.


  “Gangs,” Adam commented. “You’re jumpy for a drug dealer.”


  “Shut up.”


  Gordon exhaled and rested his head against his seat. Crandall Park was getting as bad as the Industrial District. The fighting between the South Side Boys and the Outlaws always seemed to happen around there. It was a pretty dodgy neighborhood and he couldn’t help but ask:


  “Why do you even go here? I can’t picture you going to the Barrows to eat. Not in that suit.”


  “Street kids who don’t know how to shoot straight don’t frighten me,” was the bland response. “Anyone who tried to rob me would regret it instantly.”


  “No shit.”


  Embarrassing memories of their first encounter, and the effortless way Adam had subdued him, sprang to mind.


  They reached Killian’s, and Adam parked on the street. He didn’t seem concerned about leaving his badass car in such a dump neighborhood. Either it had some kind of sick security system that blasted anyone that came too close, or Adam didn’t care about what happened to it. Maybe he was rich enough to buy another.


  When they went inside, Gordon recognized most of the staff that were already there and about a third of the patrons. Killian’s was Carla’s favorite place to go as well, and she dragged him there semi-frequently. Gordon didn’t see what the big hoopla was; the eats were okay, but he’d expected legit Irish food from an Irish pub and all they served was continental. It wasn’t worth the trek. The bartender was hot though.


  The waitress told them to sit anywhere they wanted, and Adam led him to the back. As they passed the bar, Gordon looked over and grinned at Mark, aka the hot bartender. Mark was typical bad boy sexiness wrapped up in torn jeans and a tight band t-shirt. He had too many tattoos for Gordon’s liking but made up for it with his gorgeous blue eyes.


  “Long time no see.”


  Mark’s mouth turned up. “Looking good, Frost.”


  Gordon fought the urge to grin at the response and settled for a wink and a leer. Maybe coming here hadn’t been such a bad idea after all.


  “I take it you’ve been here before.” Adam eyeballed him as they settled in a booth.


  “Couple of times,” Gordon replied, picking up one of the menus that were already sitting on the table.


  “Enough to apparently have dated the bartender?”


  “I let him rail me a couple of times.”


  “Lovely.”


  “Oh, it was.” Gordon smirked, hoping he was making Adam uncomfortable.


  “Do you have sex with anyone who glances in your direction?”


  “Do you stalk every random civilian who gets in your crosshairs?”


  “And there you go again with that mouth. I could think of better uses for it.”


  Gordon stared, the discomfort meter now rising on his end.


  “Um, how about we just stick to the script? Didn’t you have some crap you were planning to lay on me to get me to go along with your bullshit?”


  Adam shrugged, not appearing in a rush.


  “Perhaps you should speak to your boss that way. He may start thinking you’re not such a pushover.”


  Gordon’s fingers tightened on the menu.


  “It’s interesting that you say the rudest thing that you can come up with to me, whom you claim to fear, but with Perry, you act like a wounded puppy every time he verbally degrades you.”


  A sloppy joe and chili cheese fries sounded perfect. Maybe he’d burn a hole in his stomach and have to go to the hospital for the trauma. Or throw up in Adam’s car. Or on Adam himself.


  “Are you actually afraid of him?”


  “Listen—”


  Gordon’s tirade was cut off as the waitress approached their table. She appeared to pick up on the tension between them because she took their drink orders without the typical rambling about specials, and departed with a hasty smile.


  Gordon flipped his menu closed and raised his hands to cover his face. He could feel Adam watching, and it only made the levels of his anxiety rise.


  “Are you upset?”


  “Can you please just say whatever you wanted to say and leave me alone?” Gordon pleaded, voice muffled by his hands. “I don’t think I can take any more insults today. My ego is fucking battered and nonexistent as it is.”


  “That’s only because you beg for attention from the wrong people.”


  Gordon pressed his hands harder against his face, and there was a beat of silence.


  “Fine. I want you to stop treating me like an enemy.”


  Gordon peered through his fingers. “Huh?”


  “What I’m saying is, this would all be a lot easier if you would try to get along with me instead of being dramatic and irrational.”


  “Man, you fucking hit me in the head with a gun, tied me up, ransacked my house, used my computer without even asking and then you wrapped a wire around my—”


  “Would you keep your goddamn voice down?”


  Gordon looked around with a wince. “Sorry. But the point is, are you really shocked that I’m scared of you? Seriously? I don’t know what planet you’re from but in my world, you’re a huge threat to my pitiful existence. Since we met I’ve been looking over my shoulder every time I leave the house, waiting for you to jump out of the shadows and slit my throat.”


  For the first time, Adam seemed to lose his cool and he tapped his fingers against the table in agitation.


  “You don’t understand, Gordon. In my world, this is how it’s done. If you know too much and exist on the outside of that world, you have two choices. Death or a lifetime of surveillance. If I tried to leave tomorrow, I would be terminated. And if they chose to let me live, someone would be monitoring me for the rest of my life. And trust me, even that option is only available for a very select few. Usually retirement, not a screw-up.”


  “I think it’s time for a new job.”


  “Can you be serious? “Annoyance flashed across Adam’s face.


  “Fine. Sorry.”


  “All I’m trying to do is keep both of us living and breathing. There are too many what-ifs, and the only way for me to ensure that you’re not a threat to the integrity of my existence is to keep you close. I don’t want to hurt you. How many times do I have to fucking repeat it?”


  As much as Gordon wanted to argue, he realized that Adam’s situation was not much different than his own. They were both trapped in their lifestyles except Adam couldn’t get out even if he wanted to, and Gordon just had no idea how.


  “Okay. But—”


  The waitress came back with their drinks and disappeared again when Gordon said he wasn’t ready to order.


  “I thought you were hungry,” Adam noted.


  “How did you know that?”


  “You said you were going to food with that brain-dead blond.”


  Gordon wrapped his hand around the sweating pint of Guinness. “Man, why do you hate on Marquis so hard?”


  “That question is too stupid to acknowledge.”


  “Yeah that’s me, king of stupid questions.” Gordon brought the pint to his lips and drank deeply, draining a third of its contents.


  Adam’s eyes dropped to his throat. When he arched a brow, Adam looked down at his water. “You could do better,” he said at length.


  Yeah, right.


  Gordon looked over Adam’s shoulder. Mark was leaning across the bar and smiling at a pair of pretty blonde co-eds in tight dresses. The guy thrived on the attention even though he was gay. That was probably why he messed around with Gordon. He liked being wanted. Most people did. It was too bad that Marquis was the only halfway normal person who consistently wanted Gordon. If Gordon cut him off completely, he would spend most of his time with a string of faceless one-night stands. A toxic relationship was better than nothing.


  Adam touched his wrist, just a soft brush, but it sent electricity racing through him and he yanked his hand away.


  “All I am saying, is that you could do more than date someone who just considers you an option.”


  “I’m not trying to date him.”


  “No? You invited him out to dinner. Seems like a date.”


  “We’re apparently going to eat dinner,” Gordon countered. “Does that make this a date?”


  “Depends. Are we fucking after?”


  Gordon nearly spit out the thick, dark beer. He swallowed hard and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Christ. Who gave you a sense of humor all of a sudden.”


  Adam began meticulously squeezing the lemon into his water before watching it sink to the bottom of his glass. The lack of reaction made Gordon falter, like maybe it hadn’t been a joke, but there was no way the flippant question had been a real invitation. No way. Suspicion snaked into Gordon and he fiddled with the menu again. He wondered what Adam had seen and heard while spying on him. But most of all, he wondered if Adam thought he could control this situation by making Gordon all moony over his rock-star looks. It was the oldest con in the book.


  “Anyway . . . I guess I can kind of understand what you’re saying about having no choice. And I get it. But—investing in porn? Isn’t that a little too much?”


  “It’s a good cover.”


  “Uh-huh. Couldn’t you just pretend to want to buy some PD?”


  Adam turned the glass of water between his palms. “I never see you hanging out with your customers.”


  “And you’re the expert on my activities so you should know.”


  The explanation still didn’t add up. Adam investing in Skyn wasn’t the easiest solution to the problem. Something tickled the back of Gordon’s mind, about business and clients and relationships, but it was gone before he could grasp it. He tapped his finger against his pint. There had to be more to this.


  “Maybe . . . you needed to establish some kind of cover anyway, and me being around is just an added bonus?”


  “So untrusting, Gordon. How do you make it in the world with that sort of paranoia?”


  “Blow me.”


  Adam smirked and Gordon could feel himself getting warmer. This guy was seriously messing with him today.


  “I’d also thought about forcing you to pose as my lover.”


  Gordon went from warm to hot and his mouth was suddenly dry. He shifted in the booth, trying to tear his eyes away from the little smile playing on Adam’s lips and failing dramatically. He wondered, even as the scenario made his dick stretch out the front of his pants, what that cover would have entailed.


  “Yeah?”


  “Yes. It wouldn’t be a stretch considering you let any semi-attractive man fuck you.”


  “First of all,” Gordon said. He reached down to adjust his black cords, biting his lip when the brief touch added friction to his erection. “I’m not always the one getting fucked. Second, that would be the worst cover ever. I can barely look at you without either shuddering in fear or calling you names. And third of all, are you even into guys like that?”


  “Sometimes.”


  “Are you bi?”


  “I didn’t think I was. But I was required to engage in sexual relations with men to achieve goals on certain assignments, and I started to appreciate it.”


  “That’s just weird.”


  “Why is it so weird?” Adam appeared to seriously dislike being criticized. “Many people in my line of work are given status as valentine and are expected to screw whomever we’re ordered to seduce. It doesn’t bother me. It’s just a physical act. Considering some of the things I’ve done, touching another man’s dick is not exactly going to send me into a moral meltdown.”


  “Okay, dude. No need to get defensive. So, anyways, you’re bi then.”


  Adam still looked annoyed. “Do I really need a label?”


  “Oh geez. Forget it.” People got so touchy about this stuff. “No one would believe that shit, you know. You’re too attractive to be doing me on a regular basis.”


  “Your insecurity makes me want to punch you in the face.”


  “I’m not trying to fish for compliments, gorgeous. I’m just pointing out a fact. I’m pretty average and you’re a ten. Marquis is more up your alley.”


  Adam crumpled a napkin in his hand. “Your infatuation with him is on the more embarrassing side of ridiculous. I don’t see the allure.”


  “Well, if you’re only used to faking gay, I’m not surprised. The guy’s a god. Physically and sexually.”


  Adam scoffed. “I’d rather be with someone who can entertain me outside of the bedroom as well as in it.”


  Something about the way he said it made Gordon’s head snap up. He found Adam’s gaze intent on him. Flustered won out over discomfort, and Gordon looked around the pub again. The co-eds were shimmying in their barstools.


  “I’m not as stupid as everyone thinks I am.”


  “If I thought you were, I wouldn’t waste my time explaining things to you.”


  “Then why do you think I’m going to fall for this flirtatious crap? I may not be a spy or whatever you are, but I know that seducing someone is the best way to control them. You just said it yourself. My ginger ass isn’t falling for it.”


  “Is that what you think I’m trying to do?”


  “Obviously.”


  Adam almost seemed amused by the notion. “And you think I’m paranoid.”


  “Maybe we both are. It’s not like we don’t have good reason. Either way, don’t treat me like I’m an idiot. You want me to stop making this so hard on you? Fine. I’ll play it your way if you play it mine. Treat me like a man, not a stupid kid. I get enough of that from everyone else.”


  Adam’s lips parted and Gordon was fully prepared for another round of ‘maybe you should say that to them’ comments, but before anything else was said, his gaze caught on the wall. Gordon half-twisted in his seat and saw that Adam was giving the clock one of his death glares.


  “I have to go.”


  “So soon?”


  “I should have gone an hour ago, but I let you distract me.”


  Yeah, because being ordered into a vehicle was super distracting.


  “Guess you better scamper along then.”


  “Don’t look too crushed.”


  Adam dropped a couple of bills onto the table. Gordon thought he would simply walk away, but surprisingly, he did not.


  “Live up to the expectations you want me to have, and I’ll consider what you said.”


  Gordon sat back in the booth, staring up in bemusement. “You can do whatever you want.”


  “Somehow I knew you wouldn’t appreciate anything I had to say.” Adam hovered by the table and slid his hands into his pockets. “I’ll drive you back.”


  “Nah.” Gordon forced himself to look somewhere other than the tempting view of Adam’s fit body standing directly in front of him. His eyes fell on the bar and then, Mark. Now, there was a way to work off the unwanted tension building in his body. “I’ll find some way to entertain myself.”


  Adam followed his gaze and scoffed. “Right.”


  This time, he didn’t hesitate before walking away.


  



  



  



  Chapter Twelve


  Gordon had apparently listened to Adam’s advice regarding Marquis, but his way out of the situation had been to start behaving like a slut. If it hadn’t been clear that Gordon had no sexual boundaries before, it certainly was now.


  In the week since their dinner encounter, Gordon had fucked the bartender from Killian’s and whoever the hell Brian from Bedford was. Now, Adam was watching a spindly twenty-year-old—with limpid pools where eyes should have been—lick into Gordon’s mouth in the basement of Jake & Janet’s.


  Everything was in place. Surveillance audio and video, as well as his position at Skyn. He could keep tabs on Gordon while accomplishing his mission; it was nearly perfect.


  In other words, surveilling Gordon in person was no longer necessary. But here Adam was, doing it anyway. He’d watched Gordon pop Pandora caplets like candy, dancing until his clothes were damp with sweat, and dry humping multiple people on the dance floor. He’d gotten wasted, snatched up the scrawny college kid and stumbled down to the basement. He was completely oblivious to the fact that Adam had been there the whole time. At this point, Adam wasn’t even trying to hide. It was goddamn shameful. Gordon wouldn’t know how to watch his own ass even if he walked around with two mirrors.


  Adam glanced at his watch. He had a meeting with Wanda in four hours, and he needed to be alert lest Wanda should report him yet again. Sleep was needed. But even the possibility of another red flag wasn’t enough to prompt him into action. Not when his eyes were glued to the spectacle across the room.


  The kid had shoved Gordon’s shirt up to expose his toned abs and hipbones that jutted out of the red band of his underwear. The faint sound of heady laughter ensured that Adam didn’t look away. Not when the kid’s fingers undid Gordon’s belt before he dropped to his knees. The way Gordon tilted his head back against the wall and slid his eyes shut, made Adam’s stomach feel hollow. When the boxers and jeans tugged down, Adam forced himself to turn away.


  The ache of arousal had become standard when he was around Gordon. He was a bad influence. Had been from day one and was getting worse now that Adam saw him more often. But with the Agency directly involved, there was more at stake. His attraction to Gordon was a no-no.


  Adam returned to the ground floor of the club and surveyed the place quickly. He spotted four people in the vicinity who were carrying—poorly concealed—weapons and he knew there were more. Judging from the colors many people wore, there was a mix of Outlaws and South Side Boys present that screamed of trouble, and the building tension couldn’t end in a healthy way. He didn’t give a damn about the gang members, but, unless he stayed in the basement for the rest of the night, Gordon would undoubtedly be swept up in the ensuing mess.


  Adam briefly closed his eyes. He needed a damn drink before he left. Or to go down to the basement, find a free alcove, and get off fast and dirty with a stranger. The latter thought was foreign and stupid, and Adam propelled himself in the direction of the bar. Several people tried groping him, or picking his pocket, and he made his way by elbowing stomachs and twisting arms, not caring about the trail of pained grunts he left behind.


  Damn drunks.


  “Hey there. I remember you. Carla’s admirer. You’re Cherry Bomb,” the bartender shouted into his face. “Want another one of those?”


  “No. Two shots of vodka. No cheap shit.”


  “You got it.”


  Adam braced his elbows on the scarred surface of the bar. The place was packed. The owner had to be violating a fire code, but security didn’t seem interested in maintaining the capacity limit. And even though it was three in the morning, a steady flow of people were still entering the club. At this hour, the patrons were drug addicts, drug dealers, sloppy college kids who were likely going to be robbed in the near future, gang members, and prostitutes of both genders. The bar reeked of booze, smoke, and vomit. It made his skin crawl.


  Arousal snuffed, Adam grabbed the first shot and looked at the clock. A quarter past three. It really was time to go.


  He knocked back the other shot and watched the staircase that led down to the basement before sending the glass twirling across the bar. When the bartender offered more, Adam shook his head and dropped a twenty on a damp coaster. Next to him, male voices began to rise in anger, but he didn’t spare the men a glance. Instead, he looked at the clock again and swore. He was being an idiot.


  Ignoring the tiny voice at the back of his head that reminded him that the club would close around five anyway, Adam took a step towards the exit. His eyes drew back to the staircase one last time and a shock of red hair came into view. He stopped, shifting so that he was against the wall and further into the shadows.


  Gordon’s face was flushed, his lips parted as if he was breathing hard, and he paused at the top of the staircase. The lights above the stairs illuminated his expression. He looked blank. Perfectly blank. Eyes dull and mouth turned down at the sides once he caught his breath. Gordon didn’t look at anyone around him, even when a couple who hurried down the stairs jostled him. He seemed spaced out. Unhappy.


  Empty.


  The kid from the basement appeared then, grabbing onto Gordon’s arm with a smile, but Gordon just shook his head. He unwound himself from the lamprey at his side, muttered something, and headed for the door. The kid, and Adam, stared after him.


  It was tempting to follow him immediately, but Adam made himself wait. He figured Gordon was going to walk home, and even as drunk as he was, it was better to allow him a short head start. Or at least that was the plan. Until Adam saw a hulking figure follow Gordon out.


  A hand dropped onto Adam’s shoulder and his lips pulled back from his teeth in a snarl. There was a startled release of breath and the weight of the hand disappeared. He didn’t even look at the person, didn’t care who it was, and shoved through the crowd to get to the door. He carried various weapons, and their weight on his body was reassuring. Adrenaline flared through him, heightened by the warmth of alcohol and brought his heart to a gallop.


  The music from the club was muffled out on the sidewalk, and he was able to hear a familiar voice across the street.


  Adam followed the sound and saw Gordon listing forward against the side of a cab. Callum Samu was standing at the corner and had retreated to the shadows that stretched across the sidewalk from a store awning. His face was shaded, but Adam had no doubts that the big man was watching Gordon. Watching and waiting, and hoping that Gordon didn’t get into the cab. Adam almost hoped that he didn’t. He was in the mood for violence. Even better if it was with a modified freak, who was spoiling for a fight with someone he could destroy.


  As Gordon’s lanky form disappeared into the cab, Adam’s eyes switched to the Samu brother. He’d stepped out on the street and was sneering at the taillights of the cab, but he didn’t rush to a car to follow. After a moment, he turned and went back into the club.


  If Samu was gunning for Gordon, it didn’t seem as though he had the permission to follow through with his plan for vengeance. At least not yet.


  The realization brought relief that Adam had no business feeling. He was supposed to want Gordon out of the way, not be guarding the goddamned idiot. And definitely not be thinking about that strange, vacant look in Gordon’s eyes after getting sucked off by an eager twink. Or the damp, pink swell of his mouth. Or any of the random, useless details that Adam had filed away about Gordon over the past month. Like the stupid things he said or Gordon’s hard-edged, smart-ass laugh.


  These were things that popped into Adam’s head randomly, even during meetings, and prompted him to turn on the cameras or trace Gordon’s phone and start following him again.


  Shit.


  Damnit.


  What a mess.


  “Fuck.”


  “I’d love to, darling,” a feminine voice called from the corner.


  Adam cast the woman a withering glare and walked away.


  



  



  



  Chapter Thirteen



  When Gordon woke up, a look at his television told him that it was nine in the morning, but there wasn’t a hint of sunlight. Only a gray patch of sky was visible through the curtains, and he could hear the distinct splatter of rain against the glass.


  “Ugh.”


  He rolled over and buried his head under the pillow. The rain was bullshit for more than one reason. First, because this was the fourth day in a row, and second because this was one of his delivery days and the idea of running around and dealing with the elements made him want to jump off the roof..


  He lifted the pillow and looked outside again. The rain smashing against the window was hardcore. It didn’t even have the decency to be a slight drizzle.


  “This is some freeze-dried bullshit.” He forced himself to sit up. The quilt fell and left him mostly naked and shivering. Second week of October and it was already in the thirties. The heat hadn’t kicked in yet in the building, and the urge to burrow in bed was more than a little tempting. A day of lounging around with Chinese take-out and television reruns sounded amazing.


  But then of course, Chance would have his head on a platter. The door-to-door deliveries were almost more important than any other Pandora deals. These were their big-money, repeat customers, and Chance wanted them happy even if that meant a drenched and miserable Gordon.


  Grumbling, he got to his feet. Thunder cracked outside, and he flipped his middle finger at the window. The floor was cold when he walked to the bathroom, and he made sure the water was scalding before getting into the shower.


  He was in an I-hate-my-job type of mood, and instead of trying to rise above it, Gordon was fine with having a good wallow.


  He needed a damn change. He wanted to be somewhere far from the grime of the city with its police raids and curfews and paranoia. Somewhere far from Chance and PD dealing and even Carla, who was starting to disappear so frequently during their off-time that he felt more isolated than usual. They had gone from seeing each other practically every day to texting a few times a week. One day it had just seemed like she found something better to do, and after that it was always one bullshit excuse after another, each one more unlikely than the last. It was possible that she’d finally met a guy she liked, but he didn’t understand why she’d go out of her way to hide something he’d been encouraging for years.


  Gordon shook his head. Carla was the least of his worries. The problem was him. His life, his “job”. Gordon tried to picture a scenario in which he told Chance he was quitting the PD dealing biz that would not involve a ditch and a lot of gasoline shortly after, but nothing came to mind. And more importantly, he wasn’t good at anything else. His closet nest egg wouldn’t last forever, and Gordon had no real work experience or education. Hustling definitely had transferrable skills, but none that he could put down on paper.


  He was trapped, and that was such a thoroughly depressing concept that it almost seemed acceptable to start the day by popping a cap and having a shot.


  Gordon finished his shower, bypassed the daily battle with his hair, and didn’t bother to glance at the mirror. As he walked into the outer room naked, he idly wondered if there was a camera in his apartment. It had been a recurring thought for the past few weeks but he’d never found one. And it wasn’t like Adam was going to say.


  Gordon had seen Adam only once at Skyn since he’d partnered with Chance, and Mr. Covert Ops hadn’t spared Gordon a glance. It reinforced his idea that there was some other reason why Adam had invested in the company.


  He opened his closet and blindly yanked things out of it. Shredded jeans, a black hoodie, and a leather jacket he’d picked up at his favorite thrift shop. He shoved his feet into battered combat boots and didn’t bother to lace them entirely. The last thing he did before heading out was grab his phone and make sure it was fully charged. He needed portable tunes for a day of driving around Lexington.


  But driving didn’t seem to be in his cards. Three minutes out the door and into the downpour, and he discovered that his Jeep was dead.


  “Fuck. My. Life.”


  He kicked one of the worn tires with a few more choice words before jogging back to the building. His hood was already drenched from the rain and by the time he returned to his apartment, the bad mood had escalated to a boiling rage.


  With trembling fingers, he dug his phone out and punched in Carla’s number. Unsurprisingly, she didn’t answer. He thought about calling Chance and telling him to make some other asshole do the door-to-door today, but decided against it. The sympathy from that direction would be nil, and the conversation would just make everything worse.


  Instead, Gordon turned to a more pressing concern now that his only resource was unavailable: whether or not to use an umbrella. He thought umbrellas negated any coolness factor that he mustered, but railway hopping all day without one didn’t seem like an awesome idea.


  However, the great umbrella search of the morning turned up nothing.


  The day was just going to suck.


  



  * * *


  



  Gordon spent the morning on decrepit buses and graffiti-covered trains with acid rock blasting in his ears. Carla didn’t call him back until nearly two hours later, when he was on his way to a customer in Cedar Hills.


  “Excellent,” he said into the phone as soon as he answered. “I’m in your neck of the woods and I really need to borrow your wheels.”


  There was an extended pause on the other end and then a nervous laugh.


  “What? Where’s your Jeep?”


  Gordon dodged a group of kids barreling out of a deli and huddled to the side where he was shielded by the store awnings. The rain was still coming down brutally and he was freezing. He’d picked up a five-dollar umbrella from a street vendor, but it had broken in the first gust of wind.


  “It’s dead. I dunno why.”


  “You didn’t look at it?”


  Yeah, because she’d be such a mechanical whiz to identify the problem just by looking at it.


  “My looking at it didn’t tell me shit. Can I borrow your car or not? I’m doing deliveries in a monsoon here, Carls.”


  “Um.”


  Somehow, he wasn’t shocked that this was heading to a big fat no-fucking-way. In the past, she’d never had a problem letting him borrow her wheels but the way things had been going lately. . . .


  “Forget it.”


  “Gordon—”


  He hung up and glared at the phone, blocking all incoming calls and turning his music back on. To hell with everyone.


  The stop in Cedar Hills made his mood drop even further, something that he hadn’t thought possible. He’d been delivering Pandora to a widow named Rose for years, but he’d never realized that they were taking advantage of a woman whose mind had been destroyed by the war. Her husband had been a soldier and he’d died when the fighting first started, but she still cleaned her house and cooked his favorite foods every day, as if she was waiting for him to return home.


  She should have been on a cocktail of antidepressants, but she self-medicated with Pandora instead. When she was out of that, she popped benzos which explained why she’d opened the door half-naked with pupils so dilated they looked like flying saucers.


  Gordon leaned against Rosie’s kitchen counter while she washed dishes that didn’t look dirty. He had a text fight with Carla while Rosie mumbled about the futility of life.


  Why do you always have to get your panties in a twist? Just accept that you can’t get your way and don’t be a little bitch about it.


  “Can’t handle what?” he asked Rosie, fingers flying over the screen of his phone.


  eat me


  “Working. People.” Rose seemed appalled at the idea.


  If you must know, I’m not in Lexington. I’m in Carson doing business and can’t run off right now to give you my keys. My life doesn’t revolve around you, Gordon.


  “—the motions. I can barely stand putting up with it. My mother says I’m basically a shell of what I used to be but I don’t even—”


  business, huh? what kind? guess that’s none of my concern tho. im not important enough to be in the know or w/e


  “Just a matter of time before all of this bullshit is over anyway. I’ll be glad to get some goddamn peace.”


  Wow. What the hell is that supposed to mean?


  Gordon’s thumbs were positioned over the screen for a scathing reply, but before he could form one, Rose’s last sentence echoed in the empty kitchen. He looked up.


  “Before what bullshit is over?”


  Rose stared at him. “What?”


  “You just said—” he stopped, replaying the conversation in his mind. He realized that there were gaps where he’d focused on fighting with Carla. He tried to figure out if he was interpreting things wrong, but it was difficult to tell when he’d missed half of the damn conversation.


  “Rose, you’re not going to do anything stupid, are you?”


  She eased her eyes away from him and slid open a drawer. He knew by now that it was where she kept her money.


  “Like spending my dwindling insurance money on Pandora?”


  “Well . . . I meant more along the lines of going all Sylvia Plath on me.”


  “What?”


  “Did you or did you not just imply some shit about offing yourself?”


  She extracted a slim bundle of twenty-dollar bills and gave him a more clear-eyed look.


  “Afraid to lose a customer?”


  “Jesus, you’re more fucking cynical than me.”


  “It’s the times.”


  Gordon sat there, looking at the money and feeling unsettled. Worrying about her wasn’t his problem. What was he supposed to do to stop her? And beyond that . . . Was it even his place? If she was miserable enough to want to die, who was he to deny her the right to escape? He was far from some fundamentalist crusader who thought suicide was a sin.


  In the end, he pulled out a pill bottle stuffed with caps, exchanging it for the wad of cash.


  “Stop being such a sour puss,” she chided. “It really has nothing to do with you. I didn’t even mean to talk about it. These things just slip out of my mouth when I’m thinking them.”


  “Well, maybe you should keep a tighter rein on that shit,” he said, standing up and glaring around the perfectly put together kitchen. “Don’t put that shit on me and then act like you didn’t say it unless it’s a cry for help thing and not a for real I’m-about-to-shove-my-head-in-the-oven thing.”


  “I would never shove my head in an oven. That’s ridiculous.”


  Gordon pressed his lips together. “I’m going.”


  She smiled, dimples showing in her gaunt cheeks. “I’ll make those cookies you like next time. Did you prefer the oatmeal or the chocolate?”


  He sighed and headed out as she trailed barefoot behind him. “The oatmeal.”


  He stopped just outside the door. It had stopped pouring and was mostly misting.


  “And you’re going to make them next time?”


  “That’s what I said, isn’t it?”


  “Yeah, but—”


  “I’ll see you then.”


  The door shut in his face without delay. He stood there staring at her lion-shaped doorknocker, wondering if he’d ever see those cookies or if she was going to go hang herself in the bathroom.


  His phone vibrated again and Gordon bypassed the message, typing one of his own. He didn’t have the energy to argue with Carla anymore.


  don’t worry about it, woman . . . i’ll talk to you later


  The next few stops took him up to All Saints. With the exception of his one customer that lived in an apartment complex near the Johnson’s Pharmaceuticals property, he never went this far north. There was nothing for blocks but wooded areas, the river, and the massive, walled compound.


  If his thoughts had been bleak earlier, they grew more depressing now that he’d seen Rosie. He couldn’t help but agree with her about some things—what the hell was the point when, with the exception of Pandora, there were no reprieves from unhappiness? He regretted not bringing a few of his own caps.


  Gordon continued to walk until Johnson’s loomed before him. The trees grew denser around the wrought-iron gate, and the absence of sound made it seem as though he was somewhere rural; removed from the grit of Lexington. He glanced across the street and realized that the guards standing by the entrance were glaring at him.


  He stared back, both creeped out and annoyed. He wasn’t anywhere near their stupid gate. As far as he could see, most of the buildings were way beyond the trees that circled the property anyway. He was just about to flip them off when something attracted their attention and they turned away. The gates slid open and a lone figure walked past the guards and out onto the sidewalk beyond.


  The man crossed the street and paused nearby to light a cigarette. He was a full head taller than Gordon, lanky, and had broad shoulders that looked tight with muscles beneath a long-sleeved black hoodie. But there was something off about him. When the cherry of the cigarette flared, the man looked up and a pair of vivid green eyes fixed on Gordon so intensely that he automatically put distance between them. There was no way to explain Gordon’s sense of imminent danger, but after a pause, the guy just strode down the street.


  Gordon jerked his eyes to the gate to check on the guards, and sure enough, they were looking downright hostile. An edge of unease snaked through him, and he backed away. Between the frightening man and their aggressive security, it almost seemed like Johnson’s had more going on behind those gates than pharmaceuticals.


  



  



  



  Chapter Fourteen


  Allister was a reclusive type. He lived only a couple blocks away from Johnson’s Pharmaceuticals, and worked there as some kind of lab tech. He was the most high-strung person Gordon had ever met; the guy never let Gordon further than the entryway of his apartment.


  “Sup, Ally? Your neighborhood sucks and those Johnson’s guards are creeps.”


  Allister waved his hand, reeking of alcohol and stale cigarettes. “Yeah, tell me about it. But more importantly, I don’t think it’s cool or unique when you call me Ally, and I’m sure nobody else would think so either.”


  Gordon snorted and leaned against the metal door. “You’re so cute when you’re angry. Those baby blues get all beady and it’s easier to ignore how cracked out you always are!”


  “And you’re so loathsome. Always.”


  Grinning, Gordon exchanged another vial for another wad of cash and dragged his probing gaze back to Allister. The dude looked like shit. He was pastier than usual, had black circles around his eyes and he’d lost weight.


  “Well, you look like a steaming pile of crap. Don’t you sleep?”


  “No.”


  He actually sounded serious.


  “. . .Never?”


  “Never.”


  “That’s weird, man.”


  “You’re done, so you can go anytime.”


  Gordon rolled his eyes. “You know, you have a smile that would brighten anyone’s lousy day.”


  “Mmm.”


  For the second time that day, a door slammed in his face. It wasn’t lost on Gordon that the further uptown he went, the more rude and neurotic his customers got. Maybe it was the proximity to Silver Lake Park. All of the alleged radiation making psychos and jackasses of the upper crust people of Lexington. Although they were probably that way from the start.


  The rain dried up and Gordon finished his rounds by late afternoon. He didn’t receive any more messages from Carla and he stopped himself from calling her. They rarely argued and the growing tension between them was starting to make him uneasy. He trusted so few people, and the possibility of losing her was terrifying. He checked his phone several times to see if she had left a message, but by the time he reached Skyn, it was clear that she was going to leave him alone.


  Gordon glumly took the elevator up to Skyn’s suite. Nicole had already left for the day, and the door to Chance’s interior office was open, so he entered without waiting. Chance was holding a drink and standing next to the mahogany desk that stretched across the floor-to-ceiling windows.


  “What’s Carla doing?”


  Chance set the tumbler down and amber liquid sloshed along the side. “Why would I tell you?”


  “Because.”


  When Gordon didn’t say anything else, Chance graced him with a look of chilly disdain. “She’s unavailable. That’s all you need to know.”


  “Doing what?”


  “It doesn’t concern you.” Chance’s voice came out in a growl. Apparently bad moods were aplenty. “You need to get gone because I have a meeting.”


  “With that Adam person?”


  “I fail to see how it concerns you.” Chance grabbed the tumbler again, fingers clenching around it. He took a gulp. “How’d it go today? I want the short version without your pithy commentary.”


  “Eric didn’t answer his door for whatever reason. I’d gone all the way to Vickland, and he wasn’t home.”


  “How long did you stay?”


  “I hung out at his pad for like forty minutes, dude. He wasn’t showing up. I thought maybe he’d gone to the store or was in the john or something . . . but nothing.”


  “Did anything look out of place?”


  What the fuck? Was he expected to be CSI all of a sudden?


  “Uh . . . no?”


  “Was his car around?”


  “I dunno. I didn’t think to look.”


  “You’re so useless.”


  Gordon gave a long-suffering sigh and threw himself down into one of the leather chairs that sat opposite the desk. After a day spent wandering around in the cold damp it felt like a luxury. It would have been even better if Chance had the decency to keel over and die.


  “What’s the big deal? He wasn’t home. Who gives a shit?”


  “The big deal,” Chance said, speaking slowly as if to a small child, “is that Eric has been a customer for six years and he has never not opened the door. He’s a heavy user, buys in massive quantities, and should be fiending for a cap right now. Did you call his cell phone?”


  “Only like eight thousand and eleven times.”


  Chance picked up his phone. There was barely a pause before he barked, “Junior. Head over to Eric Eliot’s apartment. Do a sweep.”


  Finding this all very melodramatic, Gordon turned the conversation to something he actually gave a shit about.


  “You know, I think Rose may be suicidal.”


  “You just discovered this gem of information?”


  “What’s that mean?”


  “It means the woman is barely hanging on by a thread. I’m surprised she’s lasted this long.”


  “Wow. And what’s up with you being oh-so-worried about douche-nozzle Eric Eliot but not giving a crap if Rose offs herself? She’s a customer too, you know.”


  Once again, Gordon was graced with one of those long you-are-such-an-idiot looks. For all that Chance would be better off on the wrong side of a nuclear fallout zone, Gordon had to give him props for his ever-expanding array of mean mugs and fuck-you faces.


  “Eric is a narc. I have enough shit on him to guarantee he stays in my pocket until he retires.” Chance drained the tumbler and slammed it down to the table. “Now he’s probably at the bottom of the river courtesy of our friend Fender. It’s obvious. How have you survived this long on such a small amount of intelligence?”


  And that, of course, was Gordon’s cue to leave. He stood and tossed the day’s earnings and unsold PD on the desk before going to the door. At that point a fire lit under his ass like never before, and he said, “You know, Chance, you have it all in your head that you’re something special, but you’re seriously just another scumbag.”


  The space between them diminished rapidly when Chance crossed the room in two long strides. He didn’t crowd Gordon up against the wall, but he came within punching distance, and that was enough to make Gordon want to cringe away as memories of his swollen face and fat lip danced through his mind. But the right hook he’d been expecting did not come. The ice in Chance’s eyes, though, could have frozen a sweat-slicked Static addict after a fuckathon at J&J.


  “You’ve got to know by now that I don’t like you.”


  “Yeah, it’s kind of crossed my mind.”


  Chance’s mouth ticked up in a sharp, mean smile that matched the hatred in his hawk-like stare. “I could replace you without really having to try. Do you know how many kids from South Side are dying to get into the PD business? Who would rather work for me than the pathetic gangs with their gauntlets and silly rituals? You’re more trouble than you’re worth, Frost. You’re a fuck-up and an addict and a moron.”


  The heat rose to Gordon’s face and he swallowed. “So then why the hell do you keep me around, man? If you hate me so much, what’s the point?”


  “You know why.”


  “Carla.”


  “Exactly.” Chance’s nostrils flared and his glare cut away. His jaw clenched and it looked like he was trying to cool out, to not unload and just wail on Gordon for daring to exist. It seemed to work because he stepped away.


  “She told me once that she’d bail if I dropped you. She’s got me by the balls, Frost. But as soon as that changes, you’re dead to me.”


  “But why?” The question burst out of Gordon’s lips in a low huff of hurt that made his face burn hotter. “What the hell did I do to you?”


  Chance grabbed the bottle of brandy from the bar and slammed it down on his desk.


  “I just told you. But if you’re dying for the whole list, it’s also because you’re a freeloader and a hanger-on, and I can’t fucking stand that about you. You walk around doing whatever you want, fucking whoever you want, and think you can get away with it because you have someone to back you up. For once in your life stop depending on other people to take care of you, and man up.”


  Gordon sucked in a breath, his face growing hot. He wanted to demand how exactly Carla had Chance by the balls, and why that made it necessary for him to take his frustration out on Gordon. He wanted to unload completely, say every nasty thing that had ever come to his head, explain just how bullshit Chance’s accusations were, and then give him a double fuck-you salute.


  “Am I interrupting? The door was open.”


  Adam’s voice caused Gordon to run out of steam before he could explode. The Pandora and cash had already disappeared into a drawer or a pocket, and Chance shook his head. Most of the irrational hostility was gone from his countenance, but he jerked his head towards the door with his eyes on Gordon.


  “No. Gordon was just leaving.”


  “Are you sure?” Adam looked between Gordon and Chance. He could probably smell the tension.


  “Yup,” Gordon said, popping the p. “We’re all good. Don’t let me interrupt.”


  “We’re not. So get the fuck out.”


  Gordon bristled. He knew he was all red-faced again. He ducked his head and hauled ass to the door before Adam could notice. His intention had been to leave without looking at either of the other men, but against his own better judgment, he caught sight of Adam’s profile when he walked by. The cruel curl of his mouth nearly stopped Gordon in his tracks. If Chance’s face was frozen, the look that Adam was aiming at the Skyn CEO could have cooled the muzzle on a flamethrower.


  Holy shit, he was pissed.


  Gordon jerked his eyes away and made a quick exit. He yanked the door with too much force and it slammed shut louder than he’d intended. Swearing under his breath, Gordon started for the entrance, but a flash of blond caught his eye and ground him to a halt.


  “Hey, baby,” Marquis called out. He was sitting by the reception desk, long legs extended and upper body relaxed. He was wearing a gray t-shirt that looked like it had been painted on. There was an incomprehensible graphic on the front, but all Gordon saw was thick biceps and wide shoulders.


  “What are you doing here?”


  Marquis gave a languid shrug. “I need to start replenishing my cash flow, and Chance’s new guy has an idea to market me.”


  “Market you?”


  “Yup. Something ongoing. A series or something. Sounds pretty tight.”


  “A series?”


  Marquis screwed up his face. “What are you, a parrot?”


  Gordon looked over his shoulder at the door to Chance’s office. What the ever living fuck did Adam think he was doing?


  “I’m confused.”


  “Clearly.”


  Marquis unfolded himself in a fluid movement and stood up. “Why haven’t you called me?”


  “It’s not like you’re calling me. But wait, hang on, I’m still stuck on this series thing. So you’re saying the new guy came up with this?”


  “Uh-huh. Is there, like, a problem with that?”


  The idea of Adam seriously plotting out pornography gimmicks was on par with the idea of Gordon taking out Aiden’s mutated ass. But Gordon didn’t say that because he wasn’t supposed to know Adam. Just like he wasn’t supposed to get all shaky when Marquis put one hand on either of his shoulders and pulled him closer.


  “I still say you should have given the videos a shot, G-Man. We could have made them together.”


  Gordon was not going to get hard.


  “There was this one. . . .” Marquis dragged his teeth over his lower lip, his smirk filthy and promising and delightful. “The other guy, David, made me come twice hands-free with a dildo before he even shoved his cock into me. That could have been you.”


  Oh, holy fucking shit, he was definitely going to get hard.


  “You—”


  “Marquis.”


  At this point, Gordon wasn’t surprised that it was Adam interrupting. He couldn’t even feel embarrassed by the fact that his eyes were wide, dilated, and that he was ridiculously erect. It made sense that now Adam too was giving him an utter look of disdain. What else would happen on this horrible day but that?


  “You can go in.”


  “Cool.” Marquis grinned and turned away, clearly not giving a sweet goddamn that he’d sent Gordon reeling with only a handful of words. Or maybe that had been his intention. It was probably a buff-the-nails, still-got-it type of moment for Marquis. The realization softened Gordon right up. What an asshole.


  “I’ll be right in,” Adam said. Marquis nodded and brushed by, pulling the door shut behind him. Any sound on the other side was completely muffled.


  Adam was still standing in front of the door, and still looking all pissed off for no apparent reason.


  “What?” Gordon demanded after clearing his throat. “Do you have a problem too?”


  “Yeah. You’re an idiot.”


  “Oh. Gee. I haven’t heard that one in the past seven minutes.”


  Adam approached Gordon with swift, measured steps. He didn’t stop until he was all up in Gordon’s space, nose-to-nose and hair brushing against Gordon’s forehead.


  “Stop acting like a goddamn clown all the time and maybe people will take you seriously.”


  “That’s not even—”


  “You’re a joke among your peers which is pretty amazing considering your peers are scumbags,” Adam said, contempt thick in the low tones of his voice. “Chance treats you like garbage, Delahunt leads you like a pet trying to get a treat, and you spend the majority of your free time intoxicated and falling apart.”


  Gordon took a step back and fixed his gaze on some point beyond Adam’s shoulder.


  “The way you stumble around obliviously, it’s a wonder that you have survived as long as you have.” When the words still garnered Adam no response, he ground his teeth together and grabbed Gordon’s chin. “If I’m not the one to kill you, be damn sure that someone else will.”


  “Well, let’s just hope it’s sooner rather than later.”


  Adam’s fingers tightened briefly before he dropped his hand.


  “Are we done?” Gordon asked, turning. He could feel Adam’s stare boring into the side of his face, but he ignored the unspoken analysis.


  “We’re done.”


  “Cool. Catch you later, sweetheart.”


  Not giving Adam a chance to reply, Gordon turned on his heel and strode out. He ripped the shutters down on any thoughts, any goddamn reflections having to do with Adam, Marquis, or Chance, and took his sorry ass back to the Industrial District. No sleek glass offices, no muscular blonds, no power hungry assholes or dangerous assassins. Just filth, drug-infested alleys and violence. Home sweet home.


  At least he was somewhere he belonged.


  



  



  



  Chapter Fifteen


  It barely took any consideration to decide on going to a dive bar not far from Gordon’s house. The Icebox specialized in cheap drinks that were strong enough to shrivel your liver, under the table deals, and whores of any flavor that rotated in and out of the back. Gordon felt sullen enough to pay a street kid to beat the shit out of him before violating his ass, but settled for shot after shot of tequila after collapsing on one of the barstools.


  The usual customers were around—a mixture of blue-collar guys and people like Gordon, who made their living in more unsavory ways.


  “Drowning your sorrows, G-Man?”


  Gordon looked up from his fifth shot. It was well over an hour later and his eyes weren’t even blurry yet. Being a steady drinker became a problem when you needed to shell out a metric fuckton of cash in order to get decently drunk. Although, he had not even noticed Kevin enter, so that could be a sign that things were finally cooking. The guy was leaning against the side of the bar and holding a beer bottle. Even out of uniform, everything about Kevin screamed cop, but he’d grown up in South Side, so nobody gave him grief about it.


  “I’ve been standing here for a solid five minutes and you didn’t even look up.”


  Gordon downed the shot and dropped the glass onto the bar.


  “Shitty day.”


  “Looks like it.”


  Kevin sat on the stool next to Gordon, studying him and not once bringing the bottle to his lips. It was obvious that he was trying to get a read on Gordon. It was his thing and had been since they were kids. Kevin always tried to analyze people and find the root of their problems so that he could hopefully be the one to solve them. Real do-gooder shit, even when the person he was trying to help wasn’t interested in being saved. But that attitude was exactly what had taken him out of the downward spiral that Gordon and Carla had slipped into, and led him into the complete opposite direction.


  The two options for kids like them, orphans of war with no real education, money or connections, had been hustling or trying to score a city job. Gordon had never bothered to try the legit route. He’d been hustling in one way or the other for as long as he could remember, and Carla had been there with him along the way although she’d avoided the skin trade. Kevin had been the kid with the dream. He’d taken classes at the community college with a scholarship that he’d received for having a dad who had died in the military, and eventually joined the police academy. He was proof that kids from the gutter could become functional members of society, which made it all the more obvious that Gordon hadn’t even tried.


  “Want to talk about it?” Kevin pressed. “We haven’t hung out in a long time.”


  “No, I don’t. And yeah, we haven’t. What are you even doing over here?”


  “I come here after work sometimes to get away . . . you know? Get away from the bullshit uptown. Be back in the old neighborhood. You’d know that if you hit me up a little more often.”


  It was true, but it wasn’t like they ran in the same circles. Sometimes he thought it would be better for Kevin if they weren’t seen together at all. The police were well aware of Gordon’s connection to Chance, and Chance was always on their radar as far as Gordon knew—even if nothing ever came of the attention. Maybe good ol’ Eric Eliot the narc had something to do with that.


  Gordon made eye contact with Crane, the bartender. “Can I get another shot? And a beer?”


  Crane nodded and complied. He never cut Gordon off.


  The shot was drained instantly and Gordon picked up the neck of his bottle. “So, what’s with you?” he asked Kevin. “How’s work?”


  Kevin took a swig from his own beer, his shoulders slumping a little at the question. “Shit’s been rough lately.”


  “Why? There’s plenty of bad guys that need catching.”


  “Yeah, but that’s the problem. We haven’t been catching the right ones.”


  “Come again?”


  Kevin sighed wearily. “The brass has been on our asses because the Glass Town thing is still unsolved. They’re trying to make it out like we botched the investigation, but in reality, whoever killed that woman likely followed her here.”


  “Who, that French chick?” Gordon twirled his beer between his hands, playing dumb.


  “Erin DuPont, yeah.” Kevin drained half of his bottle and set it down again. “Honestly? I’m tired of hearing about it. This city has enough problems without us chasing after some phantom shooter. But because she was such a big deal, it’s not just going to go away. It’s international news now.”


  Gordon contemplated the golden liquid in his bottle. Multiple responses ping-ponged in his head before he finally spoke. “I think I heard on some documentary recently that she’d been involved with some weird terrorist group in Europe. Shouldn’t someone more hardcore than your lame ass be on the case?”


  Kevin smiled. “Fuck you. But you’re right. It’s not me on the case anyway. They’re just coming down on the whole department, claiming the city has gone to shit entirely.”


  “Dude, the city has never not been shit.”


  “Not since the war.”


  “Yup.” Gordon finished his beer and sat back, threading his hands behind his head.


  There was a beat of silence between them that was interrupted by the slurring of a perpetually out of work ex-teacher who made a nightly sojourn to the bar, and the nonstop chatter of a criminal lawyer who made the rounds weekly, collecting clients from the hodgepodge of crooks at The Icebox.


  “And the gang situation is getting worse. There’s been a murder in Crandall Park every night.”


  That caught Gordon by surprise. “Seriously?”


  “How the hell have you missed the helicopters circling your hood every night?”


  Good question. Yay for obliviousness.


  “Why, though? I was there a few weeks ago and it didn’t seem that bad to me. There were kids on the playground and playing in the dead leaves and everything.”


  “Man, you really don’t watch the news, do you? The South Side Boys and The Outlaws are having a major war. How could you not know? It’s over Aiden Samu—I’m almost positive you know the guy.”


  The world went very still around Gordon, and for a moment, he was glad that he wasn’t holding a glass or a bottle. It was entirely possible that he would have dropped it.


  “What about Aiden?” he asked, hoping that the tension he felt wasn’t making its way into his voice.


  It had been so easy to fake disinterest in the Glass Town incident, but Aiden . . . That was different. That was something that he was actually part of.


  This was dangerous territory.


  Kevin was his friend, and he was talking to a guy who should be a person of interest in the damn investigation. Not for the first time did Gordon wonder why he didn’t just sever ties with the cop. It would suck if Kevin got in trouble because he was too stupid to stop hanging out with criminals.


  “He disappeared and is assumed dead. His brother has been on a rampage ever since and is slicing up any South Side Boy who crosses his path. It’s been a bloodbath in the Barrows. It’s even spread to the schools now, with the younger kids in the gangs. And once again, we can’t bring down any of the major players. Callum Samu is like a ghost.”


  Gordon thrummed his fingers against the bar top. “Well,” he tried at a joke even when his voice came out strained. “It is kind of sad that you can’t find a huge, hulked-out Indian gangbanger. He doesn’t exactly blend.”


  “Go to hell.” Kevin killed the rest of his beer. “I can’t believe you didn’t know that. I’d heard you two were kind of. . . .”


  “Kind of what?” Gordon challenged, cutting his eyes to Kevin even as a mental image of himself in the back of Aiden’s truck popped into his mind. Shredded jeans in a ball on the floorboard and riding the Outlaw with the athleticism of an Olympic gold medalist in ass fucking.


  “People talk.”


  “Too much, apparently.”


  Way too much. The last thing Gordon needed was anyone getting the mistaken impression that they could get at the Samus by going after him. He wasn’t anyone’s weakness. Someone had to give a flying fuck about him for that to be the case.


  Before anything more was said on the topic, a figure appeared next to the bar. Gordon nearly jumped out of his skin.


  “Adam,” he blurted out.


  Adam stood inches away from them. For the second time that night, his eyes were pinning Gordon to the spot.


  “You’re late.”


  Gordon’s mouth dropped open and he started to say, “What the hell are you talking about,” but something told him that was a bad idea. Instead, he looked at Kevin, back at Adam, and then said:


  “Oh, shit. Uh, was that tonight?”


  Adam inclined his head, looking over at Kevin. There was something chilly in his expression; a dangerous quality that made ice form at the base of Gordon’s spine. He wasn’t the only one who picked up on the unspoken threat.


  “Relax, man. Me and G are just friends,” Kevin said with an uneasy laugh. “We’ve known each other since grade school.”


  “Let’s go,” Adam said in the same tone and turned, walking out of the bar.


  “Wow,” Kevin said. “You found yourself a live one.”


  Gordon rolled his eyes, tossing an excessive amount of money on the bar in his rush to leave. “Shut up. Call me later.”


  “Will do. Be safe, kid.”


  When Gordon went outside, it felt ten degrees colder than it had been when he’d entered even though he’d been downing drinks left and right. He shuddered and shoved his hands in the pockets of his jacket, shuffling over to where Adam was waiting.


  “What the hell was that about?”


  Adam didn’t respond and strode further down the street. Gordon half-jogged after him, irritation managing to work its way past the initial anxiety at seeing Adam looming in the shadows yet again. He’d just seen the guy a couple of hours ago and had no idea what could be so urgent.


  “Adam, what is your fucking deal?”


  Adam turned and walked into the mouth of a one-way street that was lined with brick buildings. There were a few dumpsters huddled at the back with puddles pooled around them. Gordon followed, even though he didn’t like the direction this was going in.


  “Look, Adam, I don’t—”


  “You’re going to stop seeing him.”


  “What?”


  “Kevin Arias. You will stop spending time with him, conversing with him, stop having anything to do with him. Or are you unaware that he is a police officer?”


  Gordon held his hands up in exasperation. “You’re so fucking paranoid. I know he’s a cop. But I didn’t say shit and he doesn’t suspect shit! I even tried to cover for you or whatever. What’s your problem?”


  Adam held out his hand. “Give me your phone.”


  “What?”


  “Just do it.”


  Shaking his head, Gordon extracted his phone and handed it over. He watched in dismay, as Adam crushed the device against the wall.


  “What the hell!” Gordon shouted, watching as it fell to the ground in useless bits of plastic and metal.


  “The phone was bugged and now it’s gone. It’s over. No more listening in on your calls, no more watching you or following you around. You proved yourself and it’s done. I’ll still be at Skyn because that has nothing to do with you specifically, but my stalking days are through.”


  “Yeah, that’s really great, but now I’m out of a fucking phone! You could have just de-bugged it, you asshole.”


  Adam shoved Gordon against the brick wall and trapped him there by placing an open palm on either side of his face. “I needed your attention. Now I have it.”


  Gordon didn’t dare move. Adam was angrier than he’d been at Skyn and he looked on the precipice of an explosion. Gordon couldn’t even properly absorb the fact that the paranoia of the past month and a half would finally be over. He processed the knowledge that Adam would still be around anyway. His gig with Skyn was unrelated, and finally Gordon remembered what Adam had said to him so many nights ago in the studio—that Chance had ties to people that were a lot more dangerous than Fender Maxwell.


  But Gordon couldn’t sort through all of that now—not with Adam’s temper seemingly on a hair trigger.


  “What is wrong with you?”


  “Officer Arias is using you for information.”


  “Adam, that’s stu—”


  Adam’s fist reared back and slammed against the brick wall with so much force that he must have broken a couple of knuckles. He didn’t even flinch and kept looking down at Gordon, his expression livid.


  “Don’t say anything, Gordon! Don’t disagree, don’t give me a smartass response, don’t say a fucking word.” His features were pulled tight and hard. “You’re a suspect in Aiden Samu’s disappearance and your good friend Kevin is investigating you.”


  “Kevin wouldn’t do that. He was just venting. And besides, I’m not involved.”


  Adam’s voice escalated to a shout in the span of four words. “Are you fucking serious?” The question bounced off the walls that boxed them in. “You were caught on the surveillance camera behind the club fighting with him, and they believe he died shortly after he chased you into that alley.”


  “How do you know. . . .” Gordon trailed off, his voice getting thick and the words clogging his throat. “How do you even know he’s really dead? He could have just gone under—”


  “Because I killed him.”


  Gordon’s breath went out of him and he flattened his hands against the bricks. He attempted to steel his voice. “I don’t understand—”


  A scoff cut him off and Adam once again caught his chin in a death-grip while his free hand wrenched Gordon’s wrists up to pin against the wall. Gordon released a pained grunt and tilted his head back against the bricks, not trying to hide the raw fear in his face.


  “Why do you think I did it? Did you think he was going to give you a slap on the cheek when he caught you, Gordon? Or that you’d have some rough foreplay before he fucked you, like all of the other times? That he wouldn’t actually hurt you? That making you come had anything to do with him actually giving a damn if you lived or died?”


  Gordon bit down on his lower lip.


  When Adam spoke again, his voice was nearly an intimate whisper. “He was going to cut you. When he was chasing you, he had his knife out. Seven inches long, four inches wide with a serrated blade. It was his weapon of choice. If you’d bothered to find out anything about the men you’ve allowed to fuck you, you’d know that. You’d know he liked to mutilate his enemies before cutting their throats. You’d know that he was the sole suspect in the triple murder of a young woman and her two children. You’d know that he was a monster.”


  Gordon shut his eyes, not wanting to hear anymore, but the words buried themselves in his gut, lodging in like shrapnel. The pressure against his chest increased and he felt the lines of Adam’s body digging into his at every critical point. A thrill shot through Gordon, and he shuddered.


  “Get off me,” he said gruffly, cursing his body for craving the feel of Adam’s. He twisted his face out of Adam’s grip. “I get it, okay? So leave me alone.”


  “No.” Adam forced Gordon’s face to turn with a shove of his hand. He half-cupped Gordon’s cheek but the pads of his fingers dug into the skin. “You were sorry for him. Weren’t you?”


  Gordon didn’t respond, but his heart raged in his chest. He yanked one of his arms free and caught his hand on Adam’s jacket although he didn’t push away.


  “I killed him to save you. And it would have been in my best interest to let you die. So don’t look at me that way, Gordon. And don’t ever let me think that you, for one minute, mourned Aiden Samu. Stay away from Kevin Arias. Be smart for once in your life.”


  Those hated words triggered something and Gordon’s head snapped up. “Fuck you. I’m not an idiot. I don’t fucking need you, I don’t need Carla, I don’t need any of you. I don’t care about what happens to me anymore. I can’t deal with this shit from—”


  Adam’s lips covered his, as if a hard, angry kiss had been the prescribed outcome from the start. There was no hesitation and no thinking, just the rough scratch of stubble against Gordon’s face and a thousand singing angels when Adam caged him against the wall and licked into his mouth.


  The grip Adam had on him was still hurting, but somehow it just fueled the fire of need that was combusting and transforming into a lust that could only be quenched by a thorough fuck. Gordon wanted it, wanted Adam, had been wanting Adam, and he didn’t give a damn about anything else when he slid his mouth down damply and dragged his teeth over the salty taste of Adam’s skin.


  Adam palmed Gordon’s dick, pressing against denim and kneading almost hard enough to cause pain. Gordon released a ragged moan and kissed up to Adam’s face again, tonguing at him, begging with his mouth and each cant of his hips until he whispered, “Fuck me.”


  He was pressed harder against the brick wall and Adam’s hand moved from the throbbing bulge between his thighs to the fly of his jeans. His buckle clanked when Adam ripped it open, but just as the press of denim against his cock eased, a phone rang.


  Gordon barely heard Adam’s hushed expletive over the raw rush of desire and the rage that was still pumping his blood. Reality came crashing down and they stared at each other, both breathing raggedly, until Adam’s phone trilled again and he pulled away with a snarl.


  “What the fuck is it, Wanda?”


  Gordon sagged against the wall, and swallowed the pathetic whine that built in his throat at the loss of contact.


  “If this isn’t important, this time I really will rip your fucking head off.” There was a beat of silence and then Adam yanked the phone from his ear. He looked ready to dash it against the wall like he’d done with Gordon’s. “Goddamnit.”


  “Fuck.” Gordon closed his eyes and pressed his head against the wall. He stood there waiting for the moment when he would hear Adam’s footsteps retreat. It didn’t happen.


  Instead, he felt Adam move toward him and fingers brushed lightly against his mouth. Gordon opened his eyes as Adam leaned in, his body coiled with tension and expression caught between anger and lust. Gordon could see how this could have gone, how they could have backed further into the darkness of the alley and crushed together with essential clothing pushed aside. His body craved it, quaked at the thought of it, and Gordon couldn’t mask the way he shivered. It worsened when Adam cupped the side of his face.


  He almost thought Adam would say something, or kiss him, with their faces so close. But the callused feel of Adam’s fingers slid away, and just as Gordon expected, he walked toward the mouth of the alley without looking back.


  



  



  



  Chapter Sixteen


  For some reason, a lot of fights went down at the Chinese takeout spot near Gordon’s building. It wasn’t one of those Chinese restaurants that just happened to deliver as a perk; no, that wasn’t what this place was all about. It had two booths with hard-backed orange seats and a counter with a bulletproof divider. The décor explained Gordon’s neighborhood in a nutshell.


  He sat slumped in one of the pockmarked booths, hood pulled down nearly to his nose as two guys postured and stared each other down like territorial felines. The taller of the two paced the tiny room while the other, a South Side Boy dressed in black and yellow, lounged against the counter with a cavalier smile.


  “What the fuck are you looking at?”


  “Why you so stressed?” the South Side Boy wondered, still smiling.


  They went back and forth and Gordon kept hiding beneath his hood. As long as they didn’t start shooting with him less than three feet away, he didn’t give less of a damn what they were bitching about. He was drained and his brain was only operating at a quarter of its capacity after spending the day masturbating with thoughts of Adam and what-if, could-have-beens plaguing his overactive imagination.


  “Lo mein and shrimp dumplings?”


  Gordon got to his feet and edged between the two pissed-off men. He wound up counting his money with them on either side, glaring at each other while he asked for extra soy sauce. The one in the gang colors caught his eye and winked. Gordon had no idea who the hell the guy was, but gave a furtive smile and grabbed his bag.


  “Take care, Frost.”


  “Later,” Gordon muttered. He hated that so many random people knew who he was, and high-tailed it before the greeting could somehow draw him into their drama. The argument reared up and escalated before his foot was out the door, and he mostly felt bad for the poor people behind the counter.


  The sun was nearly down by the time he returned to the studio. He knew he should eat, but he set the bag down unopened.


  Dreams were horrible, far worse than memories, because temporarily believing they were real was a goddamn tragedy. Adam wanting him hadn’t been a dream, but the recurring fantasy of it being a lasting thing and not a fit of adrenaline-influenced lust was a tease conjured by Gordon’s subconscious. He knew that, but it didn’t stop him from spending hours with his hand locked around his dick and eyes squeezed shut as he replayed that moment in the alley over and over again in his head. He came thinking about the first crush of their lips and even the way Adam’s back had looked, tapered and unyielding, when he turned away.


  Groaning, Gordon looked around his disaster of a studio. He was meeting Marquis uptown in two hours, but the prospect was amassing exactly zero enthusiasm. He’d hopped off the deluded-and-infatuated-with-Marquis train at the in-lust-with-a-sociopath station.


  His life choices were not getting any better. Not by a long shot.


  From the very beginning, he’d tried not to let Adam get under his skin. He’d tried not to get sucked in by the looks and the danger, knowing damn well that it would get him nowhere. He’d ignored Adam’s stares and pointed, sexual comments, not even succumbing to the attraction after being crushed against Adam’s body time after time. But all of that had gone out the window the moment he’d learned that instead of letting Aiden get all Sweeney Todd on his ass, Adam had saved him.


  Somehow, that fact made him forget this was the second person Adam had killed in a relatively short span of time—that Gordon knew of. Or that Adam did not just kill only when ordered, and was fully capable of disposing bodies in such a way that no one found them, even months later. All of a sudden none of that mattered, and Gordon was in major infatuation mode because Adam had killed for him.


  It was pathetic, but the thoughts wouldn’t go away. He was like those women who married convicted murderers and tried to get conjugal visits because they were all ecstatic about being the special snowflake to a psycho killer. Except in this case, Gordon was somewhat special if Adam was risking his own neck. Logic was awesome when it made him feel like less of a fucking moron.


  “Okay, dumbass. Perspective time,” Gordon muttered as he ripped the greasy bag open. He would force himself to eat. He was not going to become an obsessed basket-case. He wasn’t.


  “First of all,” he said, yanking the utensil drawer open. “He is capable of murdering a huge juicer in the middle of the street and then disappearing with the body within seconds.”


  He removed one of the cartons and shoved his fork into the mound of noodles. “Two, he is probably a sociopath. Three, he thinks I’m a complete ballsack of a moron.”


  And that was some serious truth. Adam had made it clear on more than one occasion that he thought Gordon was the missing link. Some kind of sub-humanoid drug dealer who got by on luck alone because he was too oblivious and feeble-minded to function.


  Between that nugget of knowledge and the grounding taste of MSG, he was able to cool his jets. A little. He ate half of the carton and a few dumplings before making a lame attempt at tidying up the studio.


  He’d just approached the wreck of his bed when someone knocked on the door. Gordon’s hands froze on the sheet he’d just ripped off the bed. People rarely dropped by and when they did, it usually wasn’t for anything good.


  He crossed the studio but stayed to the side of the door, only turning the top half of his body in order to see through the peephole.


  It was Carla. Carla bearing drinks and a bag from their favorite bakery.


  Smiling, he unlocked the door and stepped back. “What are you doing here?”


  “It’s brainstorming time.”


  “Brainstorming?” Gordon peered at the bag and shut the door. “And you brought treats?”


  “Of course,” she said, setting them down on the dinette and shrugging off her jacket. “Pumpkin muffins and gingerbread lattes.”


  “My favorite seasonal refreshments. Very, very nice.” Gordon sat down at the table and grabbed one of the cups. “What’s with the sudden acts of kindness?”


  Carla sighed and sat down in the opposite chair. She started to unload the muffins from the bag, and the fresh-baked smell wafted across the table.


  “Okay, I know I’ve been AWOL lately.”


  “No, really?”


  She paused, the muffin halfway between them. “Do you want to eat this or not?”


  “Okay, I’ll keep it shut.”


  Carla gave him a sidelong look and then put the muffin in front of him. “It has sweet cream stuff in it. Cheese or whatever.”


  “Oooh.”


  Looking pleased with herself, Carla took a sip of her drink. His appetite had returned with a vengeance and he scarfed the first muffin without pausing to take a breath, inhaling the damn thing so fast that he barely tasted it. When he was licking his fingers and looking at the second muffin longingly, she rolled her eyes and nudged it across the table.


  “Brat.”


  “You sure?”


  “Uh-huh. I already had one at the bakery. I was sitting there pondering my life when I decided to pay you a visit. The whole brainstorming thing occurred to me on the way here.”


  “Yeah, but what the hell are we brainstorming?”


  Carla looked at him, hands spreading with a flourish. “G-Man. Really? Pumpkin muffins, rain, leaves—it’s almost our favorite holiday, and the annual Skyn Halloween bash is in two weeks.”


  “Oh. I forgot about that.” Gordon didn’t bother to explain. Chance had thrown a large Halloween party every year since Skyn had gone public, and it was Gordon’s favorite event. He got to party on Chance’s dime and every closeted queer in their circle took the opportunity to paw him when they were safely hidden behind a mask.


  “I want to match again this year, and we’re going to brainstorm the shit out of some costume ideas. But first, I wanted to tell you why I’ve been AWOL. Clearly you have a problem with me having a life outside of your apartment.”


  “Oh, please.” Gordon pushed the muffin to the side, trying to develop self-control and consume it slower. “That day I was pissed off because my car broke down, I had deliveries and it looked like you were blowing me off. Also, you’d been avoiding me. Ever since that night with Aiden, you have been MIA.”


  “I know.” Carla was suddenly very interested in her cup, and stared down at the cardboard sleeve. “Total disclosure?”


  “Obviously.”


  “That night freaked me out, Gordon.”


  “I thought nothing freaked you out.”


  “Well, that did. I just . . . needed to get away.”


  “From me?” Gordon started to rattle off a sarcastic comment, but bit it back when he realized how solemn she looked. Her shoulders were slumped in the oversized tan sweater that was consuming her figure. “Carls, what’s up? Talk to me.”


  She shook her head. “It’s hard to explain. We’ve been in the life so damn long that it makes no sense now. But I guess . . . it never occurred to me how easily I could lose you. I know we’ve been in fights. We’ve been beaten up. But that? The way he chased you down? I had fucking nightmares about it, G. About finding you gutted in that alley. The idea of the Samu twins gunning for you scares the shit out of me, baby. They’re monsters.”


  When her long lashes remained down, Gordon nudged her foot with his own.


  “Aiden isn’t going to do anything to me. Trust me.”


  “I know he’s off the street but no one knows where. And like I said, it’s hard to explain. I guess I’m just in a weird place and I’m wondering what else we can be doing besides getting ganked by modded psychopaths, you know?”


  The smile that crossed Gordon’s face was anything but humorous. He reached for her hand and squeezed it. “I know, babe. Shit’s getting old. I wish there were more options.”


  Carla regarded him closely. “Would you really walk away from it? After all this time? I never thought you’d agree.”


  “I wouldn’t have in the past but things are different now. I still don’t think I’m worth a damn in the real world, but all of this seems like it’s just getting worse. Like maybe just making it isn’t worth the trouble anymore. It’s not even about going respectable, I just want to get off the street—hell, I’d even just get a legit, non-sexy job at Skyn if it meant I could stop being mixed up with all of this crazy drug and gang shit. Know what I mean?”


  “I know exactly what you mean.” Carla toyed with the paper bag from the bakery and said at length, “I’m looking for a way out.”


  “How?”


  She was unreadable and evasive as she nudged the muffin towards him again. “I don’t know yet. I don’t want to jinx it. But let’s just say I can make quite a few bucks if I switch sides.”


  The words made his heart twist and he couldn’t stop himself from reaching out to tilt her face up so that he could meet her hooded stare.


  “Don’t do anything crazy, Carla. Please.”


  “I want to protect my family. You’re all I’ve got.”


  He cracked a smile but the knot in his chest didn’t loosen. “I’m serious. If you put yourself in danger for me, I won’t forgive you.”


  She neither agreed or disagreed and he slid his hand away to attend to his muffin once again. It seemed like she wanted to say more, was at the verge of protesting, but then she tapped her fingers against the table, and changed the subject.


  “Let’s talk costumes. I’m thinking . . . Dia de los Muertos!”


  “Oh Lord.”


  



  * * *


  



  Café Milan was much slower on a weekday evening. It did not take long to spot Marquis in the back. He looked effortlessly sophisticated in a navy sweater and gray cords. There was a thick tome in front of him that looked like the spine had never been cracked. Marquis loved his props.


  “Hey,” Gordon said.


  “You look frozen.” Marquis curled his fingers around the large, steaming mug that sat before him. “Poor baby.”


  Gordon pulled off his leather jacket and self-consciously ran a hand through his damp hair. “Yeah, well, my car is still dead.”


  “Why don’t you buy a new one? I recommend you go Japanese hybrid. Some of the new models are sexy. I was thinking of picking one up myself.”


  “And where do you think I’d plug it in?” Gordon kept his gaze clear of Marquis’s face and hailed the waitress when she ignored him for the second time.


  “What age do you live in?” Marquis asked with just a hint of his usual condescending tone. “There are plug-in stations everywhere. Literally, everywhere. They are easier to find than gas stations.”


  “Standing on the side of the road for ages while my shitty car charges sounds exciting.”


  “Less exciting than spending eighty dollars to fill your shitty gas car. It looks like it’s falling apart anyway. It’s almost embarrassing to be seen in.”


  Gordon finally looked at Marquis, resolve firming up like a cock in a room full of porn. “Well, don’t worry bro, ‘cause I had no immediate plans to invite you anywhere.”


  Marquis’s eyes were still shooting daggers at Gordon when the waitress came and took Gordon’s order.


  “You’re a lot meaner than you used to be.”


  “Why, because I don’t want to take your shit?”


  “I just don’t get the tough guy act.”


  “What the hell does that mean?”


  Marquis poked the pastry that sat untouched in front of him. “I heard that you’ve been giving attitude to Chance as well. Not the best choice, I’d say.”


  A slow burn of anger started to work its way into Gordon’s gut, eating away at the lining and heating him up fast. “So,” he said with deliberate slowness. “If I’m tired of people walking all over me, it’s a tough guy act? Gee, good to know people think I should be A-okay with being a doormat for the rest of my life.”


  “Ugh. Forget it.” Marquis looked like he’d swallowed something sour, as if this little get together wasn’t going the way he’d imagined. “I think I liked you better before.”


  To this Gordon said nothing and when his hot chocolate came, he sipped it, focusing on making it last. The rich taste went down a lot easier than the onslaught of bullshit coming from Marquis’s piehole.


  Blahblah new porn series, blahblah hot men, blahblah new hot boytoy from France, blahblah hair products imported from France with the boytoy, blahblah super gay lifestyle.


  For the most part, Gordon grunted and wondered why he couldn’t just stare into Marquis’s eyes and ignore his stupidity like he had in the past.


  “Am I boring you?”


  “Hmm?” Gordon’s attention had skewed to a tired-looking man with hair red enough to rival his own. “No. You were talking about your boyfriend’s cock or something. Nice and thick. Best you ever had.”


  Marquis glared.


  Gordon smiled. If Marquis expected jealousy, he was going to wait a long time.


  “So, are you, like, monogamous?”


  “Oh, please, that’s not even—”


  Gordon’s eyes wandered to the front of the cafe, and he nearly spit out a mouthful of hot chocolate.


  “What the hell is wrong with you?”


  Gordon tried not to hack and cough the way he desperately needed to, and sunk down slightly in his seat. “Nothing, just—uh . . . went down the wrong way.”


  Marquis made a face and continued. Gordon discreetly looked over to a table at the front. Adam was sitting there with two other people.


  What in the fucking fuckery was this all about?


  “—and Benoit agrees completely. He has a girlfriend in Paris and—”


  Adam was looking dead-sexy in his typical all-black ensemble and the woman beside him was just as eerily perfect. She was slender, but judging from what he could see of her arms in the short-sleeved blouse she wore, well-toned with muscle. She was impeccably dressed, her black hair shone under the lights, and the way she held herself was interesting. Every movement was as controlled and precise as Adam’s.


  But the real oddity at the table made itself known when the third party half-turned in his seat, and Gordon realized it was Allister.


  



  



  



  Chapter Seventeen


  It was difficult not to gape, but Gordon managed to pull it off. He forced himself to half-listen to Marquis, making the appropriate hums of interest when Marquis made a banal joke or observation, and watched Adam, Allister, and the woman from the corner of his eye.


  Allister was the complete opposite of Adam and his lady friend. He was as scrawny, pasty and strung-out as ever, and it seemed like his clothes hadn’t seen the inside of a washer in months. His hair looked like it hadn’t been tamed in weeks, and he had a massive backpack sitting next to his chair that was so old and dirty, it was probably a relic of the war. The guy was a mess.


  Very, very interesting.


  “—to you later.”


  “Huh?”


  Gordon looked back at Marquis, and saw that he was throwing money on the table.


  “Where are you going?”


  “I have plans, and you have the personality of a used condom at the moment.”


  “No, don’t go.” Gordon sat up and stole a glance at the table at the front. If Marquis left, he would have no one to hide behind and he’d be totally exposed.


  “You haven’t been paying attention anyway, G. I don’t know what your problem is, but you’re acting brand new all of a sudden.”


  “I know, I’m being a fucking toon—I know,” Gordon babbled.


  Adam was leaning across the table and talking earnestly to Allister, while Wonder Woman used a stylus on a tablet. She was nodding from time to time, and at one point showed the screen to Adam.


  “I just have a lot on my mind lately. You gotta know that. Like, all that shit with Aiden,” Gordon went on, not even knowing where he was going with this spiel.


  Across the café, Adam’s face shifted into a smile. Gordon stopped dead when Adam began to laugh. Not loud, not boisterously, but a cute little chuckle that was aimed at . . . Wonder fucking Woman.


  “—what you were thinking,” Marquis said with a scoff. He continued to twine his scarf around his neck. “That guy was a beast. I bet he ravaged your ass when he was in you. And besides, I’m really offended that you let him do you, when you flat-out refuse to let me—”


  The woman leaned closer to Adam, smiling as she said something in his ear.


  Gordon’s hands clenched around his mug. There was no denying that those intimate little touches and that adorable fucking laugh were making him marinate in jealousy. It was on the ludicrous side of unbelievable. He was jealous that the man who, until recently, had set out to kill him or stalk him, was palling around with some chick.


  “I don’t let diva bitches stick it to me.”


  The look of shock on Marquis’s face made the below-the-belt remark justifiable.


  “What?” Gordon demanded. “Can you deny it? All you do is sit around yukking it up about how gay and oversexed and fabulous you are like that automatically translates to a personality. News flash—it doesn’t.”


  “Fuck you.”


  “No, thanks.”


  The offended look turned to something more stricken. Well, shit. He hadn’t expected Marquis to actually care.


  “Just because you’re apparently over me, doesn’t mean you have to be hateful.”


  Gordon raised his shoulders in a wooden shrug. Apologizing would have been the easiest notion, but he wasn’t in a hurry to reclaim his doormat title just yet.


  “Goodbye, Gordon,” Marquis said, putting dramatic emphasis into the words. He gave Gordon a scathing once-over, grabbed his never-been-read book, and walked away. Gordon tracked his progress and was relieved to see that Adam’s back was to the door. Unless he turned at the exact moment, he wouldn’t even notice Marquis, and vice versa.


  Gordon finished his drink and slouched lower in his seat. He tried not to watch the odd trio too closely as he analyzed everything that he’d observed. Forcing the jealousy away had been the easiest part once he’d picked apart their mannerisms. Yeah they were acting familiar, but not in a flirtatious way. They leaned close, but primarily to talk or share information on the tablet, and even though they were clearly friendly, they didn’t touch each other—even casually. Maybe acquaintances? Or co-workers? But that couldn’t possibly be . . . could it?


  When Gordon turned his attention to the table again, he realized that, some time during the past couple of minutes, Wonder Woman and Adam had gone. Only Allister remained, and he was slurping down caffeine as his fingers flew over the keyboard of his laptop.


  If Gordon ran with the theory that they were all co-workers, then the woman and Adam were definitely in the same league. Which meant, what? She was an assassin-spy, too? It seemed stupid, but before meeting Adam, Gordon would have thought the entire idea was stupid. And what about Allister? Had his claim of being a tech at Johnson’s Pharmaceuticals been a lie?


  Like Adam, the woman had been attractive to a near unnatural degree. Allister didn’t fit into that equation. He wasn’t sharp and polished like they were, and if Gordon judged by the laptop and assorted gadgets that were tangled next to him, he would guess that Alli was the geek of the crew. The numbers runner, or the info gatherer—whatever the not-assassin of the team was called in spy movies.


  A plan was forming in Gordon’s mind, but as it solidified, he began to have doubts. His acting skills were shitty on a good day, and if he screwed up and made the wrong judgment call, it would seriously be his ass. Sure, Adam had given him a free pass—and a woody—and the situation was allegedly five by five now, but who said it would stay as cool if Gordon started poking around in the man’s business?


  Gordon pushed his chair back. Oh well. Time to be a risk-taker.


  Putting some money on the table even though Marquis had more than covered the tab, Gordon affected a casual saunter and moved to the door. When he was halfway there, he pretended to glance at the window, and in the process, he let his eyes fall on Allister.


  “What the hell are you doing out of your cave?” he exclaimed.


  Allister looked up and did a double take. His eyes darted around before falling on Gordon again. “Ugh.”


  “Really? That’s all I get?”


  “Mm.”


  Christ, it was like the dude was permanently constipated. Gordon rolled his eyes and dropped down into the chair Adam had vacated. “What’s the haps, Alli? Writing your memoirs?”


  “People who write memoirs should die.”


  “Well, that’s not very nice.”


  “I’m not a very nice person.” Allister still looked like he was trying to find an escape route. “Look, I don’t mean to be rude, but I really don’t want to talk to you.”


  “Well, that’s too goddamn bad, ‘cause I’m making it happen. After all those times you stonewalled me and made me wait in the hallway of your building like a Jehovah’s Witness, this is basically my dream come true.”


  Allister’s expression made it clear that it wasn’t just memoir writers he wanted to die. “What do you want, you vile little man?”


  “Your undying love and affection.”


  “Keep waiting.”


  Gordon smiled and reached out to pinch one of Allister’s gaunt cheeks, not flinching when his hand was smacked away. “Okay, fine. I was just saying hello. I noticed your little group sitting here, but your back was to me and I didn’t realize it was you until just now.”


  Allister stared, clearly not interested.


  “Who was that chick you were sitting with? She was smoking hot. I didn’t know you had it in you.”


  Allister snorted. He raised the travel cup to his mouth and said around the rim, “I don’t. Jenny is just a colleague. If you think she’d do me with that guy sitting at the table, you must be stoned.”


  “Was that her boyfriend?”


  “No. Another colleague. What’s with this middle school Q&A? Please go away. I don’t need any of your goods at the moment and your hideous hair is making me want to puke.”


  “God, you’re a charming bastard. It’s no wonder that the other hot lab techs are dying to have supper with you,” Gordon said with a smile. He leaned in just close enough to make Allister uncomfortable, and poked a finger at the chunky laptop. “What’s with the other pharmaceutical nerds looking like top models? Why’d they let you in if that’s their standard?”


  Allister flipped Gordon off. “You’re such a loser. They’re not techs, they work for Murphy Corps, this private military company. Johnson’s hires them for security since we make the drugs on site, and Murphy mercs all look like they were poured from the same mold.”


  This was basically like hitting fucking pay dirt. The name Murphy Corps was definitely familiar—his sister had ranted about the company during one of the last conversations they’d had, and it had come up a couple of times in his research about the Glass Town incident. Some of the articles had referenced Murphy Corps in relation to conspiracy theories about the government, and he remembered his sister bitching about their lack of ethics and the way they always popped up around areas in crisis without following any of the rules or conventions.


  “Why do they contract them? I thought they usually got involved in big conflicts.”


  “They do, but many of them also do security when those missions aren’t aplenty, I guess. And Johnson’s hires them so assholes like you don’t rob the shipments. The place was even raided by gangs a few months ago. It was probably your fault since you’re a scumbag.”


  “Ha. You talk a lot of smack consider it’s me who peddles your goods, Precious. And besides, I’m not even in a gang. I’m an unaffiliated scumbag.”


  The ring of his phone interrupted whatever Allister had been about to say, and the smart-ass expression on his face shuttered. He half-turned away from Gordon and put the phone to his ear.


  “Yes?”


  Gordon couldn’t hear what was being said on the other side, and Allister kept his answers curt. His tone, and the way he faced away, reminded Gordon overwhelmingly of Adam whenever he received one of his mysterious calls.


  “I gotta book it,” Allister said when the call ended. “It’s been unpleasant as usual.”


  “Likewise, Sunshine.”


  Allister mimicked Gordon silently and collected his belongings. He grabbed his travel cup and left the café without further comment, leaving Gordon to reflect on what he’d learned. There were so many different scenarios and possibilities—it was like information overload on a hard drive that had previously been empty.


  Most of what Allister had said made sense. Adam and Jenny were clearly cut from the same cloth, and allegedly both mercenaries. If that was true, it explained how Adam was so well-trained, and why he was sent out to kill political targets. Assassination was obviously not something the Corps or the government would want to talk about in public, so it would also explain Adam’s desire to keep it all hush-hush.


  Except, several aspects of that explanation didn’t fit. Adam had alluded to the fact that he’d be killed or maimed if he screwed up or attempted to leave his job. Could a publicly known organization do something so extreme? Wouldn’t the mercs just go to the media or the government branches that contracted them? His sister worked for a PMC and she’d never alluded to anything of the sort. Also, why hadn’t Adam just explained the Murphy Corps connection?


  Things didn’t add up. It made sense on paper for a mercenary to do security work, but an assassin? He just couldn’t picture Adam moonlighting as a security guard. And it wasn’t like Adam wasn’t getting missions—the Glass Town incident had only been two months ago.


  So where did that leave everything? It left him nowhere. He was more confused now than he had been at the start.


  He left the café and headed north before making a conscious decision to head towards Johnson’s Pharmaceuticals. The thoughts continued to churn in his head as he walked deeper into the quiet area.


  On more than one occasion, Allister had alluded to the fact that his job at Johnson’s wore him down. It had seemed like an exaggeration since Gordon didn’t really see how overwhelming a lab tech job at a pharmacy company could be. How could something so straight-forward lead to the insomnia and pill-popping that Allister had resorted to over the years? Why was he so jumpy and paranoid about Gordon stepping foot inside his house? Why the covert calls? And most of all, why would a skinny little tech geek be hanging out with the security team?


  Gordon’s pace slowed as he came into the vicinity of the Johnson’s compound.


  There was something up with the place. There had to be.


  



  



  



  Chapter Eighteen


  Conscious of how alert and aggressive the staff were, Gordon decided against marching up to the entrance. He didn’t have a full plan, anyway. What was he going to do? Question people who went in about what they were really up to? Yeah, right.


  Not looking at the guard tower, he shoved his hands into his pockets, and headed to the woods that partially surrounded Johnson’s. The wooded area led into Silver Lake Park, but the northeastern part was blocked by a chain-link fence. He knew one rusted section was marred by a hole. He’d seen kids sneaking in on more than one occasion while doing his deliveries to Allister.


  Gordon tramped through the overgrown grass and shrubs, cringing at the sour swamp-like smell emanating from a stream that wound through the trees. It was damp and muddy, several patches of ground already half-frosted over due to the increasing cold. By the time he found a spot that gave him a decent view of the interior gate, he wondered why the hell the area was blocked off. The only thing he could see through Johnson’s larger, more secure wrought-iron fence, was the entrance of the compound from a different angle. It seemed unlikely that Johnson’s had the ability to order the city to restrict a huge portion of the woods just because it was too close for their comfort, but nothing else made sense.


  In-ter-est-ing.


  Despite the epiphany, not a damn thing was going on inside. A guy approached, showed identification and got some kind of eyeball scan, but that was the extent of the action. After a few minutes, Gordon got tired of standing in the cold damp with nothing to show for it, and tentatively touched his hand to the bars. When the fence didn’t emit a hum of electricity and gunshots didn’t explode from the guard tower or something equally dramatic, he started to climb the side of it. There were barbed wires curled around the top that he tried to avoid, but the bars were slick with moisture and a couple of times his grip slipped and his jacket caught at the jagged edges.


  Swearing quietly, Gordon looked into the Johnson’s compound from his new vantage point. It was hard while trying not to kill himself but he saw that the place was more expansive than he’d imagined. He could see several buildings inside, pathways winding into a courtyard and an enormous parking lot. It wasn’t teeming with activity, but he did see several people walking around and—more interestingly—two guards who appeared to be escorting a distressed-looking man to the skyscraper that dominated the center of the property.


  “Gordon.”


  Gordon’s heart seized and he lurched to the side. His hand slid and he flailed, throwing his arm out to catch onto something. It did—to the barbed wire. The sleeve of his jacket caught, and when he jerked at it in panic, it sliced clean through the fabric and into his skin.


  “Argh!”


  He went careening off the side of the gate and slammed into the person standing beneath, landing hard on the frozen ground. He cried out as the pain vibrated up his tailbone, and his ankle twisted beneath him.


  “Shit!”


  “What the hell are you doing?”


  Adam was standing over Gordon, holding a hand over his eye.


  Panic took hold of Gordon. He covered it by going on the offense.


  “Me? What are you doing, you psycho?”


  Adam dropped his hand. “You nearly gouged my goddamn eye out when you fell.”


  “You fucking startled me!”


  “You shouldn’t have been up there.”


  “Dude, you just made me slice up my arm and then twist my ankle when you pushed me. Are you seriously giving me the third degree? Eat a dick.”


  “Well, I didn’t intend to hurt you. It was a reflex after nearly having my eye permanently mutilated by your jutting fingers.”


  Gordon snorted and tried to pull himself up. Pain radiated from both his ass and his ankle. That, combined with the bleeding and lacerated arm, made his temper want to jump from zero to out of control. Not to mention that Adam was just standing there watching.


  “Don’t you have training to prevent eye gouging?”


  “Actually, I wasn’t trained to defend against flailing idiots.”


  “Obviously you have a giant fucking blind spot in your defenses then.”


  Gordon turned his back on Adam and began limping away. Every time he put pressure on his ankle, pain blazed up to his leg and it nearly buckled beneath him. Swearing, he stumbled through the vegetation. He could hear Adam trailing behind and hoped that he would slip on ice and crack his head open. See if he had training to prevent that.


  It was amazing how he could fantasize about Adam railing him to kingdom come, but within hours, be praying for the guy to have a fast and painful death.


  By the time Gordon made it back to the rusty gap in the chain link fence, he was panting from the exertion of trying to support himself. He grabbed the side of the opening one-handed, and jerked away when Adam reached over to assist him.


  “Piss off.”


  Adam sighed, sounding like a weary adult who was dealing with an annoying child. “Just let me help you.”


  “I said. Piss. Off!” Gordon whipped around and shoved Adam with as much force as he could muster with one hand. He hadn’t thought it would have an effect but Adam’s boot slid across a patch of ice. Unable to contain himself, Gordon snickered when Adam fell onto his ass. The dark glare that Adam graced him with didn’t do much to stop his guffaws.


  “I’m glad this is amusing for you.”


  “Yeah, well.” Gordon climbed clumsily through the hole. “A dude’s got to get his jollies somehow.”


  Adam got to his feet and exited as well, his posture stiff. “Next time I won’t bother trying to help you.”


  “Maybe you shouldn’t, considering the bang up job you did just now.”


  There was a pause, and then Adam finally cracked a smile.


  “I thought you weren’t following me anymore.”


  “I’m not. I wasn’t. I just happened to see you walking into the woods and I wanted to know what you were up to.”


  “Oh.”


  Shit.


  “Well?”


  “Well, what?”


  Stall. Stalling.


  “Well, what in the hell are you up to?” Adam demanded. He gave the area a quick once-over and cast a long look at Johnson’s.


  Wracking his brain, Gordon forced himself to stand up straight. His body protested and warm wetness trickled down his arm. “I have a few customers in that building and I think one of them is trying to avoid me because he owes me money. He’s a lab tech at Johnson’s and I was trying to see if I could spot him inside. I had no idea the place was fucking ginormous. Not that it’s any of your beeswax.”


  “Who are your customers?”


  “What does it matter?”


  “I live in that building too.”


  What the hell, was it bombshell day? Now Adam lived in the same building as Allister? Did Jenny live there too? Did the whole Johnson’s weirdo staff of faux lab techs and mercenaries shack up together?


  “Really.”


  Adam brushed his hands against his now-dirty pants. “Why would I lie when I could just say nothing? I was walking home and I saw you. There’s nothing more to the story.”


  Gordon hobbled a few steps away. His ankle felt so sore that he was starting to wonder if it was fractured. “You never tell me shit. Why would you suddenly tell me your address?”


  “Because it doesn’t matter.”


  Gordon gave him a flat look. Not only was he annoying, but it was odd being around him after Gordon had just been going all Sherlock Holmes on his life. He was half-worried that he’d somehow give the entire thing away.


  “Look, do you want to come in and clean up or not? I’m not going to ask twice.”


  Normally, Gordon would have cut off his nose to spite his face and just said: “Screw you,” because Adam’s tone sucked. But the temptation was too great. Seeing the apartment of Mr. Tall, Dark and Mysterious? Hell to the fucking yeah.


  So, Gordon shut his trap and gimped along as Adam led him to the building. Anticipation built up the closer they got, but Gordon didn’t know why he was so intrigued; clearly there was nothing confidential in the place if Adam was taking him there. Even so, the offer pleased the part of Gordon that wanted to pick up where they’d left off in the alley and have dirty, violent sex against a wall.


  The apartment, however, was less interesting than he’d imagined.


  Gordon looked around with dismay, taking in the relatively empty room. Somehow, his assumption of Adam’s living quarters had mixed with stuff he’d seen on television. He’d expected some sleek, sexy loft with dim lights and metallic fixtures. In reality, it looked like any bachelor’s place, with the exception of a few boxes crowded in a corner and absolutely nothing on the walls.


  “This place sucks.”


  “Thanks.”


  “No probs.”


  Adam pointed at a door towards a back hallway. “If you want to wash up, the bathroom is there. I have a first aid kit for your injuries.”


  “Okay.”


  Gordon stared down at the cream-colored carpet and didn’t move. Instead of traipsing around in muddy boots, he reached down to fumble with the laces before toeing them off. Adam watched with a hint of amusement.


  “That’s not necessary.”


  “No big.” Gordon limped across the living room. His breath hissed out every time he took a step. “Fuck, I hope this isn’t broken. I have a party to go to soon, and I plan to dance my ass off.”


  “I’ll look at it now if this is such a pressing concern.”


  “Oh, it is. You have no idea.” Gordon flashed a grin, still cradling his injured arm against his chest. He cut short his journey to the bathroom and dropped down onto the couch instead.


  Adam disappeared down the hallway, and Gordon looked around the living room. It really was nothing special. The most exciting thing in the room was a state of the art sound system and a laptop that was razor-thin. The kitchen looked like it was barely used, but the entire apartment had that kind of feel. It seemed almost uninhabited, and Gordon wondered how often Adam was there.


  Adam returned with a large, white box in hand. It wasn’t exactly a pharmacy-grade, run-of-the-mill first aid kit. When Adam set it on the floor and opened it, Gordon saw it was filled with all sorts of heavy-duty bandages, syringes, little vials of unknown liquids, and a bunch of smaller, sealed boxes.


  “Take off your pants.”


  “Is that how you sweet talk all the hot guys?”


  Adam just looked at him, and crossed his arms over his chest.


  “You’re such a blast to hang out with, babe. A real laugh a minute.”


  When Adam’s expression didn’t change, Gordon rolled his eyes and lifted his hips off the sofa. Pushing his shoulders back, he undid his belt and jeans before shimmying out of them and pushing them out of the way with his uninjured foot. He was thankful that he’d worn underwear today. And briefs always made his junk look impressive.


  “How festive,” Adam smirked.


  The briefs in question were orange and black. “I’m super awesome.”


  Shaking his head, Adam sat on the floor with his legs crossed and began examining Gordon’s ankle. He poked at it a bit to gauge the pain, and took in the fact that it was already slightly swollen.


  “It’s not that bad. Just a light sprain.”


  Gordon nodded and tried not to focus on how Adam’s long, pale fingers felt against his skin while concentrating on not getting hard. Adam only glanced up once as he wrapped his ankle, and Gordon offered a weak smile in return.


  When he was done, Adam sat down on the couch next to him.


  “Your arm.”


  “Oh, right,” Gordon muttered. He awkwardly took off his jacket and the sweater beneath, wincing when the fabric pulled at the torn skin on his forearm. It wasn’t bleeding anymore, at least.


  Once Gordon was sitting there mostly naked, his mind dipped directly into the gutter. He had exactly zero modesty anyway, but being naked and scant inches away from Adam put all sorts of filthy thoughts into his head. Thoughts that revolved around touching dicks and exchanging sloppy French kisses. Instead of voicing these fantasies, he stayed silent as Adam cleaned his wounds, applied antiseptic and bandaged them. Gordon knew he could have done it himself, but he wasn’t going to complain about the attention.


  “You have a good build,” Adam commented.


  “Not really.”


  “I’m not trying to feed you false compliments, Gordon. I was merely stating a fact.”


  “I know, but I don’t see why you’re complimenting my physique when you’re clearly going for the gold medal in effortlessly hot body competitions.”


  Adam gave him another of his dull, cyborg-stares. He hid his smiles like he was saving them up for something.


  “It’s hardly effortless. I’m forced to put an obscene amount of time into my appearance and level of fitness. I prefer people who have more natural-looking bodies. I don’t particularly like overdeveloped muscles.”


  “No muscular chicks for you?” Gordon grinned.


  Adam just avoided the question. “Would you like a painkiller?”


  “Nah, it’s not that serious. But you could slip me some for later.”


  The medical box shut with a click. Gordon wasn’t surprised at all. For all that Adam was a badass, he seemed so straight edge it was painful.


  “I didn’t realize you had another tattoo.” The statement caught Gordon off-guard. Adam was leaning closer, indicating his upper arm and the small tattoo of the letters R and S linked together. “I’ve never seen that one.”


  Gordon gave Adam a sidelong look. “It’s my parents’ first initials. Me and my sister got it together when we were kids.”


  “Do you ever see your sister?”


  “Nope. We barely talk. She hates Lexington. Bad memories and shit. Got gone as soon as I was old enough to hustle on my own.”


  A look of annoyance crossed Adam’s face. He reached up and pressed his fingers against the tattoo before dragging them up to an old scar that started at Gordon’s shoulder and extended to the back of his neck—souvenir courtesy of a broken beer bottle during one of the first times he’d gotten jumped.


  “And how old was that?”


  “Shit, I don’t know.” Gordon thought back, or tried to, but found it hard to concentrate when those calloused fingers began to stroke the scar tissue, tracing up before sliding back down, even though Adam remained focused on Gordon’s face. He was so intense. Gordon wondered if he ever relaxed.


  “I couldn’t have been more than thirteen or fourteen?”


  “You were still a child.”


  “Not really. Not a normal one. I dunno where you’re from, but when I was a kid, this place looked totally different. Right after the bombings, there were so many bodies that disease was just everywhere, and later on it was like the Wild West until the National Guard came in to keep things in order.” Gordon gestured vaguely, wanting to get away from the topic. “I did what I had to do and so did she.”


  “That was your only option? To be a prostitute?”


  “What else is a kid gonna do besides that or steal? And besides, I got some good skills from the trade.”


  Adam dropped his hand. Gordon caught a flash of something in that handsome face—pity or anger, maybe both. Either way, the sentiments were unwelcome.


  “Relax, Adam. It’s fine. I’m joking. Don’t be that guy who makes other people’s trauma about them or whatever. I hate those guys.” When Adam looked ready to protest, Gordon couldn’t help but laugh. “It’s fine, seriously. Although it’s fucking adorable that you’re offended on my behalf. From assassin to white knight—who knew?”


  “You’re such a moron.”


  “You like it.”


  “Do I?”


  “Yup. Why the hell else would you be, like, researching the nitty-gritty of my life and carefully tending to my wounds?”


  Gordon told himself to be quiet, to stop challenging Adam when it was very possible that the guy would just shut him down. But the words kept coming out of his mouth without giving a damn about his opinion.


  “You like me. Admit it. You tried to dislike me but you’re fond of my moronic ass.”


  “You wish, Gordon.”


  It was a brush off, but the cadence of those three words was very different from the flat, disinterested tone Adam used when he was annoyed. Or when he spoke to others.


  “Stop trying to bullshit me. Just say it.”


  Adam picked up the now-empty bandage wrappers. He balled them up and tossed them on the coffee table.


  “You are a marginally intriguing, and sometimes charming civilian,” he said finally. “I was happy to not have to hurt you.”


  “Why?”


  “I didn’t want to in the first place. I just made bad decisions and you got caught in the middle.” Adam looked away and rubbed the back of his neck. “I don’t always want to do the things I’m told to do, Gordon. I hope you understand that.”


  “Why do you care if I understand that?”


  “Why the hell do you ask so many questions?”


  “I’m a curious person.”


  “You’re a pain in the ass.”


  “Same shit. You can’t blame me for wondering. I just don’t get why you give a damn. Why save me from Aiden? It would have been better for you if he’d killed me, wouldn’t it? I’d have been out of your way.”


  “Because being a bystander is just as bad as doing it myself,” Adam shot back. “And you grew on me when I was following you. You’re. . . .” Adam shut down whatever he’d started to say, ignoring Gordon’s look of protest. “Is that what you wanted me to admit? Because I already admitted it so you can stop fishing for compliments.”


  Gordon forced himself not to press on further. He was what? Hilarious? Pitiable? Fuckable? The possibilities for the end of that sentence were endless.


  “You’re so cute when you’re flustered.”


  “Shut the hell up, Gordon.”


  “Anyway, speaking of stalking. What did you mean when you said that you’d never seen my tattoo before?”


  Adam didn’t reply. He adjusted the fitted black shirt he wore, drawing Gordon’s gaze immediately to the way the fabric clung to his biceps. They lapsed into silence and he watched Adam fidget.


  Fuck, he was good looking. And distracting. And was definitely avoiding the question.


  “You did have cameras in my apartment. Admit it.”


  “Why jump to that conclusion? The first time I met you, I saw a video of you and Delahunt having sex.”


  Gordon sat back on the sofa. “Uh-huh, yeah, and that gave you such a thorough view of my bod.”


  They looked at each other, and for the third time that day, Gordon was graced with the sight of one of Adam’s rare and ridiculously attractive smiles.


  “What can I say? Aside from, I’ve found myself wondering if you’re a bottom or a top.”


  Being struck silent usually wasn’t such a regular thing for Gordon, but it was happening a fuck of a lot today. Was it a coincidence that Adam was saying this on the same day that Gordon had spent the morning jerking off and fingering himself, or had Adam seen it some other time? The idea of Adam watching should have been embarrassing but it really, really wasn’t. It just made his dick hard.


  Gordon offered the filthiest smile he could muster. “What makes you wonder something like that? Doing research?”


  Adam’s gaze did not flicker. “With the exception of Samu, it seems like you don’t usually submit.”


  “Oh, no. I definitely submit. It just depends on who I’m bending over for. Takes a real specific type.”


  “The psychotic type?”


  “I do like a good bad boy fantasy.”


  Neither of them dropped the other’s eyes.


  “I give amazing head, too.”


  Adam gave Gordon a skeptical once-over. Almost insulted, Gordon leaned in a bit closer. “What, you don’t believe me? Trust me, babe. I could make you come in under sixty seconds.”


  “That is highly unlikely.”


  “Yeah? Why don’t we make a wager. I’ll suck your dick right now just to prove you wrong, Buttercup.”


  Adam’s eyes focused on Gordon’s lips before sliding down his chest and lower. It was the sexiest eyefuck that Gordon had been on the receiving end of, and his dick hardened fully, stretching out the front of his briefs in a way that was impossible to miss.


  “How ‘bout it?” he asked, voice pitched low. He didn’t attempt to cover himself when that hot stare dropped to his crotch. “Too straight edge to get your dick sucked? Only go for making out in dark alleys?”


  “I thought we were talking about you bending over.”


  Gordon’s mouth went dry and his tongue flicked out to wet his lower lip. Those words coming out of Adam’s mouth, the mere implication, was almost enough to make him shoot it right there, hands-free and with no shame. He slumped down lower on the couch, his thighs spread a little wider as his fingers twitched with the need to palm his pulsing bulge.


  “We could do both,” he said.


  “So willing to fuck someone who wanted to kill you,” Adam’s eyes rose from Gordon’s dick, gliding over the jut of his hipbones, stomach and finally the lower lip that was now caught between Gordon’s teeth. “Or maybe that’s why you’re willing. You like getting nailed by psychopaths.”


  “Who cares as long as someone is getting fucked?”


  Silence followed his words, and Gordon released a low breath, eyes shutting. Somehow, he knew that he’d said the wrong thing but he had no idea why it mattered, and every brain cell was focused on the need to be touched.


  “What do you want, Gordon?”


  “To get off. What the hell do you think?”


  Another pause, and then, “So touch yourself. The way you did earlier.”


  Gordon’s answering groan was obscene. He grabbed his cock, squeezing through the cotton. The idea of Adam watching him, of seeing him come all morning, maybe even getting off on it. . . .


  “Damn.”


  “Do it.” The order came out in a near growl and Gordon responded instantly.


  He arched his back and lifted his hips, shoving the briefs down and allowing his cock to spring up to rest against his stomach. The underwear dropped to the floor and Gordon turned so that he was facing Adam entirely, sitting against the arm of the sofa. With one leg hooked over the back of the couch, Gordon spread his thighs and started fucking his palm. He didn’t even try to muffle the sounds coming out of his mouth.


  He felt like he was going to combust, and when he opened his eyes to look at Adam, the feeling intensified. Adam’s pupils were dilated and rapt on Gordon. His lips were damp and parted, and his chest expanded with each deep breath he took. His arousal was evident by the thick length snaking down the inner thigh of his pants. And God, Gordon wanted that cock. Wanted it in him. Wanted to be filled and screwed and ripped apart by it before Adam filled him with come.


  “Goddamnit,” he hissed. “I want to fuck.”


  “Fuck yourself. Lay on your back and lift your ass up. Do it.”


  Gordon’s frustration gave way to the sound of that velvety voice issuing such a filthy command. His hand slid away from his dick and he got to his knees, turning on the couch so that his back was to Adam. He was bleary-eyed and so horny that his body was vibrating with need, but he got into the position in seconds, falling onto his back and bending his knees almost over his head.


  “Wet your fingers.”


  Gordon tilted his head back to stare at Adam as his nuts seized. The command almost made him lose it and his toes curled against the couch. He raised his hand to his mouth, sliding two fingers into the wet heat.


  “Yeah,” Adam whispered. “Now suck.”


  Gordon’s eyes rolled back in his head and a moan muffled around his fingers when he started to blow them. He moved them in and out until his hand was covered in dribbling saliva, and precum had gathered at the slit of his dick.


  “Now put them in your ass.”


  Gordon’s right hand shot down to his dick, his left to his ass, and the following roar in his ears nearly drowned out the sound of Adam’s breath getting louder when Gordon started to screw himself.


  His mouth dropped open and he tilted his head back so that he could see Adam. The guy looked like he was in a fucking trance and his hand had found its way to his thigh, the heel of it pressing down.


  Their eyes met and a slow, dirty smile played on Gordon’s lips. Adam’s eyes went round and he sucked in a loud breath. The sound made Gordon completely lose it.


  He felt the heat gathering in his gut, lancing through him and tightening his balls against his body. Gordon shuddered and his toes curled. He extended his legs on either side of his head, the following spike of pain from his ankle somehow making it all the more intense. He pumped his cock, still fucking himself with his own fingers, and began to come. Semen shot onto his face and into his own waiting mouth.


  “Jesus,” Adam whispered.


  Gordon trembled again, Adam’s voice ripping the orgasm out of him harder. He was breathless and seeing stars by the time it ended, and he collapsed against the couch. His brain felt like it had leaked out of his ears and for a minute, he didn’t speak. It was only when Adam shifted on the couch that Gordon snapped out of his daze.


  He sat up, the blood rushing from his head, leaving him dizzy. “Shit.”


  “Are you okay?”


  Gordon exhaled slowly and looked at Adam. “Are you?”


  Adam was sitting up, eyes still blazing, but his clothes were all intact. The guy hadn’t even unzipped his pants and Gordon was damp with semen and panting like a whore.


  “Yes.”


  “You didn’t get off, though.”


  “It’s fine.” Adam stood and all traces of his heated stares evaporated. “You came enough for both of us.”


  And just like that, the mood was killed. Gordon sat up straight, and wiped a hand across his face. “You’re so weird.” When he got no response, Gordon snorted and got to his feet. They were inches apart and nearly chest-to-chest, but he leaned even closer until their faces touched. Adam’s eyes dropped to Gordon’s mouth.


  “Last chance, asshole.” When there was still no response, Gordon shook his head in a way that he hoped looked more disgusted than frustrated. “Whatever, then. I’m going to wash up and get gone.”


  “That’s fine.”


  Gordon’s teeth ground together. “I don’t get you, man.”


  “You don’t have to.”


  Biting back another “whatever,” Gordon turned and limped to the bathroom.


  



  



  



  Chapter Nineteen


  The water was far too hot, but Adam didn’t dial it back and steam billowed around him. It felt good. Two days of working out nonstop, and every muscle in his body was being punished by aches. He considered it penance for being an idiot.


  The sound of the outer door opening and then slamming shut pulled him out of what had become a regular bout of morose self-reflection. They tended to revolve around the way he’d put his dick over his mission, and the fact that he’d pissed Gordon off so badly that the guy had barely looked at him before walking out the door. Adam hadn’t yet decided which action he regretted more; it was a sort of a tie.


  Sleeping with someone so close to an active mission was bad enough without the issue of Gordon already being a wildcard. But becoming an added name to Gordon’s shit list hadn’t been on his menu of options, either. Especially when Adam wanted nothing more than to coax more of those wet, ruined moans out of Gordon’s delightfully filthy mouth.


  “Is that hard-on for me? I’m flattered.”


  Adam opened his eyes, peering through the stream of water and soap. He didn’t turn away when Wanda aimed an exaggerated leer at him, although her presence immediately killed his growing erection.


  “I hope you’re not intending to shower with me,” he said, not making a move to cover himself.


  “Ha. Not on your life, asshole. I don’t care how cut your abs are, there’s only three men I’d fuck in this shithole and they are Agents Beaulieu, Vega or Trovosky, hopefully at the same time.”


  Adam looked her over, taking in the punk chains and band t-shirt that was too tight on her voluptuous frame. “I should have pegged you for a level ten groupie.”


  “Oh, shut up.” She was completely unfazed as he shut the water off and turned his back, heading to his locker. “I know what you’re up to, asshole.”


  “Is that my new code name?”


  “Don’t try to get cute.”


  “I wouldn’t dream of it,” he replied. Fortunately, there was no one in the locker room to witness the spectacle of her berating him as he toweled off.


  “You’re trying to replace me, you douchebag.”


  “That’s some vocabulary you have there.”


  Wanda kicked the open door of a locker, the clatter echoing in the empty room. He skimmed into a pair of black briefs, unconcerned.


  “I have sources, and they told me you’ve been chumming up with Allister. That slutbag Jenny convinced you to get in on it, didn’t she?”


  “You’re paranoid.” Adam continued to dress, putting on deodorant and then a gray collared t-shirt. He had yet another meeting with General Carhart about the Skyn assignment in a few minutes. It seemed a bit superfluous since he had absolutely nothing new to report.


  “And you’re transparent. Both of you are. You think I don’t notice how she goes around talking shit about me? I’ve always hated that bitch and now she’s turning you against me! Look—I know I was hard on you about the DuPont thing, but I worked my ass off to get that lead and you blew it because you always have your pretty little head in the clouds. I was pissed!”


  “Makes sense,” he said, wishing she’d go away.


  Wanda released an explosive sigh. She stared hard from behind thick-rimmed glasses. “Check it—Allister is a crackhead. He’s a good R&D agent and a brilliant hacker, but he’s also a fucking stress monkey who pops pills whenever his mission load goes past three. He is like two steps shy of a red flag if Bree finds out how strung out he is. If you try to replace me with him, you’ll look retarded.”


  Adam zipped up his jeans and paused to consider her fully. Jenny had indeed approached him about trying to switch R&D agents for their team, but he’d only agreed to meet Allister in order to confirm his own suspicions about the guy. Gordon had claimed he dealt Pandora to someone in Adam’s building, and Allister McKay had immediately sprung to mind. The guy was, indeed, a crackhead.


  “What’s a stress monkey?”


  “Can you be serious?” she yelled. “Fuck, I hate you!”


  “I’m not entirely upset by that.” He shut his locker with a bang and stuffed his wallet in his back pocket. “I need to go, but here is a piece of advice: instead of getting mad when people avoid you due to your bad attitude, try not having one in the first place.”


  Wanda flipped him off, and he left the locker room. He loved heart-to-hearts.


  It took roughly five minutes for him to get to Carhart’s office from the training room, and he spent each one trying to concoct reasons as to why the mission was a waste of time. It wasn’t, really, but having Agency attention focused on people so closely tied to Gordon was a constant source of anxiety, and he wanted the assignment to be over.


  As far as he could see, Chance knew squat about his own chemist. It was Carla who was the true link, and he sincerely doubted that the Puerto Rican woman had any real interest in bio-weaponry. Her primary interests as of late seemed to be protecting her few remaining friends, staying out of South Side, and flirting with him. That part was Adam’s own fault after he’d made the mistake of buying her that damned drink.


  The problem with convincing them to end the mission was that he hadn’t learned anything valuable. He hadn’t confirmed the connection between Carla and Aurora until he’d gotten Marquis tipsy and babbling during an informal meeting about his future at Skyn. At that point, she’d already disappeared to Carson and it had been too late to follow. He’d tried hacking into the GPS on her vehicle, but it seemed that she’d taken the bus out to the neighboring city. It was amazing how much bullshit he was going through, and how many lives were in jeopardy due to an alleged brilliant scientist that he had never met.


  “Agent Blake, the general is in a meeting so you can have a seat.”


  Adam nodded at Carhart’s receptionist and sat on one of the sleek couches. He could tell by the tension in the woman’s tiny frame, and the lack of waiting agents, that the general’s current meeting was not something trivial. The thought was confirmed when, a few minutes later, the office door burst open and out walked Agent Vega, eyes blazing and lean frame reeking of danger—Wanda’s wet dream even though he was more likely to crush her soul than bang her. The man was a walking menace, but for whatever reason, he drew people in like moths to a flame.


  For every psychotic or sociopathic assassin, there was a knot of people who wanted in their pants. Adam didn’t know if the Agency vetted people with fetishes for cold-blooded killers or if the organization just bred action junkies. He’d realized over time that most agents were bored by anything, or anyone, that didn’t thrive on danger.


  But agents weren’t the only people that needed to be in a constant state of crisis to get off; street kids from South Side were apparently the same.


  Adam’s lip curled and he forced the thought away.


  An older man in a suit left Carhart’s office not too long after Vega, and one of the Agency’s many psychiatrists was only a few minutes behind. Adam could only imagine what that meeting had been about, and for the first time, he felt a flash of dread that he’d be having a similar one sometime in the near future. Full evaluations were no joke if they went poorly, and he’d dodged his for the past couple of weeks. But his mission failure rate had jacked up in the past few years, and that was something that would not go unnoticed. The current situation didn’t help, but even knowing that, he wanted them the hell away from Gordon.


  “Come in, Agent Blake,” Carhart called.


  The general looked as weary as he’d sounded, but his gaze was still sharp when Adam took his place on the other side of the desk.


  “I’ve read your weekly reports, and I know there hasn’t been much movement,” he said, cutting to the chase.


  “This mission is primarily reconnaissance,” Adam agreed. “But I think I can wrap this up sooner than later.”


  “How so?”


  “Damian Perry does not appear to have any immediate plans to utilize Aurora for anything other than his Pandora empire. According to sources I’ve acquired over the past few weeks, the chemist and Castillo have worked together for years—first in the meth business, and when Perry came into the picture, with Pandora. All parties seem ignorant to Aurora’s extracurricular activities, but Castillo is on the verge of getting her to switch from working with Perry to the South Side Boys gang due to personal issues. None of it is pertinent to us, and once I get a location, I can tie this up.”


  “Your other reports indicated that it is Fender Maxwell of the Outlaws who has been salivating over the Pandora formula.”


  “Yes.”


  “And yet Castillo will take the chemist to the South Side Boys instead?”


  “It would appear that way, yes. My source travels in many circles and hears a lot. Usually in bed.” Marquis was screwing someone in every major gang in the city.


  “Sounds like valentine material,” Carhart said, lips lifting in a wan smile. “Seems as though you’ve met a colorful bunch, Blake. It’s commendable. But are you certain Castillo is the only one with access to Aurora? From your reports and the intel that Wanda has gathered, it seems one of the dealers, Gordon Frost, may also be a viable candidate.”


  What the fuck? He could see why someone would get that mistaken impression—Chance’s attitude toward Gordon was well known and people probably assumed it was because Gordon brought way more to the table—but it couldn’t be further from the truth.


  “Frost isn’t involved. Both Perry and Castillo keep him out of things. He has a lot of connections in the way of customers, but that’s all.”


  “Hmm.” Carhart rubbed his chin.


  Adam’s expression did not change. “Is my egress plan for the chemist acceptable? Sir.”


  “No.”


  Trying not to let the building frustration shine through his professional mask, Adam pressed on. “Why? I can get the location.”


  “You can,” Carhart agreed. “But I’m more interested in keeping her where she is and out of a potential gang war so that we can gain intel about what groups contact her. At the moment, she is off the grid due to Perry’s discretion. Being at the center of a war between the Outlaws and South Side Boys would spook any potential terrorist or insurgent suitors.”


  “Finding new suitors is more valuable than getting her, and potential bio-weapon development, off the street?” Adam didn’t even know why he’d asked, he knew the answer before the general inclined his head. “Fine. I’ll continue with recon.”


  He stood, aggravated and tired of the Agency’s backwards view of the greater good, but Carhart held up a hand to halt his departure.


  “Wait. To ensure that you keep Aurora where she is, you will need to be able to influence the person who is most connected to her.”


  Adam’s stomach sank, and this time, he didn’t bite back his disgusted sigh. He should have seen where the conversation was going as soon as Carhart had uttered the word “valentine.” By the time the conversation ended and his new orders were handed down, Adam was ready for another exhausting bout of self-punishment at the gym.


  



  



  



  Chapter Twenty


  A penthouse suite in one of the ritzy uptown hotels had been rented for the annual Skyn Halloween costume ball. The décor wasn’t over the top, but the combination of red and black furniture, the golden glow of candles that lined the room, and the groaning lyrics of some intense metal core band gave the party a spooky feel.


  There was an area on the far side of the room with low-lying couches and tables, but the majority of the space had been cleared and designated as the dance floor, and it was already packed with writhing bodies.


  There was a bar, and knowing Chance, it was stocked with top-shelf booze; the best of the best for all of his shady associates and whatnot. It was tempting to immediately take advantage of the free bottles, but Gordon headed over to the refreshment table instead. He wondered what the punch had been spiked with this time. Every year, without fail, one cup of punch hit him harder than a slew of tequila shots.


  “Nice costume,” Chance’s voice boomed in his ear.


  Gordon jumped and turned around. Skyn’s boss was standing right behind him, wearing a tailored black suit and a silver tie.


  “What are you supposed to be?”


  “The CEO of a pornography corporation.”


  “Original.”


  “And you?” Chance gave him another once-over.


  “A fucking badass.”


  And for a change, it was the truth. Carla had seriously stepped up with this year’s costume idea. The skeletal face paint was the epitome of awesome: stark white make-up covered the majority of his face with the exception of a completely blacked-out jaw and a variety of symbols that were drawn around his eyes. He was wearing a black velvet blazer, a Renaissance-style shirt and black pants that were tighter than he normally preferred, but the end result was phenom.


  “It’s funny,” Chance said in a clearly unamused tone, “It reminds me a lot of Carla’s.”


  Gordon looked across the room and spotted his costume-mate. Carla’s make-up was nearly identical to his own with the exception of the blacked-out jaw. Her hair flew everywhere as she spun on the dance floor, causing the bottom of her low-cut red dress to flourish out like an 18th century ball gown.


  “Red isn’t really my color. It clashes with my hai—”


  “I was talking about the make-up, you imbecile.”


  “Ah.” Gordon poured himself a generous cup of what smelled like cranberry and a shitload more vodka than was the usual ratio. “That’s probably because she planned it that way. Like every year. Imbecile.”


  Chance’s expression turned a degree colder and his mouth thinned. “You have balls lately, G-Man. Maybe you should re-think what you say to me.”


  “Why?” Gordon retorted. He was in full-on “tough guy” mode, as Marquis had called it. “Just relax with that ‘I’m a kingpin of Pandora trade’ shit, Chance. You’re really not the scariest asshat I’ve met lately. In fact, I can’t even take you seriously anymore.”


  The look went from cold to frozen, and morphed into full-on death glare. It was an expression that had once made Gordon want to duck for cover.


  “Is that a fact?”


  “Yeah. No offense, dude, but this shit is getting old. Carla is my best friend. Always has been and always will be. It’s your own fault that she doesn’t fucking like you.”


  “Think so?”


  “Yeah. Because you’re a douchebag. That’s why you’re all paranoid that she likes me better.”


  Gordon downed his drink and didn’t avert his eyes from Chance’s stare. He knew Chance was probably wishing they were alone so that the conversation could turn physical, but Chance was the least of his worries anymore.


  “Enjoy the rest of the party,” Chance said finally. If his expression was indication, he really meant something along the lines of “get bent and die.”


  Gordon pressed the brim of the cup against his mouth, watching Chance move further away.


  “That was stupid.”


  Red liquid sloshed over the side of the plastic cup when, this time, Adam’s voice filled Gordon’s ear. Why did everyone insist on sneaking up on him this evening?


  Gordon turned again and didn’t even try to hide the eyefuck that he unleashed on Adam’s fine ass. Adam was in the full body armor he’d been wearing on the night they’d met—and just like Gordon remembered, it showed every hard line of the man’s muscular body. The “costume” was complete with a black half-mask that covered only a sliver of his face.


  “Hero or villain?”


  “What do you think?”


  “Definitely villain.” Gordon extended a finger, letting it slide over the material of the suit. “You looked so hot in this the night we first met. It almost distracted me from you being a scary freak.” Gordon dragged his finger lower, ghosting it along Adam’s stomach before letting it fall away. “So, were you serious that it’s actual military-grade armor?”


  “Yes. It’s infused with para-aramid synthetic micro-threading.”


  “So, bulletproof?”


  “And heat resistant. There are also suits that camouflage.”


  “Wow. You guys are high-tech.”


  “They spare little expense with armor and weapons development.”


  “Would they be cool with you wearing it for a costume?”


  “Probably not.”


  Gordon let his eyes drop to the bulge between Adam’s muscular thighs. “Is it meant to be worn under clothing?”


  “Yes.”


  “Well ho ho ho, someone sure is confident.”


  Adam didn’t reply. Gordon tried not to keep staring too obviously at Adam’s dick and forced his eyes to drag away and back to the party. It was packed, and he didn’t recognize more than half of the people because of the litany of masks.


  “Why did you even come? It’s not really your scene, mister straight edge. The whole thing turns into a PD-infused orgy by the end.” Gordon glanced over and laughed. Adam looked startled. “Didn’t know that?”


  “No,” Adam replied. “But I have to make an attempt to fit in.”


  “Hmm.”


  Gordon couldn’t help but wonder, yet again, what Adam’s angle was in all of this. It had to be connected to what he’d said two months ago—somewhere along the food chain, Chance was connected to some international baddies whether he knew it or not.


  It was tempting to ask, but Gordon knew he wouldn’t get an answer. He’d spent the past week and a half researching the link between Johnson’s Pharmaceuticals and Murphy Corps, and had found nil.


  Officially, the story made sense, but that didn’t stop him from having the suspicion that the whole thing was an extensive cover-up. He’d started to wonder if Johnson’s was even a real corporation. Maybe it was just a front so that the property in Lexington could be used for Murphy Corps—if the company even existed. At this point, the conspiracy theories were running rampant in Gordon’s brain and he was starting to believe that Murphy Corps was just a front for a super covert paramilitary organization that did the government’s dirty work.


  “I expected you to be more energetic at a party,” Adam noted. “Not staring into space with a scowl.”


  Gordon jolted out of his reverie. “Heavy thoughts.”


  “Oh?”


  “Mmm.” Gordon forced a smile before taking a step closer to Adam. “Just wondering if my usual thirstbuckets are around tonight. It’s pretty much guaranteed that this annual incognito affair is an ass-fest for me since quite a few closeted fags have figured out that I’m gay. Word gets around when desperation is high.”


  “Really.”


  “What, are you doubting me?” Gordon looked around, not surprised to find a familiar figure in a gladiator costume looking in his direction. The man’s face was half-covered by a metallic tinted helmet, but Gordon would know those biceps and dark curls anywhere. Conrado Brace—Outlaw enforcer and a seriously depraved ass bandit.


  “I see Exhibit A already.”


  Adam’s eyes followed Gordon’s gaze. “How do you know he’s gay?”


  “Because he not so subtly was, like, ‘so I hear you’re gay’ the second time we met and has proceeded to stare at me with sick desperation ever since. He’d probably get the shit kicked out of him if anyone in the South Side neighborhoods found out. There’s always a closet-queer somewhere at these shindigs who jumps at the chance of getting action since everyone is disguised. The typical faux straight dudes who want to pound ass because they think it doesn’t count if they’re pitching instead of catching.”


  “Lovely.”


  “It’s the truth.”


  “I guess.”


  Adam could put him on edge with nothing more than two syllables. Gordon clenched his jaw and poured another drink.


  “I’m not judging you, if you think that’s what I’m doing,” Adam said. “I just think your schtick is unnecessary at this point.”


  Gordon drained his cup, and refilled it. “I can’t hear you. My what?”


  Adam’s lips pursed together. “Your act. This pretense that all you exist to do is sleep with random men and do drugs. It annoys me.”


  On edge didn’t begin to describe the surge of irritation that swept through Gordon; it washed away any pleasure he’d gained from seeing Adam. It was the first time they’d talked without an audience since the evening at Adam’s apartment, and he’d been hoping that something good would come of it. Like rough sex on the balcony.


  Apparently fucking not.


  “Well, screw you, man. You’re the one who came over to talk to me. You’re the one who keeps hanging around me. You don’t see me stalking you. You didn’t see me calling you after you told me to jerk off for you. You can go on your merry way anytime.”


  Gordon practically had to shout to be heard over the music. Even then, his words were nearly drowned out. Adam darted a glance around the room before grabbing Gordon’s arm and yanking him closer. “I don’t need the goddamn showmanship, you idiot. I don’t need you to brag about how many men want to screw you—”


  “That’s so not even—”


  “Shut the fuck up.” The words came out in a low growl, vicious and impatient and definitely not brooking any room for Gordon to reply. “You know you’re different to me. But you know this is complicated. And that won’t change just because you play the slut card and talk about your fetish for killers.”


  “I don’t have a—”


  Adam shoved him away. “Just shut up, Gordon. I don’t know why I’m wasting time on this shit. I shouldn’t even be talking to you here.” He turned and stormed away.


  The plastic cup crumpled in Gordon’s hand and the leftover liquid splashed over the sides of it, creating a sticky mess that fortunately missed his clothing. The words replayed in Gordon’s head, going round and round until his face burned, and embarrassment made him want to pick up the punch bowl and guzzle the whole thing.


  Somehow, all of their interaction in the past couple of weeks had totally backfired. And wasn’t that just goddamn splendid. Adam was interested in some capacity, and Gordon was driving him off just by . . . being himself.


  Cool. Perfect.


  How fucking typical.


  When Carla squeezed through the dancing bodies to throw an arm around him and proclaim that they had to do shots, Gordon was more than ready to agree. Getting wasted seemed like a wonderful idea.


  



  * * *


  



  Gordon went from sober to drunk with no in-between. He’d done it on purpose, wanting to forget everything but the beat of the music. The more he drank, the more the music seemed to become a living thing that dictated his every action. By two o’clock, he was feeling good, sweating, and somewhere along the line, his shirt had come undone.


  He and Carla had switched dance partners several times, but had once again gravitated to each other. She had one leg around his waist as he dipped her close to the floor. She laughed delightedly, even when he nearly lost his grip and had to yank her arm to prevent her from falling. Carla giggled again and slammed against his chest, nearly knocking him over.


  They were a mess.


  “Okay, time out!” he shouted to her over the music, gasping with laughter. “I need to take a break or I’m going to throw out my damn back!”


  “Okay, okay, old man!”


  Carla kissed him on the cheek and spun away, her red dress flying out around her. She was almost immediately walled in by two different guys who had been trying to catch her eye. Both decent looking, but neither likely possessing the dance skills of a drunk gay man.


  The place was humid with body heat and sweat. Stumbling, Gordon shoved his way through the throng of dancers. Concentrating on moving one foot in front of the other, he slid down the hall and climbed the stairs to the upper floor of the suite. He found the bathroom and ignored the shouts of protest when he skipped the line. Locking the door behind him, Gordon turned to the mirror. His own reflection startled him. He’d forgotten about the make-up, and by now, it was half-melting down his face. Leaning over the sink, Gordon turned on the water and scrubbed off the face paint with a hand towel.


  He received a number of annoyed glares after leaving the bathroom, but he just kept moving. He ran his hand along the wall, wondering why there were no lights on, and heard someone moaning through the door of one of the bedrooms. A smirk crept onto his face and he started back to the staircase, but noticed Adam in the nook at the end of the hallway. He was half-turned away and peering down at his phone.


  Gordon was far beyond the point of reason, so it seemed perfectly acceptable that he stalk up behind Adam, and pin him against the wall. It seemed even more acceptable, when Adam turned so that they were face-to-face, that Gordon bypass the startled and half-annoyed look to shove his tongue into Adam’s mouth. It also seemed perfectly okay to groan loudly and to pin their lower bodies together so Adam could feel how hard his dick was in the too-tight pants.


  He ran his hands over Adam’s suit, grinding their hips together and pushing Adam against the wall with more force. The combination of a rock-hard body and the taut material of the armor was so erotic, that Gordon couldn’t take his hands away. He couldn’t stop wanting to touch and squeeze, to press their mouths together until he knew every intimate detail of Adam’s body and the damp velvet that was the inside of his mouth.


  He just wanted more.


  A low sound escaped Adam, but he didn’t actually respond. He didn’t touch Gordon, even when a shudder ran through his body as Gordon ripped his mouth away to run his tongue along the ridge of Adam’s ear.


  “Let’s fuck,” Gordon panted against Adam’s moist, heated skin. “Please.”


  The words were coming out of their own accord—he wasn’t one to beg. But he needed Adam’s dick in him. He needed to scream and beg for it and be railed so violently that his ass would be sore for days afterward.


  He went back and explored Adam’s mouth, more tongue than lip, messy and hot. His hands wouldn’t stay still; they were skimming all over Adam’s body, and he couldn’t seem to catch his breath. All he knew was that he wanted Adam. Wanted him naked and against the wall.


  But then Gordon was being pushed away, and he blinked stupidly, lips still parted and wet.


  “What?”


  Adam was a wild-eyed vision, all disheveled hair and flushed skin. He was clearly affected, and judging from the prominent bulge in his suit, he wanted it. Wanted Gordon. But all he said hoarsely was, “You’re pretty drunk. And this can’t happen right now.”


  Rejection hit Gordon like a kick in the nuts, and the sudden knot in his chest made it difficult to breathe.


  “Why?” he demanded.


  “It’s just not. Not now.”


  “I asked why?”


  “We can talk when you aren’t wasted.”


  The response didn’t compute at first. Just a blur of words that were drowned out by the music and the rush in Gordon’s head. Being refused when Adam so clearly wanted it was fucking astounding, and between one blink and the next, Gordon reacted. He shoved Adam with as much force as he could muster, causing the other man to slam against the wall with an expression of shock on his face.


  But then again, Adam had said he wasn’t trained for attacks from total idiots.


  They stared at each other, the boom of bass vibrating off the walls, and the sounds of sex emanating from one of the rooms nearby.


  Gordon wanted to slam his fist into Adam’s perfect face. It was the blankness that Gordon hated the most. The neutral expression of not giving one damn.


  “Why are you such a tease?” he demanded, voice coming out uneven and half-slurred. “Just like mind-fucking people? Acting interested and treating them like they’re desperate when they call you out?”


  Adam’s eyes shifted to the mouth of the hallway and Gordon’s temper flared hotter. He reached out again, damn well intending to hit the man, but Adam caught his wrist in an effortless motion. The angry look that penetrated Gordon made him go still. It also made him want to press Adam up against the wall again.


  Instead, he swallowed convulsively.


  “Do not attack me again,” Adam said, his voice low. “Just stop it, Gordon.”


  Gordon gnashed his teeth together. He reached down to adjust himself in his pants, his movements loose and uncoordinated with the alcohol that he’d already consumed.


  “Why do you still watch me, man? Why—how—what do you get out of playing these stupid games?”


  When the mask didn’t crack, Gordon’s nostrils flared and his chest expanded. He practically lunged at Adam, wanting to shake a response out of him, but things spun out of control before he could made contact.


  One moment he was reaching for the side of Adam’s neck, and the next, he was being hauled into a dark room and the door was slamming shut behind them. Gordon stumbled and was unable to catch himself, falling sideways against a table causing items to fall off it and crash to the floor. He blinked rapidly, vision unable to adjust at first, and was yanked upright with the edge of the table still digging into his back.


  “Listen to me, you fucking idiot,” Adam seethed in the darkness. “I told you I can’t do this here. There’s more at stake than your need to come, and I can’t afford to mess up again. What the hell do you want from me?”


  “I don’t want anything from you,” Gordon snarled. He reached up with the intention of shoving Adam away, but somehow, his hand just hooked in the thick material of his armor, the cold teeth of the zipper brushing against his fingers. “You were here and I happened to be horny,” he lied. “Now, I’m fucking over it. There ain’t shit special about you that I can’t get from someone else.”


  The breath left Adam in an audible exhale and ghosted across Gordon’s cheek. Gordon’s eyes focused on the cold perfection of Adam’s face and the expression that was wanting and hateful at the same time.


  Their lower bodies crushed together when Adam leaned forward, forcing Gordon’s back harder against the edge of the table. There was no hiding the hardness in his barely-there suit, and it didn’t seem like he wanted to when he ground forward aggressively.


  “You’re over it?”


  Gordon’s hands went up automatically, latching on to the curve of Adam’s ass to pull him forward. Adam didn’t resist but his hands did go up, one clenching a clump of damp red hair and the other digging into the side of Gordon’s neck.


  “You’re over it, Gordon?” Adam slammed his hips against Gordon’s again. “You don’t want me to fuck you? To use you like a slut like everyone else?”


  “Screw you,” Gordon spat even as his dick raged in his pants, throbbing as moisture gathered at the tip.


  The hand at Gordon’s neck reared back and hit him with an open-palmed slap that connected hard enough to make his ears ring. He blinked, dumbfounded. The fingers in his hair tightened, and the hand dug into his neck again, drawing him closer.


  It hurt, and Gordon’s body started to protest, trying to yank away and fight back, but the feel of Adam against him, that goddamn cock and the demanding touches won the fight for his attention. There were lips on Gordon’s cheek then, rubbing against the stinging on his skin, a tongue lapping at it and then sliding down to wrap around the line of his jaw. Gordon’s knees weakened and he leaned back harder.


  “Why do I let you do this to me?” Adam panted against his face, damp and warm, and heartbeat racing in his chest. “How do you ruin me like this?”


  Gordon didn’t answer. He couldn’t. He just tilted his head back and let his breath gust out in a sob when the wandering mouth latched onto his throat and sucked. It got worse when the hand dropped between his legs, ripping down his zipper with harsh impatience. Adam’s hand dipped in and started to knead Gordon’s cock, milking it and pressing the pad of his thumb against the head.


  “Oh my God, yes.”


  He melted backwards, back arching and mouth gaping while Adam went to work on his dick. His hand moved in aggressive, angry pumps, like he was trying to yank the come out of Gordon by force. Adam trapped one of Gordon’s knees between his thighs, grinding against it.


  “Tell me you want more. Or are you still going to find someone else?” Adam demanded, voice so low and hoarse that it was barely heard over the thrum of music. When Gordon nodded, his breath caught in his chest, Adam nearly shouted. “Say it. Is that what you want to do, you fucking whore?”


  “You’re the one humping my leg, bitch.”


  The hand struck Gordon again, but this time he wanted it. Goddamn, but he wanted it. Wanted proof that Adam had tipped over the edge of control. Heat gathered in Gordon, pooling in his stomach and making his balls tighten up every time Adam was unable to stop himself from reacting. Adam’s eyes were alive with black fire and burning into Gordon.


  “Tell me you want me or I’ll stop.”


  “No.”


  The hand on Gordon’s dick stilled and panic seized him. His body clenched up—caught in the throes of an unquenched thirst for release.


  “Fuck you,” Gordon said, not attempting to hide the agony. “Just—please.”


  “Please what?”


  “Put your cock in me, you stupid son of a bitch! Please!”


  There was an answering groan, and then a flurry of motion that ended with the sound of a zipper sliding down. Gordon’s pants were yanked off in a tangle with his shoes before he was pushed to his knees.


  Adam had rucked down his suit to mid-thigh, and the thick length of his cock was ramrod straight and resting against his tight, muscular belly.


  Before Gordon could fully appreciate the sight, Adam fisted his hair, and then he was being face-fucked viciously. Saliva slid down the sides of his mouth and chin; it was the type of rough usage that made him shudder with lust, and he bobbed his head eagerly, making a mess, sucking and relaxing his throat to take it all down. Fingers tangled in Gordon’s hair and ripped his head back abruptly, and a string of spit and precum extended from Adam’s dick to his lips.


  He looked up at Adam again, but was too wound up to smirk or comment or play any teasing games. In Gordon’s fantasies, this had always happened differently; Adam’s aggression was the same, but Gordon had wanted to draw it out and make him suffer.


  That wasn’t happening, though. Gordon was too eager to be on his knees, ass-up and speared fully by the beautiful cock that he’d just milked with his throat.


  Adam stared down at him, and reached out to tilt his chin. There was a pause where their eyes locked, and then Adam was manhandling him onto all fours.


  Palms planted against Gordon’s ass cheeks, pulling them apart and stretching him wide as his ass clenched. Something wet hit his hole. Saliva. It had to be. And Adam was massaging it into his ass with two jutting fingers that were quickly replaced by the intrusion of a thick cock.


  It burned, but Gordon went with it, taking everything Adam gave him. Fingers dug into his shoulders, wrenching him back so that Adam could ride him harder, the thrusts so fast and savage that Gordon could barely get a breath. He reached back to grip one of Adam’s thighs, clutching it and slamming back on the cock that was stabbing into him with keen precision.


  Gordon’s own dick ached, protesting the neglect, but his balls got tighter the harder Adam fucked him. The sounds of skin slapping against skin and guttural gasps dominated the room. When Adam rammed into his prostate, Gordon released a shout so loud it threatened to override the music.


  The intensity of the building orgasm was almost too much for Gordon, and the sounds he made were strangled, high-pitched, and so loud that there was no doubt that they were heard down the hall. The words bubbled up from his throat, demands for more, harder, faster, right in that same gorgeous spot that made him feel like he was being turned inside out.


  And Adam complied, filling him so thoroughly that Gordon could do nothing more than moan until his vision darkened. He braced himself with one hand against the floor and grabbed his dick. The simple act of wrapping his fingers around it had Gordon coming everywhere, but Adam never slowed.


  He kept moving with the same driving force, his hips crashing against Gordon’s ass, until one of his arms wrenched around Gordon’s torso and yanked him up so that they were flush against one another again. When Adam came, it was with a ragged cry, and he shuddered against Gordon’s overheated flesh. A beat passed, and he shoved Gordon to the floor with a groan as he leaned back on his knees, panting.


  Gordon turned, his fingers curled in the carpet but he otherwise didn’t move, naked except for his shirt, and uncaring that he was fully exposed. Especially not when Adam’s eyes still drilled into him like he was already gearing up for a second round.


  Adam stood up, the faint light coming from the windows illuminating the cut of his muscles and the armor that still bunched around his thighs. He grabbed the material and jerked it up, gaze still on Gordon, on his splayed thighs and the way his hand had reached down to squeeze his balls.


  Gordon’s body felt molten and was covered in sweat, but languid from being used so thoroughly. Even so, he knew there would be no post-coital smirks and sly comments. A nasty hate fuck didn’t change their situation.


  He cleared his throat. “Thanks for the bang. You can go do whatever you need to do now.”


  Adam’s gaze continued to scorch into him, even when the moment stretched. Gordon reached up to check his shirt and realized that a couple of buttons were missing. It was easier to focus on that than whatever the hell was happening in this room between them.


  “I shouldn’t have done this. I shouldn’t have given in,” Adam said, voice scraping out low. “I can’t change that.”


  “I didn’t ask you to change anything. Just do what you got to do.”


  “Why can’t you—”


  “Just fucking go already, Adam,” Gordon burst out. “I didn’t ask for a talk. You beast fucked me the way I wanted and now it’s done. If I need anything else, I’ll hit up someone who isn’t as preoccupied.”


  A low sound of scorn answered the words and it didn’t take long for Adam’s footsteps to head to the door. It slammed shut hard enough to make Gordon flinch, and he braced the heel of his palm against his temple.


  He’d regretted the words as soon as he’d said them, but it didn’t matter. He didn’t understand what was happening between them. Adam spoke in half-explanations and confusing clues, but it still boiled down to the fact that even if he wanted Gordon, for whatever reason, it wasn’t supposed to be going down.


  Gordon pushed his shoulders against the carpet and forced himself to get up. He needed a drink.


  



  



  



  Chapter Twenty-One


  The bottom level of the suite was thick with a cloud of smoke. It wafted through the air, gray and blue ghosts of cigarettes and the sweeter aroma of marijuana. The party was on a steady downward spiral to group sex and at least three ODs before the end of the night.


  It happened every time without fail.


  Gordon shoved a guy in a kilt out of the way with more force than was necessary, and approached the bar. He didn’t look for Adam, didn’t look at the dance floor, and kept the bottles of booze in his sight. Tunnel vision was awesome when he just wanted to focus on continuing to drink until he passed out. It was better than thinking about Adam. Wishing he could go back to despising the man, and feeling like an idiot for practically begging for something he’d never get to have again.


  Shit.


  “You look mad,” Nicole noted.


  “I fucking hate everyone,” Gordon snarled, continuing even after he realized Chance was standing nearby. “I hate every person in this hotel.”


  “Ah.” Nicole adjusted her glasses. “Shot?”


  “You were having fun with Carla,” Chance observed, still hovering at Gordon’s side. “You looked like you were going to nail her right there on the dance floor.”


  “Are you for real?” Gordon wiped a hand over his face. “Dude, I like dick.”


  “Some people like both.”


  “Can you not start with your petty shit?” Gordon nearly shouted.


  Nicole seemed taken aback as she looked between the two of them, Chance’s face etched in stone and Gordon on the edge of losing it. She cleared her throat.


  “Sooo, what do you want to drink?”


  “I don’t even know. Anything. Absinthe with a goddamn injection of moonshine and some benzos.”


  “He can have mine.” Chance slid his tumbler across the bar. Not even bothering to ask what it was, Gordon downed it.


  “What the hell?”


  Chance had already turned to walk away so Nicole spoke up. “Jäger bomb. Nasty-ass shit. Want another one?”


  Gordon could have gagged on the taste. “Yeah, whatever.” He tossed back four more drinks to make up for the buzz that his fight with Adam had killed. The alcohol hit him like a sledgehammer over the head in a matter of fifteen minutes. The ability to coherently talk fizzled, and all of a sudden, his words were making no sense.


  Nicole stared at him like he had three heads. She said something to him but he barely heard her, and turned to stagger back to the dance floor. His head was swimming, and he was so thoroughly wasted that remaining upright was an enormous feat.


  A song came on, something fast and obnoxious but easy to dance to and he slid into the midst of people with the intention to throw himself into the beat full-on . . . but time seemed to jump. There was a gap, a yawning blankness, and when he became aware again, he was sandwiched between two muscular men and a hand was cupping his junk.


  Gordon was on autopilot; writhing, grinding, and moving to the driving beat, but it was all wrong. Disconnected. Out of control. He’d turn around, laugh—and then there was another time jump, and another song was playing, and he was dancing with somebody new.


  His movements were sluggish and his head was spinning. Part of him struggled against it; pushing people away and trying to escape the stifling heat, but then his eyes slid closed again. There was no memory of what happened in between that moment and the next, but when he returned to reality, things were way off.


  The feel of cold air on his bare ass yanked Gordon out of his blacked-out state, and before he could even figure out what was happening, he realized his hand was wrapped around his own erect cock. Precum was already oozing from the tip and his entire body was aching with the need to get off. Someone was touching him; fingers digging into his shoulder and another hand gripping his waist. A shudder rocked Gordon’s body and he felt someone’s dick pressing against his ass. For a minute, he thought it was Adam. That in the midst of the drunken dancing and blacking out, he’d managed to get Adam to go at it with him again.


  But that wasn’t the case. He could tell just by the size of the guy on his back. He felt bodybuilder huge and the sound of those gasps were all wrong.


  Looking around, Gordon blearily made out other figures in the room. People having sex on the floor, against the wall—no one even paying attention to him.


  “Whoa, whoa,” he slurred, pushing himself forward and out of the guy’s grip.


  “What?” a voice demanded, almost as slurred but with obvious irritation.


  Gordon twisted away and squinted up in the darkness. He didn’t even recognize the man. He was a South Side thug if Gordon judged by the colors he was wearing. A surge of alarm went through him, and he tried to sit up, hands skittering to yank up his pants.


  “You okay, bro?”


  Fumbling with his zipper, Gordon rolled sideways and fell off the bed with a thump. He gripped the side of it and tried to get to his feet as the South Side Boy stared with ill-concealed annoyance.


  “I thought you was down to fuck.”


  “I’m gonna—”


  Vomit came up Gordon’s throat and he put a hand over his mouth, eyes watering. He tripped over a chick doing reverse cowboy on some guy in a vampire costume. He could hear voices behind him, warbling as if they were under water, and he barely made it to the bathroom in time.


  Acid and alcohol came up and Gordon retched until his throat felt raw. When his stomach was empty, he got to his feet, flushing, and hunched over the sink to scrub his hands. He should have felt better after vomiting, but everything still moved in slow motion except for his heart, which had reached an increasing gallop.


  Panting, Gordon looked up into the mirror. He was pale, hair wrecked like hands had been running through it, and there were hickies all over his neck. Pushing himself away from the sink, Gordon staggered out of the bathroom. His boot slammed into something soft and squishy, but he ignored it and the squeal of pain that followed. The hulking South Side Boy was nowhere to be seen.


  He slid against the wall towards the staircase, holding the side of his head the entire time. The world was whirling around him at a dizzying pace, and all Gordon could try to think of was whether or not he’d popped a cap or something stronger. There were too many gaps. All he remembered was drinking at the bar and the alcohol hitting him hard.


  Gordon made his way down to the main room. His only coherent thought was that he needed to get home, to sleep this shit off, and he needed to find Carla.


  The party was still in full swing and it was difficult to get through the crowd. The music and the lights made him feel dizzier, but Gordon forced himself to search the room for Carla. He was barely able to focus and everything looked like a blurred nightmare at this point.


  It took an obscene amount of concentration for him to press his back against the wall and sweep the room with a steady gaze. He spotted Chance sitting with a cluster of people on a couch, a hand-rolled joint in one hand and a blonde woman pressed against his side. He glanced up and looked at Gordon briefly before turning away.


  Another wave of nausea hit him and he tried to shake it off. He wondered if Carla had already left. There was no point of reference as to how much time had gone by since he’d last seen her, and the idea of trying to stumble home in this condition was almost terrifying. He turned and went back the way he’d come, peering into the other rooms. This time, he found her.


  In what appeared to be the master bedroom, and through the sliding doors of a balcony, Gordon spotted a flash of crimson. His throat closed up.


  Carla was with Adam.


  Adam was leaning against the railing, one hand cupping the side of Carla’s face as a half-smile spread across his mouth. She looked at him with an answering smile and ran her hand up his arm.


  It was like something out of a nightmare. And it felt like someone had sliced Gordon’s stomach open and ripped out his guts.


  He closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and opened them again. The scene was still there, but now their faces were closer and Carla’s fingers were digging into Adam’s shoulder. So close, and Adam wasn’t backing away. His hand was actually closing around Carla’s waist to draw her closer.


  Then, Adam looked up. In the space of a breath, that onyx gaze settled on him before switching back to Carla as if Gordon wasn’t there at all.


  Gordon launched himself away from the room. He clawed his way down the hall and through the crowd, yanked the front door open, and staggered out of the suite. Sucking in deep breaths of clean air, he tried to ignore the tremor that went through him and the tightening of his chest. He made his way downstairs in the elevator and tried to walk through the lobby without drawing too much attention to himself. There wasn’t much of anyone around, but the door was manned by two enforcers instead of hotel staff.


  One of the guards, Billy, did a double take when he took stock of Gordon. “You look like shit, G-Man. You’re not going alone, are you?”


  Gordon shook his head blindly, the movement making him see double and acid threatening to come up his throat once again.


  “I don’t want you to be driving like this. I can’t deal with shit like that going down on my watch.”


  “Not driving,” Gordon grit out. His feet dragged across the carpeted floor. “Gonna catch a cab.”


  “At least let me call Chance or Carla. You don’t look good at all, G. Are you sure you ain’t sick? And where the hell is your coat? It’s freezing out there.”


  “I’m fine!” Gordon snarled, pushing at the door uselessly and nearly sliding down to the floor.


  There was an extended pause, and then Billy relented. His face was grim but he opened the door. “Okay, man, but if you can’t score a cab just come back. We’re right here. I’ll find someone to take you home.”


  Gordon muttered something incoherent and went out into the night.


  It didn’t feel as cold as it should have, but his teeth chattered anyway when the wind hit his skin. Even in the fresh air, he couldn’t focus. He couldn’t control his movements or make things respond the way they should; it felt like someone had poured cement in his bones.


  He staggered to the curb and thrust his hand out to flag a cab, but there wasn’t one in sight. That seemed wrong somehow, and for a moment, Gordon doubted that he was seeing properly. He was uptown on Halloween night. There should be cabs everywhere.


  That was when he realized the problem. He’d turned a corner instead of walking straight and managed to leave the main road. There was nothing around but shuttered stores and shadowed alleys. How long had he walked down this side street?


  Wrapping his arms around his unbuttoned shirt, Gordon started to walk back. His feet caught here and there on the uneven sidewalk and he kept his eyes on the ground, making sure he didn’t trip.


  That was why he didn’t see the other man coming.


  Not until they were less than a yard apart did Gordon look up at the sound of footsteps.


  Callum Samu was wearing all black and had a mask dangling from one hand. He didn’t need a costume. The sight of him on a deserted street in the middle of the night was terrifying on its own.


  Gordon backed up, reaching out a hand to steady himself against the brick wall. He tried to get himself together—to run. He was faster than Callum, that’s how he’d outrun Aiden, and Billy and Junior were right up the block. He could get out of this if he just ran.


  But nothing was going right. No coordination, no strength. His knees felt like gelatin and his eyelids were unbearably heavy.


  There was a sudden, sharp pain and this time, there was no time jump.


  Everything stayed black.


  



  



  



  Chapter Twenty-Two


  It was three in the morning and the party didn’t show any signs of slowing down. As Gordon had predicted, the event had digressed into a drug-fueled excuse for the upper echelons of Lexington to engage in public sex with shady individuals while disguised.


  Pairs or groups of people began to disappear into dark corners, or to the second floor of the suite. There were more skewed off costumes and flashes of skin than in one of Skyn’s movies. The air was thick with smoke and the smell of recent fucking. Sweet and musky, a combination that had Adam itching to make a beeline for the door, or to find Gordon and take him again—whether he wanted it or not.


  A quick glance around told Adam the same thing that it’d told him moments ago; Gordon wasn’t on the first floor. Whether he’d left entirely or gone upstairs with another tatted-up thug was anyone’s guess. The possibility of the latter made Adam want to wire the entire suite with explosives, and give everyone the fire and brimstone that they were obviously vying for.


  Shit. Jealousy-induced homicidal rages meant it was time to go.


  He’d put in his time at the party. He’d only come because Chance had wanted it, and he’d spent time with Carla because the Agency had ordered it. Turning his mission into a valentine operation had been a Plan B that was now pushed to the forefront. To the Agency, Chance and his Pandora empire were predictable—the South Side Boys and the Outlaws were not. They wanted Aurora in a controlled environment, and for some reason, they thought Adam could seduce Carla into changing her mind about switching allegiances. He didn’t think she was that easily influenced.


  It wasn’t the first time the Agency had whored him out for a mission. After nearly a decade, it was simply part of the job, and one that had never particularly bothered him before. It shouldn’t bother him now. Long legs, soft in all the right places and deadly when the switch on her protective streak flipped, Carla was quite a woman. In other circumstances, Adam would have loved to have her. For the job or not.


  But now things were different.


  Adam scanned the suite again but Gordon was nowhere in sight. The image of his face, void of emotion and dull-eyed, was burned into Adam’s mind. The soulless, thousand-yard-stare of a kid who had seen too much, been through too much, and quickly became resigned to the reality of things going wrong. And it was Adam’s own fault this time. The worst part was, he was bombing the valentine on purpose and Carla wasn’t that into him except for drunk-flirting, but to Gordon, it must have looked like they were ready to start dry humping against the wall.


  Damn it.


  “I’m really not feeling this party anymore,” Carla was saying to Nicole. She sat on top of the bar, legs crossed and elegant as a Renaissance woman with her cascades of curly black hair and long, deep-red dress. “Why don’t we get out of here?”


  “Chance wants me to stay and clean up,” Nicole grumbled. Small, pale hands shoved bottles around for no real reason, causing them to clank and slide across the lacquer top. “And he’s paying me triple, so it’s not like I’m gonna say no.”


  “Alright.” Carla’s voice lowered with disappointment. “What about you?” She didn’t comment on the way Adam had been silently regarding her.


  “I wouldn’t mind leaving.”


  Carla’s eyes flit away without holding his for long. She might like the attention, but she wasn’t taking bait. Thank God.


  Adam turned to observe the crowd and quickly found Chance amongst the writhing mass. He was still holding court by the couches, surrounded by sycophants and beautiful women in skimpy costumes.


  “Maybe we can all hang out longer another time.” She slid off the bar and landed on bare feet, the dress swirling around her legs. “I need to find Gordon so we can go.”


  “He already left,” Nicole said.


  “In the state he was in?”


  The question was out of Adam’s mouth before he could reign it in, but Gordon’s face flashed in his mind again. Those clear hazel eyes had been glassy, wide lips flattened into a slash, and every feature lacking the animation that had caught Adam’s attention in the first place. No flare of anger, mouth not quick and ready to form fast retorts and wicked comments. Just resignation.


  “I guess he got tired of every gay man here trying to get with him,” Nicole replied with a frown. “He was so drunk, who knows how many times he got passed around tonight.”


  The words had the effect of a geyser on Adam’s blood pressure. Hearing someone else confirm what he’d suspected was a nice little trigger on a temper Adam hadn’t realized he had before meeting Gordon. And the hypocrisy of his own reaction didn’t calm him down at all.


  “Shut the fuck up, Nicole.” Carla smiled, but there was a sharp edge to it, like she wouldn’t mind putting a sharp edge to Nicole’s neck.


  “What? Why?”


  “No need to talk shit in front of mixed company.” They looked at each other and then Nicole nodded, as if they’d carry on the discussion elsewhere. Adam wanted to strangle them both.


  “He probably went home with someone. Some big guy in a devil mask was right behind him,” Nicole added. “Let me just call you a cab.”


  Carla said something, but Adam wasn’t listening anymore. To hell with the mission and keeping up appearances. He was ready to leave.


  



  * * *


  



  Things came in flashes.


  Gordon’s first conscious thought was that everything hurt. It felt like his body had been torn apart and haphazardly stitched back together. Everything was so wrong, so raw and aching, it took him awhile to realize his arms were tied behind his back. Panic blossomed in his chest and was compounded by the world tilting wildly, throwing him sideways.


  His eyes shut again.


  Time stretched with him fading in and out of consciousness. When light finally penetrated his eyelids, he wrenched them open to a sight that was confusing, and all wrong. He was sprawled on a sea of grayness, the surface cold and digging into his skin. The rough sensation rallied him enough to crawl out of his cocoon of incoherency and look around more deliberately. It became apparent that the gray expanse beneath his body was concrete and that there was a single exposed bulb shining dimly from a corner. Gordon tried to lift his head, but then his body seemed to move on its own, sliding backwards across the concrete when something strong gripped his ankle and pulled.


  Darkness fell again.


  The next time Gordon awoke, his body still refused to cooperate with the commands his mind tried to signal. Fading into darkness was the easy solution. Giving up and escaping from reality. That way, he wouldn’t have to figure out what had happened to him and why, but the option was taken away when his system was shocked to alertness by cold water pouring all over his body.


  Gordon sucked in a breath and bolted upright. He shuddered and scrabbled backwards when he realized that it was Callum Samu looming over him.


  “What—” Gordon’s teeth chattered, the click-click-click sounding like gunshots in the silent room. “Wh-what’s going on?”


  Callum responded by raising one foot and smashing it flat against Gordon’s chest. Gordon fell with a sharp gasp of pain, his head slamming against the concrete hard enough to stun.


  “Fender sponsored us to play a little game,” Callum said. One meaty hand closed around a fistful of Gordon’s hair, and yanked up. Another sharp cry tore out of Gordon and his eyes watered.


  “It’s called how many parts of G-Man do I get to break before he tells me all of Chance’s little secrets.”


  



  * * *


  



  Chance had been pacing the office since Adam entered the room. His shoes were wearing a path into the carpet as he made lap after lap, shoulders tense and attention jerking away at every sound.


  “I could come back,” Adam said, hands braced against the arms of his chair.


  The comment earned him a sharp shake of Chance’s head. He gestured and almost sent the amber liquid in his glass flying out in an arc. “No. We’ll talk now.”


  “You seem preoccupied.”


  “It don’t matter,” Chance snapped. The heavy glass slammed against the desk when he dropped it, ice clinking inside. “You said we got business to discuss.” He lapsed into a more aggressive growl when his temper got the best of him; his speech patterns getting looser and more riddled with slang.


  “Fine.”


  Adam ran over the outline of PR-nonsense Wanda had fed him earlier that day. After confessing that he’d failed to seduce Carla at the Halloween party, a clearly disappointed Carhart had ordered the R&D agent to help Adam make his presence more pronounced in Skyn, and to become invaluable to Chance. He needed the ability to influence and create malleability in at least one of them, and Carhart somehow expected Adam to keep working on Carla and Chance both. The problem was, getting too close to one would anger the other.


  The easiest solution would be to take out the potential source of havoc and forget the spy games, but nobody else was fond of that idea. The Agency preferred lurking and intel gathering to actively putting an end to a perceived threat to civilian safety. But then, terrorist attacks by insurgent groups made the government more sympathetic to the masses.


  Adam didn’t waver under the weight of Chance’s stare.


  “You’re limited at the moment,” Adam said, dropping the “we.”


  “How so?”


  Chance loomed over him, clearly spoiling for a fight with someone, anyone, even if it meant being contrary over marketing choices. He was in full on bully mode, and his usual whipping boy was nowhere to be found. Even on a good day, Adam wanted to punch Chance in the kidney when he postured and put on the tough guy act, but lately, his tolerance was much lower.


  “You would benefit from creating more of a presence for your brand. A spokesmodel, attendance at conventions, that sort of thing.” Adam paused when Chance didn’t back away. “Is there a reason why you’re trying to intimidate me over marketing advice? I told you I could come back.”


  “I don’t want you to come back,” Chance said, voice still tumbling out in a harsh growl. “There’s just a lot going on.”


  The explanation stopped there. He stood with his arms crossed over his chest, biceps bulging out of his t-shirt, and exuding enough don’t-ask-fuck-off vibes for Adam to consider the conversation more trouble than it was worth. But he was supposed to become invaluable and pretend to be concerned.


  “Business?” Adam stood up so that they were eye-to-eye. He was all up in Chance’s space and didn’t care. His mood had gone south three nights ago at the Halloween party, and hadn’t been on an upswing ever since. That he’d had to spend the entire time with Wanda hadn’t improved matters. Especially not when he couldn’t get Gordon’s goddamn taste out of his mind.


  When Chance didn’t reply, Adam afforded himself a knowing smile. “Maybe you’re concerned about your other business?” When Chance rocked back on his heels, surprise was evident in his expression. “Let’s be real, Chance. You know I did a thorough background check on you and Skyn before making an offer. There are clues as to what you’re involved in and you don’t have to look much further than The Lexington Times to find them.”


  “So, you think you know something about me?”


  Adam reached around Chance and picked up the heavy, stout glass from the desk. He lifted it to his own lips and took a sip, not missing the way Chance’s gaze dropped to follow the movement, which was interesting enough on its own.


  “I know enough, and not just about you.” Adam chased the remnants of brandy from his lower lip with his tongue. “You’re the largest Pandora distributor in the Northeast and Skyn was originally just a front. However, I also know that Fender Maxwell wants in on your operation.”


  When a glimmer of distrust shone in Chance’s taut expression, Adam added: “He’s the one who wired Marquis Delahunt’s apartment and set your people up down in Annadale.”


  “How do you—”


  “You have your connections,” Adam said with feigned casual confidence, despite his patience having worn thin. “And I have mine.”


  



  * * *


  



  Time meant nothing.


  Gordon was vaguely aware of the slow wax and wane of sunlight streaming in through tiny basement windows, but he could never tell what order this happened in. It was difficult to keep track when he spent the majority of the time shouting in pain. He had begun to tell reality from dream based solely on the presence or the absence of excruciating physical torment.


  His fingers scrabbled along the exposed wall as he clawed his way to a sitting position. Every muscle, every joint, every possible surface on his body screamed in protest at the movements. It took longer than it should have to drag himself away from the sunken mattress that stank of vomit, piss, and blood. He assumed it was all his, although he didn’t remember how some of it had gotten there. The thing was rank and even as destroyed as he was, it was still preferable to lay or sit on the cold concrete floor. His body shifted between ice-cold and overheated, but if the sweat soaking his clothes was any indication, he definitely had a fever.


  Gagging at the smell of the room, Gordon swallowed convulsively and pressed his back against the wall, but even that brief exertion wore him out. He took a breath and a sharp pain accompanied the inhale. He wondered if his ribs were broken, and if they were, whether they’d punctured a lung.


  Maybe it would kill him.


  There was a tinge of hope attached to the thought.


  A tear tracked down Gordon’s face and he didn’t bother to wipe it away. If anything had come out of the days of Callum attempting to beat information out of him, it was the realization that he was going to die there, in a filthy basement because of information he could not give even if he wanted to. Gordon had spent two decades living like none of his choices mattered and never considering that any of them could lead to his own demise, but the past couple of months had made his mortality crystal clear.


  After the night he’d met Adam, he’d realized just how fast death could come for him, but being chained to a wall while at the mercy of a true psychopath was enough to make him beg for it to come faster. Death was better than the constant rush of agony and numbing fear of what would be done to him next. Sometimes, the beatings went on until Callum panted from exhaustion, having lost himself in the violence and the splatter of Gordon’s blood, even if he hadn’t asked a single question. Whether Fender had truly sanctioned this all-out bloodbath Gordon had no idea, but the Outlaw leader had to have known that his remaining Samu twin would be aching for payback over Aiden’s death. Whatever the case, Callum was getting what he wanted and taking it out of Gordon’s flesh.


  It couldn’t have been more than a couple of days, but to Gordon, it felt like weeks.


  “Rise and shine, sweetheart,” Callum called from the top of the stairs.


  Gordon’s stomach twisted, souring. “Why don’t you just kill me already? That’s where this is going, anyway.”


  “You don’t cooperate, so I don’t neither.”


  “But I don’t know anything!” A shrill note made its way into Gordon’s voice, and he huddled against the wall. “Chance doesn’t tell me anything, he doesn’t trust anyone. Why don’ t you believe that?”


  “You’re right.” He knelt before Gordon and yanked him closer. “He doesn’t tell you anything, but I bet Carla does.”


  “You’d be fucking surprised.” Gordon tried to raise his voice, but it came out as nothing more than a thin wheeze. He sagged uselessly in Callum’s iron grip, head tilted back and eyes closing to block out the visage of menace above him. The spark of anger that had kept him fighting on the first day had faded. But with Carla’s name on Callum’s lips, it flared to life again—especially now that he wanted Callum to end this. “And even if I knew, I still wouldn’t tell some closeted psycho like you.”


  The retaliation was immediate. Blows rained down on Gordon, punches and kicks, indiscriminate and causing the now-familiar fog of agony to surround him. Gordon’s reality was the warmth of his own blood slicking over his skin, the copper taste filling his mouth, and the sound of Callum grunting with animalistic fury. Gordon rolled onto his back through the onslaught. A kick slammed into him, and he cried out, even as the need to end this fucking farce of an interrogation intensified.


  He lashed out clumsily, wanting to ensure that Callum kept going and didn’t regain the tenuous grip on his temper that had allowed him to keep Gordon alive so far. Any self-preservation instincts that Gordon had were burned to ashes and blown in the wind with his last shreds of hope. Survival meant nothing if his remaining days would be spent in agony.


  He wanted this attack to be the last.


  



  * * *


  



  A tangle of female voices shattered the quiet exchange of secrets that had begun between Adam and Chance. A brief moment of Chance opening up and revealing the cards he normally kept so close to the vest was ruined when Carla strode in followed by Nicole, although the receptionist stopped just in the doorway.


  “Err. I tried,” Nicole said.


  “Just go.” Carla’s glower blazed at Chance as if she wanted nothing more than to drag him across the desk. She stalked into the room cagily, motions fluid despite the obvious tension in her frame.


  “Shut the door, Nicole,” Chance said.


  Despite his conversation with Chance having not been concluded, Adam waited to be dismissed, but Nicole vacated the room and closed the door behind her, with him still inside. He was reduced to the status of furniture when Chance walked around his desk and stood in front of Carla, posture relaxed and unconcerned despite the anger that rolled off her.


  “Gordon’s missing,” she grit out, voice thick with emotion. “So stop fucking ignoring my calls and my texts, because I’m serious.”


  Before he could stop himself, Adam took a step forward. “What do you mean, missing?”


  Carla didn’t even acknowledge him and kept Chance leveled in her line of sight.


  “You’re exaggerating,” Chance said. “And I don’t appreciate you interrupting my meeting for your newest Gordon problem.”


  “I’m not exaggerating—”


  “It’s always some drama when it comes to him,” Chance interrupted. Despite the harshness of his tone, his crossed arms and his refusal to meet her eyes made it clear something was wrong. “And you trying to come to his rescue once again. It’s been this way since the day you brought him to me, begging me to give him a job.”


  Carla was flushed and looked moments away from erupting.


  “I’ve been calling him for days and his phone is off. Everything goes to voicemail and now his voicemail is full. I went to his apartment and it’s in the exact same condition it was in the night of the party. The face paint and parts of our costumes were still in the kitchen. It was like he’d never gone home.”


  For what seemed like the hundredth time in the past week, Adam saw Gordon’s face in his mind. Pale, damp with sweat, and void of emotion. Gordon had stumbled away when their gaze had broken, clinging to the wall, and so far gone that he’d looked incapable of walking independently.


  Anything could have happened to him.


  Anyone could have followed him.


  Some big guy in a devil mask was right behind him.


  Coldness seeped into every pore of Adam’s body, but Chance did not so much as twitch. He stood with his spine straight, hands pressed palm-down on the desk, and said nothing.


  “Why the hell do you not look surprised?”


  The low pitch of Carla’s voice ripped Adam out of the jumble of memories. It was only due to years of experience that he was able to refrain from grabbing Chance by the throat. He forced himself to remain stationary, to not react to news that made him want to inflict violence on everyone in the room, including himself. Because how could he have been so stupid?


  “Did you already know?” Carla stalked forward and slammed a palm down on Chance’s shoulder, jerking him around. He raised his hand to shove her back, but she had his arm twisted behind his back and his face pressed down to the desk before he could touch her.


  “Get the fuck off me, Carla,” Chance’s voice was muffled against the desk but each word came out with deadly precision. “Or you will be sorry.”


  “Tell me what happened!”


  “Get off me!”


  There was a subtle shift of Carla’s weight, a minor twist of her arm, and Chance cried out in pain. Even then, it took a moment for Adam to jumpstart his brain. His thoughts had been spinning towards worst case scenarios and mental images of Gordon dumped in the river, but he banished them and jerked Carla away from Chance.


  She spun on him then, arm cocked back to smash him with the right hook he’d heard so much about from Chance’s enforcers. He caught her wrists and trapped both of her arms behind her back, locking them together with his hands.


  “Stop it,” he said, voice whipping out with impatience. “And be useful or get the hell out. There’s no time for your tough girl theatrics.”


  Carla speared him with a vicious look, and Adam knew that anything that could have developed between them was done. He’d killed it with one sentence spoken out of emotion over a wise-cracking street kid that dominated every thought that mattered and completely overshadowed awareness of the Agency and his mission.


  Mission failed. And he was goddamn glad.


  The fleeting thought was confirmed when she tore herself away from him and spat in his face. He didn’t retaliate; he did not even blink.


  “He’d blacked out,” Chance said, the words scraping out quietly. He turned away from them both, back stiff as he stared out the window. “You put on a show with him to piss me off, and I reacted. If you want to know the whole truth, I’ll tell you. I put a tab of Static in his drink, knowing he’d do exactly what he did—act like a lowlife faggot whore in front of you and everyone. But I didn’t expect his idiotic ass to wander off and disappear.”


  



  * * *


  



  A distant sound broke through his struggle with Callum. Innocuous and faint, but so unexpected that Gordon’s heart seized in his chest.


  Keys jingling and the light tread of footsteps above.


  He knew that he would be unconscious soon, had come to recognize the signs as if he’d rehearsed them. But instead of welcoming the reprieve from pain like the other times, he fought harder, latching on to the distant sound as hope flooded through him for the first time in days.


  They rolled across the floor and Gordon managed to bite the ridge of Callum’s ear. Skin gave way and a warm rush of blood spilled forth, causing him to rear back before it could enter his mouth.


  “Shit!”


  Callum’s snarl broke through his teeth fierce and frightening. He yanked Gordon’s head back and slammed it against the floor, causing everything to become shrouded in shadows.


  “I’m going to rip you apart, you faggot,” Callum seethed. He flipped Gordon onto his stomach with his face pressed into blood-spattered concrete. A swell of terror rose in Gordon when Callum’s hands hooked onto his now-ragged pants and started to yank down.


  “No!” The panic Gordon felt was not matched by his body’s ability to respond, and he rocked from side-to-side, trying to escape although the motion did not make a difference. The big man’s rough, mocking laugh sounded like a grim promise, but then the footsteps sounded again, this time much closer.


  



  * * *


  



  It was early evening when Adam left Skyn.


  All around him, people were moving, talking, and living their perfectly normal lives. Coming home from work, opening the door to release a cacophony of noise from a crowded bar, or meeting up with friends on a corner. But somewhere else, Gordon was in trouble, or maybe he wasn’t anymore and they were all too late.


  A little tug of panic made Adam miss a step, and he shook his head, trying to ground himself and steady his stride. He was an agent. This was his new mission. He would get it together. He would not be emotional. He would not dwell on the way this was all his fault.


  Some big guy in a devil mask was right behind him.


  His building was massive and impersonal, a temporary haven for displaced agents after a raid that had occurred on the Agency’s compound months ago. That seemed like a lifetime ago. Adam had lost colleagues he’d known since his induction, people who had become friends, but even then he hadn’t felt this soul-ripping dread. They had signed up to die when they sold their souls to the Agency—Gordon had fought for years just to survive.


  It wasn’t fair. It wasn’t right.


  “I fucked up.”


  “You did.”


  “If he dies, she’ll leave.” A sad, desperate scoff. “She’ll probably leave anyway.”


  “Yes,” Adam had repeated, eyes unseeing and fingers locked into white-knuckled fists. Missions forgotten, body screaming for violence, thinking of Gordon being dragged away while incoherent and barely able to function. “I don’t blame her.”


  For the first time, guilt washed over Chance’s face. “I never meant for it to go this far. I don’t know how to fix it.”


  “I do.”


  “How?” Desperation replaced the guilt, and Chance moved forward as if grasping at the opportunity to right the situation. Adam wondered for a fleeting moment, what went on in Chance’s mind to make him act this way. Was it only jealousy? The fact that he had no control over someone he had such little respect for? Or did his resentment have even deeper roots than that?


  “I just do.”


  Allister opened the door after Adam kicked it three times in quick succession.


  “What the hell?” Allister demanded. “What are you—”


  “Gordon Frost is missing.”


  Allister took a step back, arms crossed over his belly. “Uh. What?”


  “Don’t play fucking stupid. I know he deals PD to you.” Adam shoved Allister deeper into the apartment with a short, blunt thump of his open palm. The R&D agent stumbled back, one hand flying up to his shoulder and face twisting.


  “Man, what do you want from me?”


  “You’re going to use the hacking skills you spent an hour bragging to me and Jenny about, and you’re going to help me find him. I need a search on resident certifications for everyone with the last name Sam—”


  “Blake, I can’t! The Agency can see what I’m doing and they’ll know—”


  Adam grabbed the front of Allister’s shirt and jerked him forward until the thin man slammed against his chest. Adam released him and sent him flying halfway across the room. Allister grunted when his hip slammed into the corner of his desk, and he fell to the floor with a swear.


  “I don’t care about the Agency,” Adam snarled. “Blame me for everything for all the fuck I care. They already know I’m ignoring a summons. Just do it.”


  



  * * *


  



  Loud voices were drifting down the stairs and there was a dull ache in Gordon’s head that intensified with the growing sounds. He squinted through eyelashes that were heavy and stuck together, but when he raised his hand to wipe them, they came away damp with blood.


  His memories were fragmented and the last few minutes were scattered between one blackout and the next. Callum had been on top of him, groping at his ass with fat, clumsy fingers, and then there had been a noise—the faint sound of a female voice, Gordon’s eyes had shut, and then the weight disappeared from his back. The realization caused Gordon to turn his head sharply in the direction of the staircase.


  There was a light coming from under the door and from a crack at the side. In his haste to get upstairs, Callum had left it ajar.


  Despite the pain radiating through his limbs, he scrambled towards the stairs. They creaked under his feet but he kept going, bloody fingers slipping on the banister and making him unsteady. An empty corridor lay behind the door, leading only in one direction. There was a wide archway further down and the voices were coming from beyond that point.


  Moving slowly, he gripped the corner and peered out from the dark recess. He couldn’t see where Callum or the woman were but he could see the front door. His stomach lurched and he swallowed bile before pushing himself away from the corner. People appeared in his peripheral vision but he kept his attention fixed on the door. He streaked by, ankle twisting under him, and extended an arm to grab the doorknob.


  His fingers barely brushed it before a strong arm yanked him back like a broken ragdoll and slammed him down to the floor.


  “Oh my God!” The woman’s voice was unfamiliar and horrified when Callum began dragging Gordon across the floor.


  “No!” Gordon yelled, reaching out to grab the lower rung of a stair banister. He could hear someone screaming, someone that wasn’t him, and he looked up to see a young Indian girl staring at him with wide, terrified eyes.


  “Callum, what did you do!”


  “Shut up,” Callum roared and slammed his booted foot against Gordon’s fingers.


  Gordon clung to the banister, tears distorting his vision. “Please, help me!”


  The girl seemed paralyzed with fear, a hand clamped over her mouth. She shook her head, trembling, and finally moved to intervene. She grabbed one of Callum’s arms to try to pull him away but he backhanded her with so much force that she slammed against the wall.


  “Don’t get involved, you stupid bitch. He killed your brother.”


  “I didn’t!” Gordon cried. “He’s insa—”


  Callum’s foot crunched down on his hand once again and Gordon couldn’t contain the scream or the way his hands dropped away. Gordon’s eyes locked with those of the terrified young girl before she disappeared out of his view.


  Panting, Callum released him once they were in the kitchen and looked around wildly. He grabbed a mop and he turned it upside down, slamming the wooden handle down onto Gordon repeatedly, until his chest heaved with great, shuddering breaths. By the time he let it drop to the tiled floor, the last remnants of Gordon’s strength were spent.


  “Fuck,” Callum snarled, slamming a hand against the wall. “Fuck.” He grabbed Gordon and hefted him up, throwing him over one shoulder.


  “Soniya! Clean up this mess.”


  Callum stormed out of the kitchen and the sound of footsteps against gravel filled Gordon’s ears. A car alarm chirped and his weight shifted against Callum once again, this time when he was dumped face-first into the trunk of a car. All he could manage was a muffled moan of protest before the trunk slammed shut with a bang.


  His fingers clawed at the upholstery, but each movement sent pain searing through him. Spots of light danced behind his eyes, and his breath came harder as he felt himself fading. He clung to consciousness, tried to desperately listen to the muffled sounds coming from the outside of the vehicle when it started to move. It seemed to go on forever; the rocking of the car, and the growing panic that he wouldn’t be able to keep his eyes open. His eyelids were too heavy, the pain was too great, and everything started slipping away again.


  



  * * *


  



  The headlights of passing cars slanted across Adam’s face as he barreled down the expressway and to the road that led out of Lexington proper. His shoulders were hunched forward, hands gripping the wheel, and his eyes flicked down from time to time to track the blinking dot on the tablet he’d taken from Allister.


  A vehicle registered to Aiden Samu was moving further south, and Adam’s pulse sped up when he realized it was going out to the Wastelands. The place was a veritable dumping ground for gangs and serial killers.


  The engine revved when he stepped on the gas, ticking the speedometer up high enough to attract attention from local law enforcement. It was attention he did not need, but worries about his cover and the Agency were long forgotten. They’d called him twice during the drive, and he’d ignored it each time. The decision to go after Gordon instead of covering his own ass had come easy. There had been no deliberation at all.


  The wheels screeched against the pavement when he turned off the main expressway and onto the barely-lit road that led out into the desolate stretch of nothing that existed between Lexington and Carson.


  The shells of bombed-out houses, buildings, and strip malls were merely indistinct shapes as the car hit maximum speed. He spotted two taillights in the distance and he could make out the bulky outline of a truck. Abandoned apartment developments took shape around Adam, and he realized that the truck had pulled over in a dilapidated parking lot. The cold, clean rage that had settled in at Chance’s admission of drugging Gordon, flared into a blinding fury when Adam saw Callum Samu’s hulking shape get out of his vehicle and head around the side.


  Adam didn’t slow down, even when it became increasingly clear that Callum knew he was being followed, and had readied himself. He spun on his heel and faced Adam’s car, widening his stance as he aimed an assault rifle at the windshield. He shouted something but the words were lost on the wind. He didn’t slow down, not even when Callum released a spray of gunfire.


  Adam spun the wheel and the vehicle fishtailed before turning sideways with a burn of rubber. The squeal of the tires was masked by bullets shattering the windows and dinging against the exterior of the car. Adam slid down, evading the onslaught while maintaining control of the car one-handed. The car veered to the shoulder of the road and he almost jerked it back, planning to play chicken with Callum and his AK, but couldn’t with Gordon’s position in the car unknown. Instead, Adam hit the brake at the last moment with the driver’s door facing away from Callum’s truck, and kicked it open. Bullets ricocheted off the hood as Adam slid out of the car, and he cursed himself for having run straight from Allister’s apartment to his vehicle without stopping to arm himself.


  Stupid. Sloppy. Unprofessional. But even now he couldn’t think straight with a sudden mental image of a battered and abused Gordon stuffed in that trunk. Lifeless.


  The gunfire ceased and Adam peered around. Callum was fumbling with a magazine, and Adam didn’t hesitate before rolling out from behind the wreckage of his car. Callum might be armed, but he was unprepared for the speed in which Adam moved. He didn’t brace for the punch that shattered his teeth, or the sharp-precision of fists and steel-toed boots against his kidneys. Blood squirted against the gravel, but Callum didn’t go down even when his face was half-caved in from a one-sided fight.


  He rolled over and kicked both feet out, slamming the flats into Adam’s gut. It took the wind out of him and sent him careening back while Callum lumbered to his feet. He charged forward, throwing a punch that Adam dodged, and following up with a knee that almost nailed him in the solar plexus. Adam evaded both attacks and spun out of the way, but Callum grabbed his shoulders and hauled him around to slam his head against the back of the truck.


  Adam staggered, dazed, and narrowly ducked a right hook that would have put out his lights and ended the fight. Callum’s fists were massive, and the steady flow of blood gushing down his face wasn’t slowing him down. The guy’s illegal gene mods were definitely more than rumor. He’d taken Aiden out with a clean slice across the throat so the reality of those enhancements were only hitting him now.


  Fuck.


  He went on the offensive again, trying to end Callum’s mobility by working over his sides. Metal flashed at one point, a knife clutched in one of Callum’s hands, but it was dashed to the ground as Adam orchestrated a bloody dance that should have ended in the Outlaw going down.


  Except, he didn’t.


  They wound up on the ground again, Adam pinned beneath the bleeding gangmember and one hand between them with a thumb pushing into Callum’s eye.


  “You’re dead, motherfucker!” Callum howled.


  “No,” Adam grunted and pressed harder. “You’re fucking dead. Just like your piece of shit brother.”


  The soft orb gave way to a gush of fluid with an accompanying shriek of pain. Adam jerked his hand back as Callum wailed and reached out to grab the fallen knife from the gravel. The big man fell backwards, his body convulsing as he covered his face, and for a moment Adam stood and watched. A sadistic whisper in the back of his mind told him to let Callum suffer. Die slow. Maybe do some more damage to make it more painful. Practice some of the interrogation and torture methods he’d been taught during his training.


  If it wasn’t for the ominous silence coming from Callum’s vehicle, Adam would have. Instead, he reached down to slice the serrated edge of the knife across Callum’s throat. Blood sprayed, soaking into his shirt and across his face. Callum stilled.


  The night became quiet again.


  



  



  



  Chapter Twenty-Three


  Everything catches up to you.


  It was a simple rule and one that Gordon should have internalized throughout his life. He’d watched enough of his friends disappear into the bowels of either the Industrial District or Brighton Community Prison to have learned it well. But somehow, he hadn’t. No precautions ever, never thinking ahead, never considering the future effects—after everything that had happened to him over the years, the bad outcomes of the stupid things he did always took him by surprise.


  This time the surprise was that he had survived.


  When his eyelids cracked open, the first thing he saw were large bay windows. Outside it was dark. Thousands of stars overwhelmed the night sky, more than he’d ever seen, and there didn’t appear to be any other lights for miles. When his eyes strayed from the window, Gordon realized that he was in a large canopied bed. The rest of the room was just as expansive; bulky mahogany furniture, a fireplace with dying embers on the other side of a brass gate, and a rug stretching across the wide open space between the bed and the door.


  The place was nothing like he’d seen before. Gordon could tell that it did not belong to a Samu or an Outlaw. Tension bled out of his frame and he relaxed against the mattress. His body ached, but not in the scraped and raw way it had before. There was a numbness to it now, the dull throb of healing wounds and the stiffness of inactivity.


  How long had he been here?


  Gordon touched his chest, but the wounds were no longer oozing and scabs had started to form. His hand wandered further up, exploring, until he gingerly touched the side of his face. The pads of his fingers traced a line of sutures that started under his left eye and ended near his ear.


  He didn’t remember which attack had resulted in the wound, but there was no denying that it would leave a scar. Gordon swallowed thickly and dropped his hand. He stared straight ahead, eyes on the darkness beyond the window, before pushing the covers aside and forcing his body to respond. A wave of dizziness washed over him. He fought it, even when the room swam around him. It was a battle to move and he reached out to steady himself more than once, slowly making his way to the chest of drawers and the large mirror above it.


  The scar was an angry slash across his face. The black threads of stitches traced the jagged line, making him look like an extra in a war movie. The greenish purple of bruises covered his face and torso, disappearing into loose cotton pants that did not belong to him, but nothing was worse than the scar. It was ugly, and for some reason, that was almost his undoing.


  Gordon forced himself to turn away, but even with his back to the mirror, the afterimage was burned into his corneas. He looked mutilated. Hideous.


  The lump in his throat grew. He swallowed thickly and tried to ignore the rising horror by exploring the rest of the room. He stumbled over to the armoire and threw it open but found nothing inside. It was the same with the chest of drawers and the closets. With the exception of neatly organized medical supplies on the vanity table, the entire room was empty of personal items. His old clothing, wallet—anything he’d been carrying with him on Halloween—was nowhere to be found.


  An edge of panic made his movements unsteady, and he headed to the door. The hallway beyond the bedroom was much colder. So cold in fact, that Gordon shuddered and wrapped his arms around himself. Each barefoot tread across the hardwood floor made the chill worse, but he moved toward a large staircase.


  He gripped the banister and made his way down. It took longer than it should have, each step dogged with jolts of pain. At the bottom, another set of bay windows allowed moonlight to stream in, illuminating a large wooden door. He moved faster, limping, and fumbled with the locks. His instinct was to bolt out of the seemingly empty house as soon as he’d jerked the door open, but he could only stare.


  A wide deck wrapped around the porch, and wooden steps led down to a driveway and road that stretched out into the distance, surrounded by nothing but trees and steep hills. The bustle of the city was absent and the faint hoot of an owl was all he heard from the wooded area that crowded the road.


  Gordon moved backwards, edging his way into the house again, and slammed the door closed. He staggered back up the stairs, his breath catching by the time he was on the second floor again. The fading light from the fireplace was like a beacon, and Gordon staggered toward it thankfully, re-entering the bedroom. He shut himself in the room and collapsed in front of the dying fire. A tremor had spread through his body, but the chill wasn’t only due to the temperature.


  The unknown was almost as terrifying as the idea of having woken up in Callum’s basement again. Gordon turned and slid backwards until he was wedged in a nook beside the fireplace. The door and the windows were in his field of vision and one of his hands closed around a cast iron fire poker. He clutched it to his chest and watched the door, planning to stay alert, but his eyelids grew heavy and he fell asleep.


  



  * * *


  



  When Gordon woke up, there were two people standing over him.


  Swinging the fire poker out, he tried to shove himself further against the wall and only succeeded in slamming the back of his head against it.


  “Hey, just calm down.”


  “Back the fuck up!” Gordon flung his free hand out to grip the wall and tried to climb to his feet. His head swam and he tipped to the side, nearly losing his tenuous grip on the poker. The taller of the two men rushed forward, but Gordon clumsily raised the poker again. “I said back!”


  “Relax. I’m not going to hurt you.”


  Gordon flattened his back against the wall and sucked in deep breaths. His eyes darted between the two men in front of him, trying to figure out who they were and failing miserably. They were similar; both had dark hair and light eyes, were sturdily built, but one appeared to be his age and the other a few years younger. Neither looked particularly surprised by his actions, but the younger guy had taken a wary step back.


  “We’re not here to hurt you,” the taller of the two said again.


  “Who the fuck are you?”


  The younger guy cast a worried look at the man who had spoken.


  “I’m Scott, and this is my brother Jay,” the older one said.


  Gordon’s glare didn’t falter and he didn’t lower the poker. “And? What the fuck is that supposed to mean to me?”


  Jay seemed taken aback. “No need to be a jerk about it. Don’t they teach kids manners in Lexington?”


  “Nah, they save it for mountain hicks with shit else going for them.”


  “You know some gratitude would be nice.”


  “Some fucking info would be nicer. Where the hell am I? Cunningham Terrace?” It seemed unlikely, but it was the only wooded area near Lexington that Gordon could think of.


  “Where the hell is that?”


  “Cunningh—” Gordon stopped abruptly and adjusted his grip. The chill from earlier had worsened, sunk deep into his bones, and was clearly there to stay. He felt himself sagging against the wall, his back sliding and his knees too weak to stop it from happening. “Just tell me where the hell I am.”


  “Listen, you shouldn’t be up.” Scott took a step forward, palms up. His steel-colored gaze skittered over Gordon’s battered body clinically, focusing on areas that were the most damaged. “We’ve been taking care of you for almost a week. You had a serious head injury and have been in and out of consciousness. I’m glad that you’re up, around, and lucid, but you need to relax.”


  When Gordon hesitated, Scott pressed a hand to his clammy shoulder. “I promise you that we’re not here to hurt you. My brother and I have been taking turns watching you. I stitched you up, bathed you—”


  “What the fuck?”


  Jay smiled at Gordon’s alarmed exclamation. “Don’t worry, Scott is all business.”


  The two men looked at Gordon so earnestly that some of his panic wavered and the fire poker lowered inch by inch until it was dangling at his side. He let it clatter to the floor and didn’t resist when Scott wrapped a hand around his upper arm and guided him back to the bed without another word. The man was careful, respectful, and the professional way he handled Gordon was almost reassuring.


  “Sorry, man. I’m not really a dick. I’m just freaked out, you know?”


  Scott flashed a half-smile. “Don’t worry about it. I’m sure you don’t remember much.”


  “I don’t remember jack shit, dude. Did you find me dumped in a ditch somewhere or something?”


  “No. You had already received emergency medical care before you came here. It’s a good thing. I have medical training, but I wouldn’t have had the supplies to get you stable.”


  Gordon’s fingers tightened around the blanket. “I was pretty bad, huh?”


  “Really damn bad,” Jay piped up.


  Scott shook his head and shot his brother a dark stare. Gordon remembered Callum standing over him all too clearly, and the phantom impact of a boot stomping him over and over again.


  “So, do you know Chance or something?” When the question was met with silence, Gordon looked up. “What?”


  “Nothing,” Scott said. “Just get some rest. I’ll bring you food.”


  “Dude, I asked a fucking question. Unless you were full of shit a minute ago and are holding me hostage or something, you need to tell me what the hell is going on.”


  “He’s going to pop a stitch if you don’t just freaking tell him,” Jay said. He shifted from foot to foot cagily, almost as if he was worried about Gordon coming at them.


  If these guys thought he was dangerous, they obviously knew nothing about him.


  “Listen Gordon, we’re in no way connected to whoever it was that put you in the condition you were in.” Scott glanced at his brother and there was the briefest of hesitations before he spoke again. “Adam came to us in the middle of the—”


  “Adam?” Gordon nearly bolted up in bed, but Scott’s hand gently touched his abdomen to keep him in place. He stared wide-eyed at the two men as if he was waiting for the punch line.


  “Yes. This is his family house. He hasn’t lived here for a long time, but he’s paid my mother to keep it up over the years. A few days ago, he came to us in the middle of the night and asked—”


  “Demanded,” Jay said under his breath.


  Scott didn’t address Jay’s comment. “He asked us to take care of you until he comes back.”


  “Why? What the hell?” Gordon pressed a hand against his eyes. It made sense even while it didn’t. Once again, Adam was his goddamn white knight and once again he was in Adam’s goddamn debt.


  “Is everything . . . okay? He made it sound like you were close.”


  There was an ache in Gordon’s head that grew with every spoken word. The pain had tripled with the mention of Adam’s name. It felt like the skin was trying to peel off his skull.


  “Did you meet him in jail or something?”


  At that, Gordon dropped his hand and opened his eyes. “What?”


  “Jay,” Scott warned.


  Jay crossed his arms over his chest. “I’m just asking, okay?”


  Scott turned halfway on the bed. “Why don’t you go make Gordon some soup.” The intonation didn’t sound like a question, and Jay rolled his eyes before turning away.


  “Look,” Gordon started. He cleared his throat and swiped his tongue over dry, cracked lips as Jay left the room. “Me and Adam have a complicated thing, but it ain’t nothing for you to get high-strung over. It’s just, you know, I didn’t know he was—I don’t know how he found me.”


  Actually, Gordon did. Adam had probably lied about not tracking him anymore.


  “I don’t know the details.” Scott pulled his hand away from Gordon’s abdomen and curled it into a loose fist. “He called to make sure the house was in order and arrived two hours later with you in his car. Adam isn’t . . . the best communicator. He didn’t give a lot of explanation before offering us an astronomical amount of money to take care of you while he’s gone.”


  “Gone where?”


  “I don’t know,” Scott said, sounding regretful. “I asked and he told me he was paying me enough not to ask him questions. That’s just Adam. Always has been.”


  Gordon wanted to press for more information. What else had Adam said? How had he acted? Had anyone else been there? But any curiosity he had—any desire to figure out what the hell the deal with Adam was—drained with his dwindling energy. His body felt heavy, lead filling his flesh and bones, when exhaustion settled.


  “Just rest for now,” Scott said. “We’ll talk later.”


  Gordon nodded and shut his eyes. Despite the flash that instantly assaulted him, afterimages of Callum and a bloodstained mattress, he soon fell into a restless sleep and was consumed by dreams that swallowed his subconscious and chased him through the night. He felt the hard scrabble of his own clawed hands against the stair banister in Callum’s living room, and the moment of terror when white-hot explosions of pain caused his grip to falter before he was dragged backwards to the hell that he’d made for himself the day he’d gotten involved with the goddamn Samu twins.


  He woke up drenched in sweat with phantom aches all over his body. The room was bathed in shadows and the house was still, but even so, Gordon couldn’t help but wonder if Callum would find him. The fear plagued him through the night and even the next morning when Scott returned.


  Gordon didn’t speak, barely looked at Scott, and appreciated the hell out of the man for not forcing conversation. There were no probing questions or curious stares, even when Gordon stayed silent for the next several days.


  



  * * *


  



  Time ticked by sluggishly with no sign of Adam. When a full week passed with no word, Gordon forced himself to get out of bed and explore the house where Adam had been raised. It wasn’t as massive as it’d appeared during the first delirious night, but it was a far cry larger than the hovels that Gordon had lived in since his childhood. It was outdated and a little musty, but way higher class than a fucked up street rat like himself deserved.


  Gordon roamed from room to room, not disturbing the furniture that was covered by sheets, and stopping only to stare at photographs that lined the walls or huddled on mantles. There were many images of dark-haired people with pale skin and dark eyes. He didn’t see a picture of Adam until another sleepless night when he took his snooping to the next level and began to rifle through drawers in the master bedroom. He found a metal jewelry box inside an armoire that held a wealth of photographs and documents. One in particular stood out from the rest; a faded photo of two teenage boys standing on the jagged outcropping of a hill, ominous smoke-colored clouds darkening the sky behind them. They looked uncannily similar, but there was no mistaking which one was Adam.


  Even as a youth, his face had defaulted to serious stares. Surprisingly, the scars that marred his skin now were present in the photograph. Gordon had always assumed that Adam had gotten them in the line of his spy/assassin duty.


  “Found something interesting?”


  Gordon’s heart halted and he jumped, letting the picture fall from his hands. The box fell, clattering to the floor and causing the contents to spill.


  “Damnit, Scott! Don’t sneak up on me!”


  “I’m sorry. I should have known better.” Scott crossed the room and crouched at the side of the bed to pick up the papers. Gordon didn’t make a move to help and instead glared down with his fingers still knotted up in the blanket.


  “I don’t think Adam is going to pay your ass if you give me a fucking heart attack.”


  “I don’t think he’d pay me if I did so much as look at you sideways.” Scott flashed a tight-lipped smile.


  “It’s really not that serious, dude. I think you got the wrong idea about me and Adam.”


  “I’m pretty sure I don’t.”


  Scott stood up and stacked the papers and photographs together, putting them back in the box. He didn’t so much as pause to glance at them until his fingers hovered over the image of teenaged Adam and the other boy. Scott’s gaze lingered before quickly putting it away.


  “He was worried about you.” Scott snapped the box shut. “Adam doesn’t give much away, but I could tell. Even Jay could tell and my brother is high and oblivious more often than not. I’ve never seen Adam show attachment to anyone before.”


  “Uh-huh.”


  Scott cracked another smile. “You’re a tough sell.”


  “Yeah, well, what can I say? Shit is complicated.”


  “Indeed.”


  Gordon reached up and ran a hand through the tangles of his hair. “So, how do you know Adam anyways? You said that your mom worked for his family?”


  Scott sat on the bed and turned sideways with his large hands still wrapped around the jewelry box. He toyed with the clasp, hesitating like he always did whenever Gordon asked a pointed question about Adam or his relationship with the brothers.


  “We grew up here. We’ve never been friends but . . . I’ve always known him and his family.”


  “Where’s here?”


  “About three hours west of Lexington.” Scott jerked his chin at the window. “It’s just a little nothing town surrounded by state parks. I doubt you’ve heard of it, but this is where my family and Adam’s have always been. When his grandmother got sick, she had my mom help out around the house. She passed eventually but Adam kept paying my mom, and then me, to keep up the property. I don’t know why he doesn’t just sell it.”


  “Why did it go to him, anyway?” Gordon looked around. Like the rest of the place, the bedroom was understated but the antiques and furniture were well-made. “He doesn’t seem like the ‘settle down and live in an over the top, gothic farmhouse’ type.”


  Scott smiled. “He’s not but there was no one else to leave it to.”


  Gordon remembered Adam saying that his parents had died, but that didn’t explain the other boy in the picture. They’d looked too similar to not be family. “I saw a photo of a boy who looked just like him. Wasn’t that his brother?”


  Scott’s reluctance was back, but for the first time since they’d met, he looked uneasy. “He’s dead.”


  Gordon glanced at the box as though he could see the picture through the closed lid. After days of apathy, the intrigue about Adam’s life piqued as fully as it had that day in Café Milan.


  “How did he die?”


  The sound of a car engine outside caused Scott’s eyes to dart to the window. He almost looked relieved. “Jay’s here.”


  “Seriously?” Gordon demanded. “Why is it that hard for you people to answer a simple question? I kind of get why Adam is the way he is but, shit, what’s your excuse?”


  “I don’t need an excuse, I’m just not going to talk about it. It’s none of my business and I’m the one who would have to deal with the consequences if he found out that I told you.”


  There was an idea forming in Gordon’s mind. Something dark and morbid and too fucked up to be real. But when it came to Adam, that usually meant it was true. “Fine,” he said. “Then tell me why Adam was in jail.”


  “Gordon, as much as I think you’re a cool guy and as much as I understand that you’re going through a tough—”


  “If you understand that I’m going through some heavy shit, then you should stop implying stuff and then being all vague,” Gordon said, his voice rising along with his temper and exploding bullshit meter. “For once, just for once, I want someone to be totally straight with me.”


  Torn didn’t begin to describe the way Scott looked. The poor bastard’s face was caught between frustration and guilt. Footsteps could be heard in the hallway and Scott waved his hand.


  “Look, we’ll talk about it when we’re alone. It’s not—”


  Just as Gordon’s hopes were lifting, the words cut off. Scott’s attention had drawn to the door, and when Gordon followed his gaze, he understood why the blood had drained from the other man’s face.


  Adam stood in the doorway and was looking at Scott like he wanted to cut his throat.


  



  



  



  Chapter Twenty-Four


  “Hey, Adam.” Scott got to his feet and moved away from the bed. Gordon scowled when the guy went into hardcore fidget mode. He was acting like he’d just been caught masturbating.


  “Scott.”


  “I didn’t know you were coming back tonight.”


  “Clearly.”


  Scott set the jewelry box onto the end table and cleared his throat. “Okay, well, I’m sure the two of you want to catch up. I’m going to go see where Jay is. He was supposed to be bringing supplies.”


  “You do that.”


  Scott’s mouth sunk at the sides, but he just cast a quick look at Gordon and left the room without another word. Gordon snorted and lay back, turning his gaze toward the ceiling. He wasn’t in the mood for the silent stare-off that would inevitably occur with Adam.


  After days of wondering where Adam was, his presence inexplicably filled Gordon with anxiety. Instead of being relieved that Adam hadn’t abandoned him in the hills of West PA, and that he could finally fill Gordon in on what was happening in Lexington, the hollow feeling in Gordon’s chest grew.


  “You look better.”


  Gordon laughed an ugly, humorless sound.


  “You must feel better if you’re flirting with that idiot.”


  “Fuck off, man.”


  There was a pause, and Adam moved closer. “I wasn’t being serious.”


  Despite the irritation, a hot curl of attraction licked through Gordon and he could not stop his eyes from flicking up and down Adam’s body. He took in the fitted jeans, black sweater and heavy boots. Even in the plainest clothing, Adam looked like a rock star. But something seemed different about him. His typically impeccable posture was off, and he held himself a little gingerly.


  “What’s wrong with you?”


  “Nothing.”


  “Liar.”


  Adam didn’t bother to respond to that. Instead, he reached out to touch the side of Gordon’s face. The rough pad of his finger grazed the skin beside the scar. Grimacing, Gordon rolled out of the way and got to his feet, starting to head for the door.


  “I’m gonna find something to eat.”


  Adam grabbed his arm and pulled him back, gentle yet firm, and nothing like the way Adam had ever touched him before. Still, Gordon jerked his arm away.


  “What, man?”


  “Can you look at me?”


  “You’re looking at me now.”


  Adam touched his face again, this time clasping his chin between index finger and thumb, forcing Gordon to look up. But Gordon stubbornly kept his eyes fixed on the door, as if he could dematerialize through it if he stared hard enough.


  “It’s good to see you, Gordon.”


  “Yeah?”


  Adam dropped his hand. “Yes. I was worried.”


  “So then where the fuck have you been?”


  “Indisposed.”


  “What’s that mean? Super spy stuff?”


  “Kind of.” When Gordon snorted in response, Adam rocked back on his heels and an edge of annoyance worked its way into his tone. “What’s wrong with you? This isn’t exactly the reception I expected.”


  “Sorry, white knight. Should I get on my knees to give you a thank-you blowjob or are you back to being all straight edge conservative? I’m never sure which way it goes with you.”


  “Wow.”


  Gordon glanced at Adam and a sliver of uncertainty intruded on the irritation that had taken over the moment Adam had entered the room. He was so visibly disappointed that Gordon knew without a doubt that Adam thought he was being a dick. Adam had apparently saved him, driven him far away from Lexington to keep him safe, and paid some clueless bastards thousands of dollars to nurse him back to health. Gordon knew he was being ungrateful. But he couldn’t stop himself. When it came to Adam, Gordon was not able to act like a rational human. It was like he’d made a bet with himself to see if he could be as mean as possible to the person he wanted the most.


  “Well, whatever. I don’t know what to tell you.”


  “I didn’t ask you to tell me anything,” Adam said. “I just don’t understand. Is everything I do wrong when it comes to you? Can I do nothing to please you?”


  It was so unexpected that Gordon didn’t reply. The hit-below-the-belt-and-treat-each other-like-shit foreplay had seemed a sure bet for the future. Especially when he kept remembering the Halloween party and the way Adam had cuddled up to Carla not even an hour after railing him to kingdom come.


  “I don’t get you,” Adam continued. “And at this point, I’m sick of trying to. Everything about me apparently offends you, even when I try to do the right thing. I thought—” he broke off and shook his head.


  “You thought what?”


  “I thought things would be better between us.”


  “Dude, what the fuck do you want from me?” Gordon demanded. The guy was unbelievable. “Did you want me to profess my undying love for you so that you could reject me again? Believe me, I am incredibly grateful to not be strung up in Callum Samu’s torture chamber anymore, but Jesus Christ—what else do you want from me? We treat each other like shit every time we’re in the same room and I’m a big enough asshole to still be pissed off about that even with the near death experience. I’m in a fucked up mood, and I’m sorry, but your lying, manipulative ass doesn’t exactly make it all better.”


  “And Scott does?”


  “What? Are you jealous?”


  “You treat me like shit after I go out of my way to save your neck, but yet you were awfully cozy with the person I paid to take care of you.”


  “What the fuck? You are jealous!”


  “Can you blame me?” Adam gestured at the door and winced, retracting his arm as if it pained him. “You know him for a couple of weeks and you’re already having a nice, private chat. I’ve risked myself so many times for you and you couldn’t give less of a fuck.” His nostrils flared, dark eyes drilling into Gordon with the kind of building anger that should have made Gordon take an automatic step back.


  But he didn’t. Seeing Adam lose his temper was as good as watching him get off. It was raw and visceral and went straight to Gordon’s dick. It was the first sexual thought he’d had in days, and it was almost a relief. But instead of taking a step closer and getting all up in Adam’s grill to get something going, Gordon stuck to his pissed off guns and kept shooting off his mouth.


  “Well, that dude doesn’t fuck my friends and lie to me. I thought you had stopped tracking me and spying on me? What happened to that?”


  Adam said nothing, but his jaw was clenched tight.


  “Yeah, that’s what I thought. You just lie all the fucking time. I never know what the hell is going on with you, man. You don’t get a free ride just because you saved me. That doesn’t change the fact that you’re a dick. You came in my ass and then tried to fuck my best friend, like, eight seconds later. You probably only saved me because you thought I would forget about the Carla shit if you did.”


  “That’s ridiculous.” Adam’s voice came out in a low, impatient growl. “I don’t even know why I waste my time on you. You’re a goddamn moron.”


  “Well, you’re a psycho. And don’t give me that shit about how you have no choice,” Gordon said. The words came out in a slurry of hateful syllables before he could bite back on them. “What about Scott? Why the fuck is he scared of you? And what about your brother? Whatever happened here sure as hell left a lasting impression and that was way before you were inducted into your secret assassin society.”


  Adam recoiled, and for just a moment there was a flash of vulnerability before his expression shuttered. He turned away like Gordon might be able to see the hurt through his mask.


  “Fuck you, Gordon.”


  The words had an uncomfortable finality to them, but even when Adam threw him one last look of disgust, Gordon couldn’t bring himself to say anything to stop Adam from storming out of the room. It wasn’t until the front door of the house slammed shut hard enough to leave Gordon’s ears ringing, that he realized he’d gone way too far.


  “Shit.”


  He was down the stairs and out the front door with speed and strength that his body had been previously devoid of, nearly tripping in the process. Throwing the front door open, he was prepared to sprint after Adam into the goddamn woods if he had to, but he collided with Scott.


  “Whoa!” Scott reached out to steady him when Gordon almost fell back on his ass.


  Gordon shoved him away, and scanned the front of the house for Adam. “Fuck! Where the hell did he go?”


  “I don’t know. He took off walking down one of the trails.”


  Gordon jumped off the porch, his feet barely touching the steps to the ground. He didn’t even flinch when the sharp edges of rocks dug into the soles of his bare feet, pausing only to look around in the darkness, but Scott was close behind and grabbed his sleeve.


  “You can’t just go running off, Gordon. You’re not even dressed properly and you’re still not at 100%.”


  “Mind your business. I can handle my own shit.”


  “So can Adam, so why don’t you stop worrying about where he ran off to and go back into the house.” When Gordon pulled away, Scott didn’t grab him again, but he did hover at his side. “If he left, he doesn’t want you to follow him.”


  “How the hell do you know?” Gordon demanded. His voice echoed eerily, louder than he’d intended.


  “Because I know him. Just leave him alone and don’t provoke him.”


  Gordon stopped scanning the darkness for a clue as to which direction Adam had gone in, and spun around. The frustration and anger that had built inside of him boiled over and he didn’t hold back when words poured out of his mouth just as they had a moment ago, but this time directed at Scott instead of Adam.


  “You know what? Just shut the fuck up. This is all your fault anyway. Being all mysterious and talking about Adam like he’s a psycho killer. I don’t even care if he is. That’s my problem. You knew him years ago, but you don’t know shit about him now.”


  When Scott said nothing, Gordon’s temper flared higher. He kind of wanted to punch the guy. Instead, he tore up the stairs and stormed back into the house, kicking the door shut harder than Adam had slammed it before.


  “Fuck me,” he hissed.


  Was he doomed to always be a colossal screwup? To act before thinking and run off at the mouth to piss off everyone around him until they wanted to kill him or, like, abandon him in the wilderness?


  Shit.


  He returned to his room and sat on the bed. His borrowed belongings were neatly folded and stacked on the dresser, which just made him feel worse. Poor Scott had been playing housekeeper and then Gordon had gone and reamed the guy just for being in his line of sight. Now both Scott and Adam were probably AWOL.


  Just fucking wonderful.


  Gordon tried not to think about the situation, but that was impossible when it got later and Adam failed to return. What if he was called back to Lexington and couldn’t return even if he decided to? What if he was just so pissed that he left Gordon there for another week with no explanation and no information about what was happening in Lexington? He needed to know if Carla was aware of the situation, or that he was alive.


  He curled up on the bed, face pressed against a too-fluffy pillow and brain pounding into mush. His intention was to lay there and puzzle out his tangled web of thoughts, but once again, sleep claimed him before he could figure out anything. The nightmare that came was typical by then, Callum chasing him with knife in hand and wearing Aiden’s golden shades. The only difference this time was that they were in a dark wooded area.


  When he woke up, it was with a start, but also with a dull thrum of resignation. Maybe he would dream of the Samus for the rest of his life.


  It was early morning by then and the sun was a faint, red glow casting streams of light into the room. Gordon started to press his face into the mattress, but then the rustle of a turning page broke the silence. His eyes snapped open and he saw that Adam was there. The relief that swelled in him was nearly overwhelming.


  Adam was sitting in an armchair and reading the small notebook that Scott had painstakingly used to track Gordon’s injuries and progress. At first Gordon had thought Scott just enjoyed playing doctor, but now he realized that Adam had likely told him to do it.


  “I’m sorry,” he said, voice thick with sleep.


  Adam looked up at him.


  “I was being a jealous fuck,” Gordon went on. He pushed himself up. “I didn’t mean to be a dick. I didn’t want you to take off and not come back. Without you I would be—”


  “Without me. . . .” Adam began, standing. He paused and crossed the room in measured steps before finishing. “Without me, you wouldn’t have been in that situation to begin with. And you’re right about the things you said to me.”


  Gordon stared, feeling slow and not quite awake yet. “No. You saved me twice. From both Samu asshole twins. And both times it was my fault. I’m just a moron and I walked into shit I couldn’t handle. And I’m fucking sorry that I said all of that crap. I was just . . . mad.”


  “Because of Carla.”


  Gordon shrugged, going for nonchalance and doubting that he pulled it off. He glanced out the window, feeling oddly exposed under Adam’s direct stare. He jumped, startled, when, once again, Adam’s fingers brushed against the scar on his face.


  “Stop,” he said, averting his gaze. “I know I’m hideous now.”


  “Don’t be stupid.”


  “I don’t want to talk about it, dude. Just don’t start. I was trying to be nice to you and you’re blowing it already.”


  “Don’t make more out of it than it is. It isn’t as though the rest of your face has changed. You have the same skin, the same eyes, the same lips. . . .”


  “Then stop staring at the goddamn scar!”


  “I’m sorry.”


  As Gordon waited for the world to end, because clearly it was the fucking apocalypse if Adam was kissing his ass this hard, Adam sat down on the bed. His movements were stiff and up close, Gordon noticed that he was paler than usual. He looked worn out and there were dark circles around his eyes.


  “Where did you go before?” Gordon forced himself to hold Adam’s stare. “I thought maybe you wouldn’t come back and I’d have to travel through the wilderness to get back to civilization.”


  Adam’s smile was wan. “You upset me, but I wouldn’t leave you. I didn’t even go far. I heard what you said to Scott.”


  “Oh.” Gordon fidgeted again, replaying the emo meltdown in his head. Great.


  “And I’m not staring because you’re hideous, Gordon. I’m staring because I feel bad. I should have known you were gone sooner. Chance should have as well. I just thought you were angry and blowing off steam, maybe holed up with some guy, and so much time was wasted.”


  “It’s not your job to save me,” Gordon replied with a harsh laugh. “I don’t need a hero.”


  “You sure about that? You’re the most careless person I’ve ever met. It’s almost impressive.”


  It was just the type of comment that would have pissed Gordon off not even ten hours ago, but the small, wry smile creeping up on Adam’s face dashed any beginning stirrings of moodiness. Gordon flipped Adam off and rolled his eyes. “Fuck you.”


  “And besides,” Adam said, moving closer. “You’re still . . . It just doesn’t change anything.”


  “Yeah. Right. After years of being the awkward ginger, now I’m actually ugly.” Gordon raised a hand to touch the scar but stopped himself. Adam’s proximity was unnerving, and reminding him of Halloween, which was the last thing he wanted to remember. He tried not to stare, but his desire only intensified when Adam grasped his hand. He brushed Gordon’s fingers against the faint scars that were present on his own face. Somehow over the past couple of months, Gordon had stopped noticing that Adam even had them.


  “How do you think these looked when I first got them?”


  Gordon said nothing. He just slid his fingers over the smooth, pale skin and the slivers of scars that marred it. He couldn’t stop himself from allowing his fingers to move further down, along the scruff that was darkening Adam’s jaw and then the column of his neck.


  Adam didn’t say anything, but his eyelids lowered and his throat worked when he swallowed. For some reason, seeing that flicker of uncertainty in Adam’s face, prompted Gordon to dig his fingers into the thick black hair at the nape of Adam’s neck and pull him forward. This time there was no question of whether Adam responded. Their lips pressed together and Gordon flicked his tongue out, craving more. He shifted on the bed, wanting to surge forward when Adam guided him closer, fingers fisted in his shirt.


  The combination of a rough, needy grip and his lower lip being sucked into Adam’s mouth had Gordon’s hands dropping to attack Adam’s belt. All of his thoughts were focused on the desire to fuck hard and to come even harder. Just the thought, the memory of Adam shoving him down to his knees in the hotel suite, caused a throaty groan to erupt from his lips.


  But his plans were interrupted by Adam’s fingers capturing his own. Their lips never parted, not even when Adam used his free hand to push Gordon back, pinning him to the bed. He released Gordon’s hand only to adjust his grip and trap it above Gordon’s head. He wanted to struggle, to rip his hands free and then tear Adam’s clothes off, but he couldn’t make his brain work coherently enough to consider figuring out how to escape iron grips and assassin holds.


  Gordon squirmed, bending his legs at the knee as the weight of Adam’s muscular body settled between his thighs. The pressure caused an arc of pleasure to shoot through his body, but the friction wasn’t enough.


  “Adam,” he grit out. “I want—”


  His words were lost when Adam kissed him again and he couldn’t focus on anything but the way Adam was exploring his mouth. Even with his dick throbbing and demanding more attention than a dry humping session could give it, Gordon found that his body wouldn’t react the way he wanted it to. All of a sudden he couldn’t keep up. He was overwhelmed and completely desperate to lose himself in the taste and feel of something he’d wanted for months and thought he would never have.


  This time, he hadn’t bullied Adam into it. This time, Adam had wanted him.


  When Adam finally broke the kiss, Gordon swallowed hard and resisted the urge to skitter away from the lips that were still brushing his own, the thumb stroking the side of his face, and Adam’s stare.


  He wanted to say something, some joke about Adam’s crazy kissing skills, but no words would come. He couldn’t even smile. He couldn’t look away.


  “I want us to get along,” Adam said as though he hadn’t just reduced Gordon to a shuddering mass. He swept his tongue over his lips. “I want us to try to get along sometimes.”


  “Nice correction.”


  “Just being realistic. I know you’re angry about what happened on Halloween, but it was a misunderstanding.”


  “It didn’t look like a misunderstanding. It looked like you were trying to tap my best friend after freight-training my ass in a different room like an hour earlier. And don’t try to play the it-wasn’t-what-it-looked-like bullshit,” Gordon said, a warning note in his voice. “I’m not retarded. You were giving her that Adam eyefuck.”


  Adam’s fingers tensed against Gordon’s leg. “You weren’t supposed to see that.”


  “Oh well, I’m so sorry I ruined your moment.” Gordon pushed Adam away, rolling out from under him, and stood up. The heat of arousal was dampened by the return of bitter jealousy.


  “I didn’t really have a choice in the matter.” Adam sat up on the bed, reaching out to grab one of Gordon’s arms. “It wasn’t my choice to try to seduce her. I never wanted to—I never wanted any goddamn mission going on that was so close to you.”


  “What the fuck does that mean? Why don’t you just speak so that I understand you from the get go and avoid—”


  “Can you shut up?”


  So much for the affectionate stuff.


  Adam stood as well and began to prowl around the room although his movements lacked their usual fluid quality. “Believe it or not, the mission I screwed up on the night you met me is indirectly connected to Chance’s Pandora monopoly. My target was connected to the woman who works as his chemist. She’s suspected of having ties to terrorist groups, and the—the agency I work for,” he said, hands twitching as though the words had tumbled out of their own accord. “I was meant to find a connection to the chemist, but I blew it. A few weeks later, they found another connection to her—Carla. She was my Plan B.”


  “Why?” Gordon couldn’t believe this shit. “You don’t even know her!”


  “I met her at Jake & Janet’s. The night you were attacked by Aiden Samu. I wanted to feel her out and see if you’d told her anything.” There was aggravation clear in the set of his shoulders. “But that isn’t why they targeted her. Sources made the claim that she was Chance’s connection to the chemist, and the Agency wanted someone to get close. The rest, you know. I went undercover, and along the way, they changed the status of the mission to a valentine.”


  Gordon’s brain was still slowly marching along from two weeks of being in hibernation, and it took a moment for him to put the information together. “What the hell is a valentine? You mentioned that before.”


  “It’s a seduction mission.” There was another brief hesitation before Adam continued. “She was planning to leave Chance, to take you with her, and they wanted me to seduce her and influence her to prevent that from happening. We would have lost our in and the chemist would have been put in a volatile situation.”


  The words brought no relief. “Carla isn’t some dumb chick. She doesn’t go all submissive for a pretty face. She doesn’t even date like that. Guys need a fucking crowbar to get her knees apart. I dunno why you think—”


  “You really don’t listen, do you?” Adam stopped pacing and stood next to the window. “This is not my fucking plan. And I blew it, anyway. On purpose. You don’t think I realized how badly I messed up on Halloween? You don’t think I regretted you seeing that? Jesus Christ, Gordon, you have no idea how much I screwed myself with my employers during the course of this mission. When they order something, I have to do it. Unless it comes to you. Then apparently I’m okay with risking my ass despite the fact that you’re consistently an ungrateful asshole.”


  A flash of guilt caused Gordon to halt his retreat to the door and return to the bed. He faltered, half-wanting to get closer to Adam, to touch those tense shoulders, but he sat back down instead.


  “Is Murphy Corps real?” It wasn’t the question he’d been meaning to ask, but that was what came out.


  “We don’t need to discuss that.”


  “Just tell me. It’s not like you’d be let off the hook at this point anyway. Might as well go all the way.”


  Adam scoffed, the weariness not fading from his expression. If anything, it became more pronounced as he gave up more of his secrets. “You’re right about that, Gordon. You have no idea. So, to answer your question, no. They’re not real. It’s a cover. When we go on missions and have no choice but to interact with people and government officials who are involved in certain conflicts, we need an identity. And the organization I work for does not have a name that you would know. It doesn’t officially exist.”


  “And Johnson’s Pharmaceuticals. . . .”


  “You’re so much smarter than you pretend to be, Gordon. You’ve got it all figured out, don’t you?” There was a hint of amusement in Adam’s voice.


  “Kind of. But I’m thinking it’s the same thing with Johnson’s. It’s not real. It’s just another cover so you guys can use the land up north in Lexington.”


  “Right.”


  They fell silent, but this time Gordon wasn’t as quick to break it. Not with Adam looking solemn, still standing in an unnatural way that made it clear he was in pain. Maybe he’d been hurt on the mission. Or maybe Callum. . . .


  “How did you find me?”


  “I forced a colleague to track you down. You could say I freaked out a bit when I found out you were gone.”


  “Why?”


  Adam thudded his head back against the wall. He closed his eyes, keeping his head tilted back, and exposed his throat. Gordon stood, moving closer, and stopped just in front of Adam.


  “I asked why, damn it.”


  Adam opened his eyes and put his hands on Gordon’s shoulders. “Because even though I was trained to clean up my trail and kill witnesses, even though you know way too much, and even though, at this point, I’m buying myself a one-way ticket to a bullet in the head when they find out how far I’ve taken this, I can’t stop myself from trying to make you fit into my fucked up life.”


  Gordon’s stomach tightened and he moved closer still. “Why me? I’m just a strung out street kid. I’ve turned tricks, lived in the gutter, I’m a goddamn drug dealer . . . Not exactly someone you should be risking your fine ass for. I doubt I’ll even make it to 35 with the way shit is going.”


  “And you think my life is better?” Adam gave a humorless laugh and squeezed, kneading the muscles in Gordon’s shoulders. “You look at me and you see someone who’s sophisticated. Rich. Better than you, even. But I’m just as much of a lowlife and murderer as Fender or Chance. Human life means very little to me if the person who has it is in my fucking way.”


  The hands on Gordon’s shoulders gripped tighter until Adam’s fingers were vices that seemed fully capable of crunching the already-fragile muscle and bone. Gordon knew they were capable of creeping higher, grasping his throat, and strangling the life out of him if that was what Adam wanted. Yet, there was no fear. Even though it was clear that Adam wanted to show him, maybe even wanted to scare him, make him understand that this was real. He was real and he was a killer.


  “I know what you are. I’ve known since you put a gun to my head,” Gordon said. “But it was a little clearer when you walked away.”


  “I’m not always that generous.”


  “You were with me. You always are with me.”


  “That’s you.”


  “And that’s all that matters. Since all of this started, that’s all that mattered. Even when I was afraid of you, I knew that I wanted this secret—you—all to myself. Nothing you say is gonna scare me off. I’m hooked on you like a sweaty, hot mess of a prostitute popping Static. Nothing will change unless you threaten my family—Carla.”


  “What if I told you that you were right about my family?” Adam jerked Gordon closer. “About my brother?”


  Gordon’s stomach went funny again, clenching and fluttering, but he lifted his chin. “I’d say there’s no goddamn way that you went all Cain and Abel just for the fun of it.”


  “You’re an idiot.”


  “Tell me I’m wrong,” Gordon challenged. When Adam didn’t reply, Gordon brushed their lips together again. He felt Adam shudder against him. “I may think you’re a lying asshole, but there’s no way you’re just a coldblooded killer. No matter what I say when I’m pissed off. I see you, Adam. I fucking see you for who you are. I have for a while.”


  The space between them vanished and their lips met again. Warm, soft, and addicting. He slipped his tongue into Adam’s mouth, delving in and tasting and wanting more, but he forced himself to pull away just when his breath got ragged.


  “Tell me the truth.”


  Adam pressed his forehead against Gordon’s. The confession spilled out of him, each word quieter than the last. “He was my twin. Outgoing where I was withdrawn. Popular and I was weird. Luke was raised a bully by my father. But then he developed the lung disease and I didn’t. He thought it was fair that I died along with him.”


  “Was it self-defense?”


  Adam’s face was still brushing against Gordon’s skin. “He tormented me, and I knew he wouldn’t stop. I ended it, and I refused to say that I felt any fucking regret. I was put in jail, and the Agency couldn’t keep their greedy hands off a young boy who refused to fake remorse after killing his own brother. They thought I was a sociopath, and would be the perfect killer for them.”


  “Well, they were wrong.”


  “Maybe.”


  “No.” Gordon pushed Adam back against the wall, gaze intense on his face. “They were.”


  Adam kissed the side of Gordon’s face, next to the scar that made him want to cringe away. But he didn’t. Light brushes covered his face until Adam caught his lips in another kiss, this one slow enough to make a zing of electric shoot through Gordon and immediately demand more.


  He canted his hips forward and pinned Adam harder against the wall. It quickly turned into a full body affair, and he rolled his hips again in an insistent grind while his hands dragged over the fabric of Adam’s shirt and slid under, worshipping the hard muscle and taper of his torso.


  “God, I want you,” Gordon muttered. “It’s sick how much I want you.”


  “I’ve fucking wanted to touch you since the first night I saw you,” Adam returned in a hush.


  That sentence in that maddeningly quiet voice was enough to drive Gordon forward. He couldn’t stop himself from wanting to rip off their clothes and re-acquaint himself with the body he’d only been able to see and touch once. He stepped back and pulled Adam with him, stumbling to the bed until he was pressed backwards on it, with Adam on top. Gordon’s heart was racing, and it only worsened when Adam straddled him and ripped his shirt off. It registered to him that Adam was sporting some signs of recent physical damage, but the look on Adam’s face tugged his attention away.


  Adam’s pupils were huge and his lips parted as he hunched forward and pressed them against Gordon’s neck. They slid down then, licking the old scar that marred his shoulder and back, and then sucking at every new bruise, lightly brushing against all of the lacerations, until need and want replaced the embarrassment Gordon felt from looking like he’d just crawled out of a bomb blast. Every kiss, lick, and light skim of palms against his abused flesh tugged sobs of breath from Gordon as his dick strained in his pants.


  The bulge was palmed, squeezed, and then Adam kissed it through the cotton, his mouth closing around the shape of Gordon’s dick.


  “Oh, yes,” Gordon uttered, eyes shutting as his hips thrust up, craving more. But the attention to his pulsing erection faded when Adam paused to strip their remaining pieces of clothing off before straddling him again. Gordon was assaulted with another kiss, charged with want that was nearly palpable as their dicks aligned and they rutted like teenagers until Gordon felt as though he might actually explode like one.


  Just when he felt the heat pooling steadily as he reached his peak, Adam flipped them over so that Gordon was straddling him instead, the cleft of his ass brushing against the damp head of Adam’s thick cock. One of Adam’s hands clamped onto Gordon’s side, his fingers curling to his back to slide up his spine and trace over the tattoo there. It sent another burst of need through Gordon, and he felt precum leak from his dick and smear against Adam’s flat stomach.


  Bringing a hand up, Gordon licked his palm before dropping it and swiping it over Adam’s dick. The gasp that Adam released prompted Gordon to do it again, he would have even if he didn’t want that thick cock deep in him, and he lathed it with his saliva before lifting himself to take position. They stared at each other when the head breached his ass, him grunting and trembling with tension, and Adam watching as if he wanted to devour Gordon. Once Adam was fully sheathed inside of Gordon’s heat, he arched his back and thrust up, and Gordon started to ride.


  He pressed one palm against the mattress as he hunched forward, rolling his hips as Adam fucked up into him, and wrapping his free hand against his own cock. They moved together, eyes locked the entire time, until Gordon was groaning in a way that likely echoed out into the wildness around them. When both of Adam’s knees bent and he began to slam Gordon down on his dick with a harsh staccato series of thrusts, all Gordon could do was swear and plea, uttering Adam’s name like a filthy prayer until his toes curled and he came all over Adam’s chest and neck.


  “Oh, God,” he hissed, body tense and trembling as his ass was fucked even harder in response. Adam pushed him backwards, shoving his knees apart, and drove in harder until he threw his head backwards and came deep inside of Gordon.


  “Fuck, you look so good like that,” he said when Adam stayed locked in place with his wet lips still parted. He watched Adam swallow hard, take a deep breath, and then release a low moan when he pulled out.


  “Speak for yourself,” Adam replied hoarsely before he stretched out next to Gordon.


  “Be serious,” Gordon scoffed. He turned on his side and looked at Adam, bringing up a hand to press against a bruise on Adam’s skin.


  “I am. I have been. I made it obvious from the start.”


  Gordon wanted to refuse the claim, but he knew it was true even if he’d been distrustful at the time. He settled for exploring the injuries on Adam’s body, ones Adam clearly didn’t want to explain, and waited for his pulse to calm.


  



  



  



  Chapter Twenty-Five


  “I need you to tell me everything that happened,” Gordon said. They stayed pressed together, bare abused flesh aligned with bare abused flesh. “Did you happen to . . . take care of Callum?”


  “Indeed. And I sent parts of him back to Fender, South Side Boys style, so that he would think they were behind the death instead of Chance. It’s done.”


  Some of Gordon’s tension faded, but his stomach churned at the details.


  “What about Carla? Is she okay? Does she know I’m alive?”


  Adam nodded, his eyes half-shut as he regarded Gordon. He had one arm extended over Gordon and was once again stroking the smooth skin that stretched over his spine. “I put some things in place before I went—before I had to go,” he said quietly. “Chance thinks I used my connections to find you as a favor to him. And I sent out a message, some lie, about how I’d used a former colleague to track the GPS in your phone and found you half-dead and dumped in the Wastelands. I haven’t spoken to them since, but I told them I’d left you in the care of a trusted friend until things were safe. It’s more or less an accurate version of events.”


  “But doesn’t that fuck up your mission?”


  “No. Not really.” The gentle touches to Gordon’s back didn’t cease. “Remember when I told you I deliberately screwed up the valentine?”


  “Yeah. . . .”


  “Well, it was partially because I protected Chance against Carla. I fell out with her, but got in with him. He knows I know about his Pandora empire, and he thinks I want in.”


  “So what about Carla? Didn’t you need her?”


  There was a pause before Adam responded, his eyes moving away for the first time. “Yes. She’s more involved in the Pandora business than you know. The chemist that everyone is going crazy over is one of her childhood friends. Someone she knew, and who disappeared into the system. They met up again right before she introduced you to Chance. A woman named Aurora.”


  The name meant nothing to Gordon. Once upon a time, he would have been angry that Carla had hidden something so serious from him for so many years, but now the information just rang in his ears and he felt dull indifference. After everything that had happened, the once common bitterness of being left out, of being the fall guy for everyone’s bad mood, seemed petty.


  “So, didn’t you kind of fuck up by pissing her off?”


  “Yes.”


  “Won’t you get in trouble?” The question was met with silence that was more telling than words. Gordon pushed himself up on his elbow. “You already got in trouble,” he guessed, jutting his chin at the colorful chaos of Adam’s own bruises. “Because of the mission or because of me?”


  “Both.” Adam smiled. “I used Agency resources to find you, and they used some creative methods to get me to confess that I’d blown the mission. But I managed to get out of it alive. I told them I could fix it with Chance and Carla, told them I had a plan, but I’m on my last red flag and the next one will result in a decisive execution and cremation.”


  Gordon shook his head, disbelieving, and trying to ignore the surge of panic at the thought. He could feel Adam’s heartbeat, still and even, a direct contrast to the racing of his own.


  “What the hell are you going to do? Did you fix it?”


  “No. Obviously not. I came here.”


  “What the fuck, Adam?” Gordon pushed Adam away and sat up, glaring down at him. “What the hell is being here with me going to do if they cremate your retarded ass in a few days?”


  Adam grabbed his arm, trying to tug him back to the mattress. “I’ll figure something out.”


  “Do you have a plan?”


  “Kind of,” Adam said, convincing no one.


  Gordon smacked Adam’s hand away. “Stop. I’m fucking serious. Do you think I’m joking? You’re freaking me the fuck out!” His voice came out higher than he’d intended, but he couldn’t calm down. Not with them twisted up naked and languid and Adam a death sentence away. “We need to be, like, doing something.”


  “Believe me, I know.” Adam sounded frustrated but mostly tired. Like he was sick of the fight. “Carla wants to switch sides and work for the South side Boys—or at least sell the connection to Aurora to them. The money would probably get you and her out of the life for good. The Agency doesn’t want that to happen. They want Aurora working with Chance and somewhere they have easy access to for eventual extraction and intel gathering.”


  Gordon swore, crumbling the sheet in his fist. He remembered Carla implying that she would switch over, and regretted not doing more to change her mind. “What if I talk to her?”


  “And tell her what?” Adam demanded, sitting up. “You can’t tell her about the Agency. Gordon, I’m not kidding. Please.”


  “I won’t! I just—” Gordon broke off. His brain was spinning scenarios and ideas, trying to conjure a way to help Adam, to keep him alive. “What if I was like, your Plan B?”


  “What do you mean?”


  Licking his lips, Gordon nodded, making the idea take shape and make sense in his whirring mind. “Carla wants to leave because of me. What if she thinks I don’t want to leave?”


  At that, Adam hesitated. “Gordon, you were so messed up on Halloween because Chance drugged you. He was being a jealous child, and wanted you to embarrass yourself.”


  “Did he—”


  “He didn’t know about Callum.”


  A huff of sickened laughter escaped Gordon. “Wow.”


  “He actually felt remorse, believe it or not. In his own way. That’s why he thinks I went after you for him. Because he felt guilty. Also, because Carla wanted to kill him when she found out.”


  The words didn’t exactly move Gordon, but the knowledge didn’t send him into the outraged frenzy that it should have, either. He mostly felt a complete lack of surprise. Because of course this had all come to a head due to Chance’s irrational rage. Of fucking course.


  “If he feels bad, then maybe he won’t fight giving me a job at Skyn.”


  The look on Adam’s face was almost enough to distract Gordon into smiling wryly. For someone so physically beautiful, Adam was an insecure, jealous motherfucker.


  “Not on film, you idiot. Just . . . something else. ‘Cause I can’t do this Pandora shit anymore. I can’t be on the streets and fucking with these psychotic toons in the Outlaws, and always a target, and people thinking I know shit when I know nothing. I knew I needed to get out of it before, and now it’s not an option to even consider. I can’t.”


  The relief on Adam’s face made Gordon want to lean in and kiss him, but he settled for wrapping a hand around his wrist.


  “But Chance hurt you.”


  “So, I can’t change that now, can I? Might as well use him for a better job, and get into a position that Carla won’t want to fuck up if she thinks I’m happy.”


  There was another silence, and once again, a flash of uncertainty crossed Adam’s face. He threaded their hands together, lower lip caught between his teeth, as he searched Gordon’s expression.


  “I won’t lie that you would save my ass if you did it, Gordon. But is that all it would be?”


  “What do you mean?” Gordon asked. He almost tugged his hand away. The scrutinizing stare being drilled into him was almost too much; it felt like Adam would be able to see inside of his head and know all of the things, the needy emotional things, that had almost burst out at the notion that Adam could die. Things that Gordon would never want to say out loud. Not yet, anyway.


  “I mean, is this just gratitude? Because I need more than that. I need you in my life in every way. Not just because of the Agency.”


  Gordon didn’t respond, not wanting to make promises, not wanting to open himself so entirely when there were still so many things that could be unsaid and hidden. But even as he decided to stay noncommittal, he found himself listing forward. Listing forward and kissing Adam again, because who the fuck was Gordon kidding?


  He needed more, too.


  



  The End
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