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   Chapter One
 
    
 
   He’s a sharp fucker, Knox Calvin thought, frowning beneath his binoculars. He’d been following the guy for three days, and every single time he thought he’d got the drop on him, the sneaky bastard spotted the tail. He pursed his lips as Mick Lannon looked up, staring right the fuck at him despite the distance. Knox held his breath. Maybe he hadn’t been seen… Nope. The thief tipped an imaginary hat before climbing into his car and driving off.
 
   “Motherfucker,” Knox muttered, sitting up. No sense hiding behind the concrete railing any more. He ran a hand over his face, then took apart his rifle. He stowed the pieces in his duffel’s specially sewn compartments and fastened the pockets. He couldn’t decide if he hated the man or admired him. Either way, this job was screwed, and that irritated him beyond belief. He rarely backed out of a contract, but snatching this joker wasn’t worth the aggravation, and he didn’t need the money right now. Hell, he didn’t need money at all anymore. He could retire whenever he wanted, and maybe now was the right time. Knox nodded. He’d call his broker and tell him he was out. Let someone else grab Lannon and extract the information they wanted. He was done. He didn’t like torture jobs, anyway. He assassinated targets. He didn’t play with them.
 
   Knox sighed as he zipped up his bag. He liked killing. He liked it more than he should and he always had, so he tried to follow a code of sorts: only take out those who’d done something terrible. Something unforgivable. Lannon didn’t quite fit the code, but his contact had begged him to take the job, and Knox owed the man one. And since it wasn’t a kill job, no harm no foul, right?
 
   Wrong. I made a dumb move thinking I could catch this guy. And Knox wasn’t going to do it anymore. Lannon wasn’t a saint, far from it, but he didn’t seem the type to murder an innocent. An enemy? Sure. Rumor had it that Lannon hadn’t had a problem carving up a few bodies during the years he’d been stealing shit from rich assholes. Knox didn’t give a damn. Most of the man’s targets were drug dealers and terrorists. Bad guys. Whatever. He was done. No more following the guy around and watching him make fools of idiots. Knox ignored the weird roll in his gut and headed down into the building. He didn’t like anything about this fucking job. He sure as hell didn’t like Mick Lannon with his pretty blue eyes. Slippery damned thief.
 
   John can go fuck himself, Knox decided. And he’d be damned if he would let a minor debt rule his decision making process anymore. He’d straight up pay John back in cash if he had to. He needed to get the hell out of this shithole little town and take on a real contract. Something clean and quick and satisfying. Something to improve his mood before he retired to that island he’d been eyeing up for the past few years.
 
   ****
 
   Three hours later…
 
   Knox banged on the metal door. It’d started to drizzle just as he’d pulled off the interstate, and he was damp, tired, and pissed off. “Open the fucking door, Julio!” He banged again, then wiped the wet off his face. The sun had set an hour ago, and he wanted to go the fuck home and crash. He raised his fist again, but abruptly the door swung in. “Julio, you bastard.” Knox scowled.
 
   Julio glared at him. “You’re late.”
 
   “I’m not late. I don’t have a fucking appointment.” Knox pushed past the heavily-muscled door guard. Julio might scare the newbies, but Knox had been doing this shit for a living since before the guy had figured out how to piss standing up. Nothing much scared him anymore. “Where’s John?”
 
   “He’s waiting to hear the details. Green room.” Julio shut the door and bolted it.
 
   Too fucking bad John isn’t going to like the details. Knox grunted and made his way down the dim hallway. The old apartment building didn’t look much better than it had when John had first acquired it a decade ago: cement walls, metal doors, and the faint stench of old piss greeted him. One of the lights near the stairwell was burned out. John was a cheap asshole, and it showed. “Least he could’ve done was slap some paint on the walls,” he muttered, heading for the second floor. “What a shitty landlord.” Knox took the stairs. The elevator hadn’t worked in years.
 
   “John. Open up.” Knox rapped his knuckles on the only clean piece of metal in the place. John had painted his door blood red, as some sort of statement. Knox despised obvious egotistical bullshit like that and he wasn’t too fond of the color red, either, so the whole thing just pissed him off even more. He rapped again. “For fuck’s sake,” he muttered, going from irritated to angry. Just as he closed his fist over the knob to force it, the door opened. Knox glared into John’s pockmarked face. “About time.”
 
   John pursed his lips. “Is it done?” He didn’t move his skinny ass away from the door, forcing Knox to linger in the hall. “You’ve got him? Where?” He looked around as if Knox was going to bring the mark here.
 
   Stupid fuck. “He’s not here. I’m breaking the contract.” Knox put a hand on the doorjamb, looming over the smaller man. John hated it when he did that. Knox had always been bigger and meaner, and he wasn’t afraid to twist John’s fear to his advantage.
 
   “What? No. No, no, fucking hell no.” John glared, brown eyes going flat with anger. “That’s unacceptable. Since when do you cop out of a job?”
 
   Knox lifted an eyebrow. Since when did John get all up in his face? He slid his hand down the doorframe, watching John’s gaze involuntarily snap to the side and fixate on the heavy biceps muscle hovering just over his forehead. Knox flexed his arm, making the snake tattoo wrapped around his elbow seem to hiss. “I don’t have to do a goddamn thing I don’t want to do, John,” he said casually.
 
   John clenched his fists, eyes going dull. “You owe me.”
 
   Knox grabbed John by the shirt and lifted him up and into the room. He kicked the door shut behind him and shoved the slimy little asshole up against the metal. “I’ll buy you a fucking kilo or two and that will settle things. I know how much you like to fly.”
 
   John kicked at him. “Bastard.”
 
   Knox growled and banged him against the door, not in the mood for an idiotic pissing contest. “You’ll take what I offer and you’ll be fucking grateful.”
 
   “I don’t do that shit. Not anymore.” John’s face turned red. “I’m clean.”
 
   “Clean? Yeah, right.” Knox eased him down, letting the shithead breathe again. “The Lannon job was bullshit and you know it.”
 
   John slumped against the door. “I need the info he’s got in his head. You’re the only one I can trust to tell me the truth.”
 
   Knox frowned. “What the fuck are you talking about?” The weasel looked like he was about to stroke out and Knox hadn’t squeezed him that hard.
 
   John looked away.
 
   Knox shook him again, frustrated. “Spill. Or I might as well pop your head off right now and walk away.” He bit the words out. “Might kill you anyway, just for wasting my fucking time.”
 
   John swallowed. “Mick Lannon stole Tony DiLorenzo’s entire haul last Thursday night.”
 
   “So?” Knox watched John’s skin go pasty. Interesting. “That ain’t my problem. Or yours.”
 
   “Wrong. It is my problem because I’m working for Tony now.”
 
   Knox blinked. “Wait, what? You’re working for Tony? Jesus. I knew you were dumb, but I didn’t think you were that stupid.” He let go and stepped back, barely resisting the urge to knock John’s idiot skull into the wall and cave it in. “Are you a fucking moron?” He shook his head. “Never mind. Of course you are.” He turned and kicked over the table next to the door. “You are a clueless piece of shit, John.”
 
   “I had no choice!” John edged away.
 
   “You had a good thing going here.” Knox glanced around the room, taking in the new table set up in the kitchen. Short squares of plastic were lined up like stacks of kids’ blocks, but he knew the shit inside was a hell of a lot more potent than painted wood. “You had at least a dozen of us cutting you ten percent to broker our jobs, and you went all drug dealer on us.” Knox shook his head. “You disgust me.”
 
   John pushed off from the door. “Oh, please. Like you’re any better? You kill people for a living, Knox! So what if I sell a few kilos of ice now and then? People die just the same in the end.”
 
   Knox kicked over the end table near John’s ratty old sofa, enjoying the crunch of the lamp hitting the floor. “Yeah, but your way, they die messy. You fucktard.” He grabbed John’s precious laptop and threw it across the room. The screen shattered.
 
   “Jesus Christ, Knox.” John rushed over to the computer, now lying in pieces on the floor. “What the fuck? You know I keep my business on that computer!”
 
   Knox clenched his fists, reining himself in. “The contract for Lannon is no longer my problem.” He took a step back, fingers carefully away from the piece he kept holstered under his arm for emergencies. He might want to kill the little bastard right now, but he’d regret it tomorrow. He’d known John for fifteen years and he owed him the courtesy of ending their association professionally, even if he was a motherfucking piece of shit. “And neither are you. We’re done.” He opened the door and walked out, ignoring John’s increasingly hysterical obscenities.
 
   “Stupid fucker got himself into a mess and he can get himself back out again without my help,” Knox muttered under his breath as he took the stairs down, two at a time. He had more than enough money stashed away. Maybe instead of retiring, he’d take a vacation instead, because clearly he still had a lot of pent-up energy that needed to get out. If he stopped taking contracts altogether, fuck only knew what he’d end up doing when he got mad the next time.
 
   Maybe I’ll go on a cruise, like normal people do. He snorted as he headed for the exit, imagining himself on a boat in the Keys, drinking martinis like some fat old rich guy. He shook his head, banishing the image as he walked towards the door. John’s lackey, Julio, had prudently taken himself off somewhere, out of the line of fire. Knox had always admired Julio’s sense of self-preservation. He shifted his duffel higher on his shoulder and pushed out into the rain.
 
   “Knox Calvin, how nice to finally meet you face to face,” a man said.
 
   Knox whirled, hands already reaching out, but a prick at his neck took him down before he could do a damned thing. He flailed. Someone warm and strong grabbed his wrists. “Shit,” he croaked, eyes going blurry as his feet lost their grip on the wet pavement. The hands on his forearms squeezed painfully, lowering him down.
 
   Mick Lannon’s face blurred as he leaned down over him. “Hello, Mr. Stalker.” He grinned, teeth white against the dark behind him.
 
   Shit. I’m fucked, Knox thought, watching Lannon’s cold blue eyes stare into his goddamn soul until the rain and gloom washed him into oblivion.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Two
 
    
 
   Knox woke up slow and groggy, and that was the first clue he had that his situation was seriously fucked to shit. The second was when he tried to move his hands and found out that both wrists had been shackled to the wall. He was on some sort of thin bed, barracks style. No pillow. No blanket. He swallowed against the nausea swimming in his throat and forced his eyes open. Focusing didn’t work so well.
 
   “Ah. You’re awake.”
 
   Knox squinted, willing the blur to subside. When it did, he pressed his lips together to keep himself from cursing. Motherfucking Mick Lannon. Shit.
 
   The thief sauntered over to the bed. He looked … clean. Very, very clean with his neatly combed hair and his stupid pressed slacks and white shirt. Lannon looked like a goddamn movie star compared to how Knox felt, which was filthy to the core. His mouth tasted like death warmed over.
 
   “Wha- fuck you give me?” he mumbled, frustrated with his body’s inability to function. He jerked his arms, testing the cuffs on his wrists. Chain rattled, but he didn’t get anywhere. The bastard had him trussed up tight, like a Thanksgiving turkey.
 
   “Nothing that will kill you. Nothing that won’t wear off completely in a few more minutes,” Mick said, leaning over him. His blue eyes flicked from Knox’s face, to his throat, to his knees. He didn’t look happy.
 
   What the fuck is he staring at? Knox curled his fingers into fists. He wished he had enough slack in the chains to grab Mick around the neck. That would end this fucked up situation real quick. He wiggled his toes in his boots. They tingled unpleasantly. Maybe he could use his legs despite the drug if he concentrated… Come on. Lean closer, pretty boy.
 
   “So.” Mick stood up abruptly.
 
   Knox didn’t bother to speak. He’d seen a killer swimming in Mick’s gaze. Talking wouldn’t do a damn thing against that kind of messed up shit in a man’s head.
 
   “A little birdie told me that you had your heart set on putting a slug inside my skull, and at a very high velocity, too.” Mick dragged a metal chair next to the bed and sat down. “How extremely unsporting of you.” He tapped his fingers on the chair’s arms thoughtfully. “You’re supposed to give your prey a chance to run.”
 
   Knox rolled his eyes. Mick knew the score, and he was talking bullshit.
 
   “Nothing to say? Well. That’s refreshing. Most of the people I encounter babble their damn fool heads off the moment they see my teeth.” Mick smiled.
 
   You’re not that scary, Knox thought. He wished he could scratch the itch under his left shoulder blade, but oh well.
 
   Unexpectedly, Mick leaned in and pressed the flat side of a blade to Knox’s neck. “I don’t usually kill them, you know.”
 
   Knox snorted before he could stop himself. Whatever. Like I care. He was more interested in the way the thief let himself get close enough for Knox to take him down. All I have to do is twist a little and my thighs will be around your broken neck. Knox didn’t move. He wanted to see what Mick would do next. And, too, his legs still weren’t working right yet.
 
   The thief scowled. “You don’t believe me.” He turned the tip of the knife into Knox’s skin. “That could be a problem.”
 
   Knox ignored the interesting sting of the metal. He ignored the itch of blood trickling down into the crook of his shoulder. Mick hadn’t hurt him yet, not really. He licked his lips, trying to ignore the heat the man gave off, and failing. And what the fuck is that smell? Coffee? No… Chocolate. Fuck. He’s been eating chocolate. What the hell? The weirdness of a knife poking at his neck alongside the sweet scent of a Valentine’s Day display was what finally set his nerves on edge.
 
   “So what idiot contracted you to kill me, Knox? Hmm?” Mick slid the knife down, gently pricking until it met Knox’s clavicle. “I’d say that I don’t really want to mark up this delicious smooth skin if you tell me what I want to know, but that would be a lie.” Mick smiled, showing a row of even white teeth. “I want the info. I also want to mark you up, for completely different reasons.” He sank the knife down, pushing until the slender tip hit bone.
 
   Knox shuddered, suddenly and inexplicably turned on. The pain from the wound was … yeah. Not that bad. More arresting than awful. His erect cock pressed against his jeans annoyingly. He growled. “Fuck off. Wasn’t a kill contract.” When the words slipped out, he could’ve punched himself in the head. What happened to keeping your fucking trap shut?
 
   Mick leaned back, taking his blade with him. “Not a kill? Well. That’s weird.”
 
   Knox scowled and yanked on his chains. The shackles bit into his skin. He concentrated on twisting his hands, using the cold steel at his wrists to convince his throbbing prick that it didn’t have any interest in this situation. He’d never been particularly sexual, so this inexplicable arousal just pissed him off more. He didn’t get off on bondage. He didn’t get off on much of anything, actually. Plus, his legs had begun to tingle more, so the last of the shit Mick had given him had to be wearing off. He rattled the chains again as he flexed his toes—distraction for what he hoped to do with his unbound legs.
 
   “Oh no, you don’t.” Mick set the flat of the blade on Knox’s cheek. “Stop twisting your arms. I need to think about your astonishing statement without you getting ahead of yourself.”
 
   “Fuck you, Lannon.” Knox figured he could probably knock the bastard to the floor, if only the thief moved in a bit closer. His legs were fully awake now. He snarled, pressing his face up against the knife. “Cut me. Go ahead. I don’t give a shit.”
 
   “But I do.” Mick smiled as he dragged the knife down Knox’s cheek. He didn’t press hard enough to wound. “I don’t want you ruining my canvas, Knox.”
 
   “I’m not a goddamn piece of paper.” Knox jerked the chains again. Maybe he could just yank them out of the wall.
 
   Lannon laughed. “Feisty. I like it. You know the chains are bolted to the stud in the wall, right? I’m not a sloppy criminal. I like to do things in order. I’ve got a process.”
 
   What is this, how to be a thief one-oh-one? Knox thought sardonically. He shook the chains again, just to see what Mick would do.
 
   “You’re not going to give up easy, are you, Knox?” Not waiting for a reply, Mick sheathed his knife and leaned in again, this time putting both hands around Knox’s throat. He dug his thumbs into the hollow beneath Knox’s chin. “Who hired you?”
 
   Knox bared his teeth.
 
   Lannon calmly squeezed until Knox couldn’t breathe. The cold expression on his face didn’t change. “Who hired you?”
 
   Fuck. I should just give John up to this bastard. He deserves it, anyway, for being such a stupid shit. And it’s not like he’d keep his mouth shut in the same situation. Knox yanked on the chains harder, vision sparkling as the lack of air fuzzed his brain. His wrists burned. Horribly, his erection didn’t fade one bit. In fact, it swelled even more. Knox was more turned on than he’d ever been in his life.
 
   Mick let go.
 
   Knox sucked in air, cock throbbing against the harsh metal of his zipper. Fucking sick motherfucker.
 
   “Who hired you?”
 
   Knox swallowed and made his decision. “Heard you lifted Tony DiLorenzo’s entire stash last week.”
 
   Mick’s eyebrows raised. “Huh. The news is out.”
 
   Knox shifted his legs, happy that his body seemed to be working again. He’d be able to take this bastard down next time he moved close.
 
   “I should’ve seen that coming, I suppose.” Mick pursed his lips. “Still, DiLorenzo wouldn’t have hired you directly.” He unsheathed the knife strapped to his forearm again, fooling with his shirtsleeve until it lay smooth. “Someone directed him to you.” He twirled the blade through his fingers.
 
   Knox ground his teeth together. “Doesn’t matter.”
 
   “Hmm. No, I guess it doesn’t. There will be more cockroaches coming out of the fucking woodwork soon enough.” Mick set his knife tip against the back of Knox’s hand.
 
   Knox froze. The blade was cold. Very, very cold. It seemed sharper against that skin than it had on his neck.
 
   “Seems a shame to let you go to waste, though, now that I’ve got you all tied up.” Mick paused, full lips smirking. “So to speak.”
 
   I don’t know what the fuck he’s getting at. Knox bit back a growl. The urge to push his hand up and nick himself rolled through him. He swallowed again, ignoring the sting in his throat as his fingers twitched.
 
   Mick suddenly climbed on the bed, straddling Knox.
 
   “Oh, Jesus Christ.” The words fell out of Knox’s mouth before he could stop them. Mick’s weight pressed right onto his dick, hard and painful and fucking perfect.
 
   Mick licked his lips. “Well, well. Clearly you didn’t see that coming.” He shimmied down a bit more, slotting Knox’s erection right between his legs. The fucker looked like he was getting off on this shit.
 
   “Fuck you.” Knox refused to let his hips buck up into the bastard’s heat. He was not gay. He wasn’t anything at all. He wanted to twist Lannon around and crack his spine into pieces, but he didn’t have the leverage. Not anymore. Not with the bastard on top of me, but the moment he moves…
 
   “That can definitely be arranged.”
 
   Knox shuddered.
 
   Mick ground down, sliding his knife up Knox’s arm like a deadly snake. “I like blood.” He pressed in with the tip, just enough to sting. Blood trickled down Knox’s arm, circling the tattoo inked into the crook of his elbow.
 
   “What the hell are you doing?” Knox couldn’t seem to stop running off at the mouth. “What did you dose me with?” There had to be some reason his body was so hot to trot right now, after years of indifference to pretty much anything or anyone. Drugs were a likely culprit.
 
   “BDSM baby.” Mick laughed. “I chained you up. That’s it.” He leaned down and kissed the blood on Knox’s skin. “And you like it. Who knew? I certainly didn’t. They call you Fort Knox, you know. ‘He’s stone cold,’ they said, when I got the file on you.” He kissed the edge of Knox’s biceps. “Such lies.” His lips tickled against Knox’s skin. “You’re not cold at all, are you?”
 
   “Whatever you pumped into my veins is doing this.” Knox bit back a groan. The scent of chocolate swept over him. “Fucking get off me.”
 
   Mick licked up his arm, ignoring his pleas. “You are an unexpected treasure, Knox Calvin.”
 
   Knox pressed his lips together so tightly the skin went numb. “You’re a fucking cocksucker.”
 
   Mick sat back up again, pushing Knox’s erection flat. It hurt like hell. “Sometimes, yeah.” He licked his lips. “And obviously,” he punctuated his words with a roll of his hips. “So are you.”
 
   Knox growled, beyond pissed and heading straight into rage. “Motherfucker.”
 
   “Mmm. Look at you.” Mick’s eyes traveled along Knox’s torso. “You had no idea you could feel this way, did you?” The thief grinned. “Oh, I’m going to enjoy this.”
 
   “Fuck you.” Knox felt like there wasn’t enough air going into his lungs. Fucking drugs.
 
   “You’re repeating yourself.” Mick slid his knife into the opening of Knox’s t-shirt, and with a swift, sure jerk, split the fabric right down the middle. “Well, would you look at that?” He put his palm dead center on Knox’s chest. The heat from his hand burned. “You have a picture of a cage inked into your skin, Mr. Calvin.”
 
   That’s it. He’s fucking close enough. Knox twisted, lifting up and using his legs to trap Mick. Using his chains as leverage, he tenses his shoulders and flipped them both over, pinning the bastard underneath his body. The mattress squeaked like an old whore, but he ignored it, trusting the steel bedframe to keep them off the floor. He shoved an arm over Mick throat, metal rattling.
 
   “Where’s the key?” Knox shifted the chains, digging the shackle’s cuff into Mick’s shoulder. I should just kill him and get it over with, he thought, but he didn’t press harder. Something about this guy made him want to let the situation play out. What would the thief do next? And it’s not like I have anything else to do right now.
 
   Mick narrowed his eyes. “I have a knife at your jugular, Knox.” He leaned the tip into Knox’s skin.
 
   “I don’t fucking care.” Knox pressed harder. The sting at his neck felt like hardly anything.
 
   Mick’s gaze went flat. “I really don’t want to kill you.”
 
   “The feeling’s mutual. This is business.” Knox frowned. “Give me the key.”
 
   The blade at his throat sank in unexpectedly. This time the pain wasn’t small. Wasn’t good. Warmth blossomed over his shoulder, wet and strange. Knox blinked, trying to think, and then Mick flipped them back over. He threw his blade to the side and slapped a hand over Knox’s throat. “You stupid fuck.”
 
   Vaguely, Knox realized that his hard-on had finally subsided.
 
   “Aileen! Get in here. Bring the first aid kit,” Mick yelled, fingers slipping. He turned back to Knox. “I think I hate you.”
 
   Knox smiled, finally calm again. If this was how he had to die, it wasn’t a bad way to go.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Three
 
    
 
   “Oh my God, what happened?” 
 
   Mick glared up at his sister. She stood in the doorway, staring at the spot over the bed where his blade stuck half into the drywall. “Nothing. Did you get the kit?” He cursed when her eyes drifted down. “Aileen!” he barked.
 
   Her face paled when she saw the blood, but she was holding the supplies he needed.
 
   Fuck. I don’t have time for this. Mick held on to the edges of Knox’s wound. If he didn’t get the bleeding stopped, bad things would happen. He hadn’t done too much damage, but if he didn’t get the wound sealed off, Knox wouldn’t wake up for a long time, if ever. Even slow wounds could kill. “Bring the stuff over. Quick!”
 
   She hurried to the bed, fingers tightening around the medical bag. “Oh my God, Mick. What did you do?”
 
   “Give me the suture kit. Shit!” Mick’s fingers slipped again. “I need you to focus, Aileen.”
 
   “Here.” She thrust it at him, already open.
 
   Mick grabbed a clamp and got it where he needed it, then slowly began piecing the stupid idiot assassin back together. When he finally got the worst of the wound closed off, he hooked up an IV and hung the bag on the bolt with the chains. “I don’t think he lost all that much blood,” he murmured, frowning. “He must still have some tranquilizer in his system. The wound dropped his blood pressure too quickly so he passed out.”
 
   “Why did you cut him?” His sister hugged herself.
 
   Mick sighed. “He tried to kill me.”
 
   She pressed her lips together. “He’s an assassin, you told me. He has a contract on your head. Isn’t killing you what he’s supposed to do?” Her eyes flicked over the carnage on the bed. “So, why are you sitting on top of him?”
 
   Mick closed his eyes. How to explain to his sister what he was doing without scarring her for life? I enjoy tying up and blooding my sexual partners, wasn’t an answer he was prepared to offer to her. Normally, he didn’t feel guilt for his pleasures. Didn’t care what other people thought of him, but his sister… She’s the exception. And my weakness, dammit. “I needed information. He wasn’t cooperating.”
 
   “So you used a knife to ask questions? Seems inefficient.” Her voice trembled despite her obvious effort to appear calm. “Wouldn’t he just make up random stuff to get you to stop?”
 
   Mick focused on her. For a fifteen year old, she was remarkably sensible. “You’ve got a point.” And she was right, but he’d be damned if he was going to explain that it wasn’t about the information anymore. He just wanted to play with Knox. The assassin intrigued him. He sighed. “I’m sorry you had to see this.” He frowned at the wall. A streak of red blazed down the white expanse like war paint. “It’s not as bad as it looks.” Aileen wasn’t fixated on the blood anymore, but from the way her eyes darted around the room, he knew she certainly wasn’t comfortable with the situation. “I’ll clean it up later,” he promised.
 
   She glanced at him, and then looked away at the window. A light summer breeze fluttered the sheer curtains he’d hung up a year ago, when his life still made some sort of fucking sense. He’d splurged, decorating the house a little bit: a new leather sofa in the living room, new dishes for the kitchen, and matching curtains in the bedrooms, but nothing quite worked out as expected. Instead of his sister visiting once in a while, she’d had to move in. Instead of her staying far enough away that his unconventional life didn’t affect her, she was now in the middle of it. He didn’t have enough knives to carve this situation into manageable pieces, and they were both paying the price. Neither of them knew quite how to fix it, either. Blood spilled so easy.
 
   Which should be blatantly obvious, given the literal smears of it on the wall, he thought, looking at the streaks where his fingers had rubbed against the paint in his hurry to patch Knox up.
 
   “It’s fine. It’s not like I have anywhere else to go.” Aileen smoothed her hands down her shirt.
 
   “Dammit, Aileen.” Mick made himself climb off Knox, but he didn’t move away from the bed. He sat on the thin mattress, putting a finger over the man’s wrist so he could feel his pulse. It was steady. Mick sighed again, suddenly exhausted. Knox was a ticking bomb, and Mick had every intention of picking apart the mechanics before the explosion took him down, not because he cared about dying, but because he couldn’t help fooling around with complicated situations. He wanted to crack the guy open and put his fingers all over Knox’s guts. He wanted to fuck him until neither of them could move. Hell, he wanted to carve his name in Knox’s flesh, right over that damned cage tattoo, but then there was his sister standing not three feet away, looking at him with those young eyes of hers.
 
   I’m so fucked. He rubbed a thumb over Knox’s warm skin. “I never should have brought you here, Aileen.” Inadequate words, perhaps, but all he had to offer.
 
   His sister frowned. “Where else would I go? Aunt Judy is dead, and we can’t change that. Right next to you is the safest place for me, at least for now.”
 
   “I’m the reason she’s dead.” Mick wanted to rub his eyes, but his hands were covered in blood. He was just so damned tired. “You know that. I’m not safe.”
 
   She bit her lip. “We don’t have a choice, Mick.”
 
   He looked away, not wanting to see the worry on her face or in her gaze. She had the same color eyes as he did. The same eyes their mother had had, blue as the sky on a clear day. Shit, I’m getting maudlin. There was a reason he avoided mirrors. “Go downstairs, Aileen. I’ll clean this up.”
 
   Aileen nodded. “Don’t kill him.”
 
   As if. Then I wouldn’t be able to see what makes him tick. Mick laughed. “He’s more likely to kill me. He could’ve snapped my neck twice already, but he didn’t.”
 
   “Even with the shackles?” She headed for the hall.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   She frowned. “Maybe don’t play with this one, Mick. He’s not safe.”
 
   Surprised, Mick watched his sister walk out of the bare room. What does she know about my playthings? Shit. She left the door slightly ajar, as if not closing it all the way would prevent him from doing what was necessary. “Maybe I should’ve let him strangle me,” he murmured, frustrated with his sister. And frustrated with yourself, you stupid fuck. At least be an honest thief.
 
   Knox groaned.
 
   Mick’s fingers tightened as the sound went straight to his dick. He held the assassin’s arm in place. “Don’t move or you’ll rip out your IV.”
 
   Knox opened his eyes slowly. Mick watched awareness flow back into the killer’s face. “Fuck.”
 
   Mick agreed with the sentiment, though he wouldn’t say so aloud. “You went down like a fucking rock over a cliff. One little cut and boom.” He snapped his fingers, watching Knox’s expression. Maybe picking at the man’s ego would net some interesting information.
 
   The assassin glared at him, dark brown eyes gone black with anger. “No thanks to you.”
 
   “Actually, you’re still here thanks to me.” He jerked his head towards the first aid kit he’d put on the chair. “I stitched you back up.”
 
   “You cut me open in the first place, you bastard.” Knox grimaced, flexing his fingers.
 
   Mick’s lips twisted, unexpectedly amused. “Well, once again, you’re completely right. I cut you, and I’m literally a bastard. No marriage for my mom and the sperm donor, so you’re two for two.” The ball of arousal sitting tight and small in his gut unfurled as he watched surprise bleed into Knox’s expression. He grinned. “And my father was indeed a bastard, in the evil sense of the word, from what she told me. It must run in the family.”
 
   “Jesus. Doesn’t anything get you riled up?”
 
   A snort pushed its way past Mick’s forced calm. “Sure there is. For example, I tend to get really upset when people try to kill me. Stalkers aren’t much better.” He let go of Knox’s wrist. “Which is why you’re covered in blood and sutures.” He stood up and worked the kinks out of his neck. He didn’t think it would be particularly helpful to tell Knox that the streaks of red slowly turning brown along his collarbone made Mick want to fuck him. Slow and hard. His little sexual kinks were no one’s business but his own.
 
   Knox lifted his shoulder, as if testing the limits of his wound. He winced. “I hate stitches.”
 
   “You’re lucky I only nicked you. It shouldn’t give you any problems if you don’t mess with it.” Mick put a hand on Knox’s shoulder when the man tried to sit up. “No. Let the IV get your blood pressure back to normal first. It’ll help flush the rest of the tranquilizer out of your system, too.”
 
   “You sound like a fucking doctor. Jesus Christ, you’re a sick fuck,” Knox muttered, but he didn’t resist Mick’s hand.
 
   True words. Mick’s gaze went to Knox’s mouth when the assassin licked his lips.
 
   “Why the hell did you bother sewing me back together? You could’ve let me bleed out. End your problem.”
 
   Because I’m an idiot. Because you’re quickly becoming an entirely different problem than the one I thought I had. Mick shook his head. “Why do you have a tattoo of a cage on your chest?” He rubbed a fingernail down his palm, scraping at the drying blood. “A very old tattoo, at that. It almost looks like you had it done when you were a kid.” He tilted his head. “That’s illegal.”
 
   Knox’s eyes darkened even more. “None of your business.”
 
   Mick’s eyebrows rose. “Hmm.” He ran a finger gently down the inked drawing, enjoying the heat of Knox’s skin.
 
   “You’re getting off on this shit. Fucking hell.” Knox knocked Mick’s hand away, rattling his chains. “Get the fuck away from me, you pervert. Are you into rape, too?”
 
   “Rape, ha. Give me a break.” Mick smiled, leaning in. “You’re getting off on it too.” He abruptly put his hand on Knox’s erection.
 
   Knox froze, nostrils flaring. “I’d be careful what you do with that.”
 
   Mick gathered Knox’s chains in his free hand and used them to pull the man’s arms over his head. The cock beneath his palm swelled. He swallowed, wondering if Knox would lose his shit completely if Mick sucked him off. “Do you always lie to yourself?” His fingers massaged over Knox’s zipper.
 
   Knox hissed, hips shifting.
 
   “Where did the tattoo come from, Knox?” Mick dug a fingernail into his captive’s jeans. He knew it must hurt, but Knox’s erection didn’t flag. Frankly, the man’s stamina amazed Mick. He’d been drugged, cut open and sewn back up, and still he had enough left in him to sport a hell of an impressive hard-on. Mick’s mouth watered. He rarely let himself get excited about sex, but this man pushed all of his buttons.
 
   “What’s it to you?” Knox almost growled the question.
 
   Mick shrugged. “I’m a curious thief.”
 
   Knox pressed his lips together defiantly.
 
   Mick waited, hand on the assassin’s dick. He had the time, and he enjoyed watching Knox squirm.
 
   “Got it when I was young and dumb. That’s it,” Knox finally said, then looked away.
 
   Mick smiled slowly. “Did you feel trapped, Knox? Caged in? What kind of bastard was your father?”
 
   Knox kept his head turned and his mouth shut.
 
   Mick knew he’d gone too far when the cock beneath his hand wilted. “Interesting. Cut you open and you don’t even hold a grudge. Ask you about your past and you check out.”
 
   That got a rise. Knox scowled at him. “Only whackjobs get off on talk about their parents. I’m a mean sonofabitch, but I’m not that fucked in the head.”
 
   Truth, at last. Mick sat up, letting the chains slide back down through the bolt. “Try to get some rest. You’ll heal faster.” He stood up and retrieved his knife from the wall. Knox didn’t move, even when Mick’s arm brushed his shoulder. He grabbed the used wrappers from the first aid kit, and headed for the door.
 
   “How long you gonna keep me locked up in here?”
 
   Mick paused at the unexpected question. “I don’t know.” He knew that answer wouldn’t please the killer, but it was the only one he had.
 
   ****
 
   Knox stared at the back of Mick’s head until he the door clicked shut. His wound hurt like fucking hell, but it was manageable. What really upset him was the IV. He didn’t like to think he was so weak that a little scratch on the neck could put him out. He knew Mick had nicked him good, but he’d been cut worse before. Mick was a pro. He’d known exactly how far to push in the damned knife. He touched his neck, careful not to dislodge the gauze and tape over the stitches.
 
   Must be getting old, he told himself, then turned his attention to the IV. He hated these things. He carefully peeled the tape away from the skin inside his elbow. He grimaced when he pulled out the catheter, then knotted the tubing so the bag wouldn’t drain out all over the place. Last thing he needed was a wet bed he couldn’t get away from. He sat up, careful not to rattle the chains, and pressed a finger to the tiny hole in his arm. He’d already lost enough blood. It’d be a damn shame to drip more all over the sheets. Motherfucker already has enough of my blood. After a moment, he let up the pressure. The spot wasn’t even sore. The fucking thief had slipped the needle into his arm better than a professional.
 
   “So.” He sighed, rubbing his arms. The shackles irritated him, scraping at his wrists. “What the actual fuck?” His mind skittered over the past few hours. He could’ve shoved his fingers into Mick’s neck and ripped out his throat, even chained up like this. He could’ve grabbed the bastard’s blade from the wall and stabbed him with his own steel. He could’ve done any number of things to get out of this shit, especially with Mick thinking he was too weak to move, but he hadn’t. He swallowed, remembering the pain of Mick’s finger pushing into his erection. “Fuck me sideways. What the hell am I doing?”
 
   The door opened.
 
   Knox looked up, not expecting Mick back so soon. Instead of the damned thief, a girl with the most ethereal blonde hair he’d ever seen walked into the room, carrying a tray filled with food. What the hell?
 
   “Oh.” She stopped, fingers whitening where she gripped the metal tray too hard. “You’re awake.”
 
   Well, well. Who is this? Knox cleared his throat, ignoring the sting in his neck as he shifted his shoulders into a more comfortable position. “I won’t bite.”
 
   She rolled her bottom lip under her teeth nervously, then walked over to the bed. “Lunch.” She set the tray on the mattress, then frowned. “I need to clean this blood up. It’s everywhere.”
 
   “No.” Knox didn’t want her touching the mess.
 
   She stopped her movement towards the sheets. “What?”
 
   Knox gently pushed her away from the bed. “Never get this close to a prisoner.” He rattled the chains. “I got a lot of slack here. Could grab you before you know what’s what.”
 
   She hugged herself. Her blue eyes hid shadows. “My brother said you wouldn’t hurt me.”
 
   Brother? Shit. Knox sighed. He knew he’d seen eyes like that before. What the fuck was Mick doing? “I won’t hurt you. Doesn’t mean you should take risks. Stay away from the bed.”
 
   “But Mick said you need to eat. He said it would help with the tranquilizer he gave you.” She gestured to the tray. “I’ll—” She broke off, and looked at the door. “He doesn’t know I brought the food up.”
 
   Mick doesn’t care about me feeling drugged, so what’s his angle? And what the hell is he doing with a sister and a prisoner in the same house? Knox shook his head, suddenly grateful that his entire family was dead, especially his bastard of an old man. He’d go crazy if he had a younger sibling to worry about, especially one as soft and vulnerable as this girl seemed to be. Mick was a fucking idiot. Why the fucking hell did he steal Tony DiLorenzo’s shit? “Tell your brother I need to use the toilet.” That should scare her away. I don’t need to be getting to know her.
 
   She flushed, and backed toward the door. “Okay.”
 
   Knox waited until she was gone before grabbing the sandwich and ripping into it with his teeth. At least the fucker isn’t going to starve me. He’d managed to eat most of it before Mick stepped back into the room. Truth was, Knox’d been expecting him to let him stew for the rest of the day. Maybe even overnight.
 
   “You made quite an impression on my sister.” Mick walked over to the bed. He frowned at the dangling IV, but didn’t say anything.
 
   “She shouldn’t be here,” Knox said, before he could stop himself. 
 
   Mick tensed. “That’s not your business.”
 
   Knox chewed and swallowed the last bite. “What the fuck are you doing?” He wasn’t a nice guy. He knew that and didn’t much care who else knew, but Mick’s sister’s appearance stuck in his craw. She shouldn’t be here. “You know I could’ve killed her.” He set aside the tray and leaned back against the headboard. “What the fuck is she doing here?”
 
   Mick picked up the tray. “You don’t touch her.” His voice sounded harsh, like a knife ripping through fabric.
 
   “I didn’t.” Knox folded his arms, interested to see that Mick’s good mood from earlier had evaporated. “I could kill you now. I could have killed you an hour ago, when you were dumb enough to stick your knife in the wall right above my head.”
 
   For a moment, Mick’s eyes blazed. He looked like he wanted to hit Knox with the tray, but then just as quickly as his temper flared, it disappeared. “But you didn’t kill me, did you?” He put the tray on the floor near the bed.
 
   What the hell is it about this guy? Knox didn’t know how Mick could go from cold to hot and back again so fast. “I still might.”
 
   Mick laughed. “No.” He pulled out his stupid knife and flipped it though his fingers.
 
   Knox watched the silver blade flash. He had no idea when he’d decided to stop fighting with the thief. Maybe I’m just too fucking tired to bother. This business will screw with anyone’s head. He smoothed his hands down his jeans, ignoring the spark of arousal slithering down his spine. Mick was too slick to grab hold of, and fucking wouldn’t solve a damn thing, anyway. Even if he were gay, which he wasn’t. Even if he were interested. “DiLorenzo isn’t going to let this drop. No one steals his product and gets away with it.”
 
   Mick nodded, lips quirking. “Yeah. I know.”
 
   Jesus. He’s got a death wish. Knox twisted his mouth. This much talking irritated him, but he wanted answers. “Why’d you do it?”
 
   Mick wrinkled his nose adorably. “Why do you care?”
 
   “Humor me.” Knox shifted on the mattress, trying to make room for the boner that didn’t seem to want to behave.
 
   Mick sheathed his knife, then zipped up the first aid kit and set it on the floor. He sat down on the chair next to the bed. “My mother’s sister was walking down the street a few months ago, and then some asshole hit her with his car. Hit and run. I later found out it was one of DiLorenzo’s dealers, high as fuck and joyriding around town. Aileen didn’t take it well, of course, since Aunt Judy was practically raising her. That sort of thing pisses me off. I don’t like my sister upset.”
 
   You didn’t take it well either, Knox thought, looking at the lines of stress etched into Mick’s face, but he didn’t say it out loud. “Aileen’s the girl who brought me lunch?” he asked, just to see the thief’s reaction to him saying her name.
 
   “Yes.” Mick rolled his shoulders.
 
   “So, you snatched Tony DiLorenzo’s shit. What the hell did you think that would do?” Knox found it interesting that Mick had gone after the head of the beast and not the driver.
 
   Mick frowned.
 
   He stole more than just drugs, Knox thought, watching Mick’s expression. Something else had to be at stake here. “Your sister lives with you?”
 
   “I’m done talking about Aileen.” Mick stood up, pushing the chair aside with his legs. He grabbed the tray and held it like a weapon, moving to the center of the room. Wooden floorboards creaked as he walked.
 
   Knox eyed the edge of the battered metal warily. “Nowhere else for her to go, huh?” He already knew the answer. “Now she’s gotta live with a fucking criminal. Poor girl.”
 
   Mick turned without answering. “I’ll be back in a bit so you can have a bathroom break.”
 
   “Hey!” Knox rattled his chains. “How long are you going to keep me chained to the wall? I’m not a fucking dog.”
 
   Mick paused. “As long as it takes,” he threw over his shoulder.
 
   “Your sister’s got no clue what you are, you know,” Knox said, twisting the knife deeper. It’s what he did. “She might have an idea, but she doesn’t know you for real.”
 
   “And you do?” Mick abruptly turned and threw the tray across the room. It banged against an old dresser pushed up against the wall opposite the bed, then fell to the floor. “Fuck you, Knox.” Abruptly, he strode over and grabbed Knox’s wrists, pushing them down into the mattress, bones grinding into thick metal cuffs. “You don’t know a frigging thing about me and my sister.”
 
   Knox grinned, pleased to have finally rattled the slick motherfucker. “I know you don’t care about a damned thing, so this shit with your sister must have really done a number on you. You should go to a shrink. Get your head examined.”
 
   Mick pressed harder. “You’re the one all shackled up, you fucking killer. And you’re getting off on it. You might want to take a long, hard look at yourself before you accuse me of mental instability.”
 
   Knox’s skin prickled. The hands holding his wrists down hurt. “Why don’t you just ship her off to school? You’re being stupid, and that’s one thing I know you ain’t.”
 
   Mick’s blue eyes darkened. “Shut. Up.”
 
   “Or what? You’ll kill me?” Knox bared his teeth. “Go ahead.”
 
   “You keep daring me to cut you.” Mick narrowed his gaze. “You want to die? Huh? Sure seems that way to me. Suicide by blade.” He let go. “You bastard.”
 
   Knox ignored the disappointment pooling in his stomach. “Fucking pansy.”
 
   Mick cupped Knox’s face, tilting it up. “You have no idea.” Without warning, he kissed Knox.
 
   Oh, fuck, was all Knox’s scrambled brains could come up with, and then Mick licked inside his mouth.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Four
 
    
 
   Mick kissed Knox as punishment. He kissed him because he didn’t know how else to shut him up. And finally, he kissed him because the stupid asshole wanted to die, and he was trying to get Mick to do it for him instead of figuring out his mental trauma and dealing with it rationally. He fucking hated when people thought they could use him as a damned trigger. He was more than a sharp, shiny dangerous blade.
 
   “Goddammit.” He finally pulled away, lips stinging. Knox stared at him, mouth wet and swollen. The assassin’s scent clung to his skin: a mix of blood and sweat and a hint of spice. “You stupid fuck.” Kissing was so much more intimate an action than just fucking. He hated it.
 
   So, what the hell are you doing kissing Knox? he asked himself. Playing with the man’s cock was one thing. Tormenting him for information was another. But kissing? Kissing the killer was something entirely different. Kissing meant he was too damned close to his prey.
 
   Knox shuddered.
 
   Mick stood up, running a hand down his face. “What the fuck is wrong with you?”
 
   “I could ask you the same thing.” Knox’s voice came out rough.
 
   “Well, clearly you’re feeling better.” Mick took a deep breath, and then dug the key to the shackles out of his pocket. His dick throbbed, reminding him that he’d been playing with fire way too much today. “Come on. Bathroom break.” He reached up and unlocked the chains from the bolt.
 
   “You’re not gonna undo these?” Knox held up his wrists, metal cuffs looking like some kind of twisted sado-masochistic jewelry. The links of chain dragged on the bed.
 
   “Ha. Not a chance in hell.” Mick tugged on the chains, forcing Knox to stand up. Knox glared at him, but followed as he led him to the door. “Keep your mouth shut. I don’t want Aileen coming up here again.” He wrapped the chains around his hands and fisted the links until they cut into his skin. The pain helped.
 
   Knox snorted. “Stupid.”
 
   Yeah, yeah. Mick dragged him down the hall and shoved him into the bathroom. “Clean up.” He left the door open, but dropped the chains. They clattered against the tile floor. “There’s some sweats and a shirt in the cabinet.” He nodded towards the shower, absently rubbing the indented marks on his palms. “Towel is on the rack inside.” He shut the door behind him and locked it. He didn’t want Aileen wandering in.
 
   “You gonna stand there and watch me?” Knox ripped the remnants of his shirt off.
 
   Mick stared at the man’s thickly muscled chest. “Yeah.” He cleared his throat. “Don’t get your stitches wet.”
 
   Knox shook his head. “Yeah, right.” He unzipped his jeans and stepped out of them. His cock swung out, half-hard and thick.
 
   Mick looked at it, mouth going dry, and then Knox stepped into the shower.
 
   “Mint shampoo. Jesus.” Knox stepped under the spray of water.
 
   “Mint is refreshing.” Mick liked the smell of it. It reminded him of better days. His mother used to drink mint tea. That was a long time ago, he reminded himself.
 
   Knox scrubbed at his short hair, then let the water rinse off the suds. When he began soaping up his cock and balls, Mick gritted his teeth. He couldn’t look away … Knox was too dangerous to leave unattended. And Mick had his sister in the house. Keep telling yourself that’s why you’re watching him. Maybe it’s even true, but that’s not the only reason.
 
   Knox rinsed off and stopped the water. He grabbed the towel off the rack, but didn’t bother to dry off.
 
   Mick frowned. “Hurry up.”
 
   Knox grabbed the chains dangling from his wrists.
 
   Mick tensed, the handle of the blade he kept on his wrist hitting his palm before he could consciously think about what was happening. “Don’t try it, Knox.” He lifted the knife.
 
   Knox bared his teeth. The moment he leaped, Mick pivoted, pressing the assassin against the sink. He had the knife right up against that damned tattoo on Knox’s chest, but the killer had the chains wrapped tight around his neck. Mick glared at him. Knox ignored the blood trickling down his skin, mixing with the moisture from his shower.
 
   “Yeah, that’s what I thought,” Knox said, tightening the chains around Mick’s neck.
 
   “You kill me, you die.” Mick held the knife steady. His airway was a little compressed, making it difficult to breathe, but it was Knox’s cock pressed hot and hard into his hip that had him feeling woozy.
 
   “Sounds good to me,” Knox bit out, belligerent as always.
 
   Mick’s hand trembled. What the fuck? His hand never shook, not when he had a knife in it. He frowned, then dragged the knife down, lightly slicing through the fucking bars inked into Knox’s chest. “There. You’re fucking free now.” He tried to step back, but Knox’s grip on the chains didn’t budge.
 
   “My bastard father held me down and had his buddy put that on my skin.” Knox’s fingers were white around the links.
 
   Mick swallowed. His throat began to hurt. “Let me go.”
 
   Knox shook his head.
 
   Mick sliced another line, cutting through the other half of the cage. Opening it up. “You enjoy seeing your own blood? Is that it?” His voice was hoarse. He cut another line, and then another. The fucking killer didn’t even flinch. “You’re a masochist.”
 
   “Takes one to know one.” Knox looked down. “That’s enough.”
 
   Mick gritted his teeth and pressed the blade flat. The blood-streaked silver looked excellent against Knox’s skin—simultaneously sharp and smeary and so, so wrong. His cock throbbed in his pants, arguing that the view was so, so right. “I can kill you, Knox, but I can’t erase your past. No one can,” he forced himself to say, pretending to be objective.
 
   Knox abruptly let go of the chains. Mick sagged against the sink, still staring at Knox’s bloody chest. His throat stung. He’d probably have bruises later.
 
   “Fuck.”
 
   At the harsh word, Mick looked up. Knox’s eyes were dark and hot. He reached out and grabbed the knife. Mick growled, twisting them around. Chains rattled. Knox grunted when his spine hit the edge of the counter, and then Mick was on his knees, mouthing at his nude prick even as Knox’s fingers ground into his around the hilt. “Let go of the knife, Knox.”
 
   Knox’s fist tightened for a split second, and then he let go. The chains banged against the counter, but Mick was too busy to care. He set the knife against Knox’s balls, pricking, but not cutting. Knox’s erection brushed his cheek so Mick closed his eyes and inhaled, savoring musk and mint.
 
   “Jesus fuck.” Knox gripped the edge of the sink.
 
   Mick smiled, sliding the blade up to the root of him. “Don’t move.”
 
   “Are you fucking crazy?” Knox’s knuckles went white, but he obeyed.
 
   Mick edged the tip of the knife along Knox’s cock, and then he licked the crown.
 
   Knox groaned like a man on the brink of death, but his hips stayed perfectly still.
 
   Nothing like a blade against a man’s cock for motivation, Mick thought, and then he took Knox fully into his mouth.
 
   Knox shuddered. Mick sucked gently, looking up to see how the assassin liked his tongue. Knox had his head tipped back, showing the cords of his neck. The wet bandage at his neck hung half off, showing Mick’s stitching handiwork. The cuts on his chest had already clotted, making a red mess of the fucking cage tattoo. Good. That thing deserves to be cut away. The thought of Knox’s father doing that to him made Mick want to cut pieces off the bastard. Too many years too late.
 
   “Fuck. Suck it.” Knox pushed the words out through gritted teeth. “Cocksucker.” He looked down, eyes black as death.
 
   Mick hummed agreement, pushing thoughts of Knox’s father away. He was indeed a cocksucker. He let the edge of his teeth brush the head, and then he concentrated on opening his throat. The knife he kept at Knox’s groin. One wrong move and he’d slice himself open. Mick knew right where to sink it in to do the most damage.
 
   Knox panted, sweat slicking his chest and mixing with the blood.
 
   Mick deep-throated him, cutting off his own air supply. He stayed that way for a moment, and then he swallowed, holding Knox’s gaze.
 
   “Fucking sick perv,” Knox said, mouth open and wet.
 
   Mick eased off when his vision began to sparkle from lack of oxygen. He sucked the head, swirling his tongue around, and then he took Knox back in. He set the blade against Knox’s balls again, letting him feel the sharp edge. An inarticulate growl greeted this movement. Mick hummed, then backed off. “My knife can ruin you in less than a second.”
 
   Knox stared down at him. “Fuck you.”
 
   Mick licked his lips. That did not sound like a bad idea. He stood up.
 
   “What the hell? Are you a cock-tease along with everything else?” Knox lunged for him, but Mick backed out of the way, knife up.
 
   “I told you not to move.”
 
   Knox growled, but he stopped, hands fisted around his chains.
 
   Mick nodded, watching to make sure Knox obeyed, and then he began to unbutton his shirt.
 
   “What the fuck are you doing?”
 
   Mick didn’t answer. He tossed the shirt aside and sheathed his blade, then took off his pants. When he was nude except for the sheaths on his wrists and ankles, he opened the drawer next to Knox’s hip. Ah. Right where I left it.
 
   “If you think you’re going to fuck me, I’d rather die,” Knox said, anger mixing with the lust on his face. His fingers opened and spread, ready to attack again.
 
   “Oh please. If I fucked you, you’d only think you’d died and gone to heaven.” Mick laughed. “But no. You’re going to fuck me.”
 
   Knox stilled.
 
   Mick ignored him, opening the bottle of lube and pouring a generous amount on his fingers. “One minute,” he said, and then he lifted a leg to the sink and began to open himself up.
 
   “Jesus.” Knox stared at him, eyes going completely black. “You’re fucking insane.”
 
   “No. I just like to grab the moment.” Almost immediately, Mick decided he’d done enough prep. He liked pain. He wanted it to hurt. He wanted to feel. He grabbed a condom and tossed it at Knox. The man caught it, chains and all. Mick turned and leaned over the sink, looking at the killer in the mirror. His erect dick pressed into the cold granite just the way he liked it. “Well?”
 
   Knox glared at him. “I’m not a homo.”
 
   Mick rolled his eyes. “I don’t give a rat’s ass what you tell yourself at night.” He shifted, rolling his prick into the counter. Sparks of delicious pain shot through his balls. “Are you going to make me wait much longer? Because I can totally fuck you instead. I could chain you down and open you up fast and rough, and you couldn’t do a damn thing to stop me.” Mick watched Knox’s eyes go feral in the mirror. The expression on his face shot a frisson of adrenaline through him. Knox wasn’t your average tough guy. He was dangerous, and Mick loved it. He sucked in a hard breath as his dick swelled even more despite the pain of the counter’s clean edge. “You’d like it if I put my cock in you, wouldn’t you, Knox?” Mick let a sharp smile spread across his face. “Because then you wouldn’t have to convince yourself you weren’t gay. Bi. Whatever. You could sleep great at night if it was rape, right?”
 
   “Fucking bastard,” Knox muttered, but he finally moved, opening the wrapper and rolling it down over his dick. Then, he stepped in, covering Mick with his body. The chains on his wrists slid over Mick’s arms, hard and cold.
 
   “Don’t forget, even if you choke me, I can still cut you open before you get away.” Mick smiled, cruel and satisfied when Knox just grunted, then shoved his legs open with a thigh.
 
   “You’re a sick fuck.” His cock nudged at Mick’s entrance.
 
   “Yes. Now, stop talking.” Mick unsheathed his wrist blade, running it down his own arm. He liked the bite of the metal. When Knox pushed into him with a single hard thrust, Mick gasped. It hurt. He liked it. His dick jumped. He reached down with the knife, pressing the point onto the slick tip of his erection. “Yeah. Perfect.”
 
   Knox grabbed his wrist, trapping the knife against the counter. “Put it away. You already bled me enough today. I don’t want to watch you bleed yourself, too.”
 
   Mick laughed. “I also sucked your cock.”
 
   Knox growled, then began to move. His hips jerked with all the finesse of a dog rutting on instinct, but Mick had no complaints. The man’s prick was so big he hit Mick’s prostate with every push inside. Mick let Knox hold him up, fingers tangled together over the knife.
 
   “This won’t change anything.” Knox muttered into Mick’s shoulder.
 
   Mick shook his head, staring into the mirror. “Did I say it would? No. I just like to fuck.” His leather sheaths looked good against his skin. He wondered what his leather would look like on the assassin, and the image in his head made him groan. 
 
   Knox’s eyes flashed for a moment, and then he leaned down and bit Mick in the shoulder.
 
   “Christ!” Mick gasped as pain turned to heat. It felt like the teeth in his skin had a direct connection to his erection. “Come on, Knox. Give it to me. Show me what you’ve got.”
 
   “Fucking pussy.” Knox thrust faster, and the sound of skin slapping together was just what Mick needed to go over the edge. He shivered, and then all of his muscles locked up. His dick jerked, spurting jizz all over the counter.
 
   Knox groaned, fingers tightening over Mick’s, and then he tensed, riding out his orgasm. Warmth spread through Mick’s body, and then Knox pulled out, breathing harshly.
 
   Mick sagged for a moment, then forced himself to turn around. It wouldn’t do to let his guard down. Knox looked like he’d been through a war. His dick was half-hard and drooping, condom clinging to the tip. Blood smeared all over his torso. Beautiful. Mick smiled, completely satisfied for the first time in his life. Knox was the only lover he’d ever had who could take so much damage and like it. “Clean up.”
 
   Knox’s head jerked up. “You still think you can chain me up?”
 
   Mick lifted an eyebrow. “I have the key.” He glanced down at Knox’s feet. “You don’t even have shoes.” He turned his back and began to dress, ignoring the drying semen and blood on his skin. It didn’t bother him. On the contrary, he liked to keep his little souvenirs for a while. Blood on his body meant he’d had a good time. When he finished dressing, Knox had pulled on a pair of sweatpants and a t-shirt, and stood near the sink, eyeing his wrists. Bruises showed under the shackles, but Mick refused to let anything sway him from the direction he needed this situation to go. He’d noticed that Knox hadn’t bothered to wipe up, either. Fascinating.
 
   “Come on.” He gathered up the chains and led Knox back to the room. “We’ll talk more tomorrow.” He bolted the chains back to the wall. “I need everything you know about DiLorenzo, no holding back.”
 
   Knox stared up at him from the bed, face inscrutable.
 
   “Hell,” Mick said under his breath, then leaned down and kissed him softly. “Thanks for the fuck.” He straightened up and strode out of the room, not waiting to see the look on the assassin’s face.
 
   Disgust or interest, it doesn’t matter to me, he thought, closing and locking the door behind him.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Five
 
    
 
   Knox waited until he was sure Mick wasn’t coming back, and then he waited some more. Night wrapped the house in quiet. He spit out the hairpin. It gleamed dull brown against the white sheets, like some broken twig that had lost the fight with winter.
 
   Fuck. It’s time to get the hell out of here. He picked the slender piece of metal up and went to work. A frustrating half hour later, the cuffs lay in four pieces on the bed. He rubbed the skin at his wrists, then rolled tension out of his shoulders.
 
   “Not gay,” he whispered, then scowled. He wasn’t sure what bothered him more: the chains, or the fact that he’d let Mick seduce him into sex. Normally, he wasn’t interested. Guy, girl, didn’t matter. He just didn’t get riled up that way, but when Mick cut him open…
 
   You liked it, asshole. He flushed, remembering the hot, tight, perfection of Mick’s ass. Doesn’t make me interested. Doesn’t make me anything. He stood up, wondering what would happen to Aileen once he’d gone. He glared at the door, then searched the room. A frustrating ten minutes later he realized there wasn’t a damned thing he could use to write with. Sighing, he stabbed the tip of the hairpin into his thumb, then used the blood to write a message on the wall: DiLorenzo likes them young. 421 Green St. He pursed his lips, then added another line: She’s his type.
 
   “That’s enough,” he muttered, leaving the hairpin on the sheets. “He doesn’t need any more of my fucking blood.” Knox didn’t owe Mick a damned thing, anyway. Hell, he didn’t know anything else about DiLorenzo, and he liked it that way. The less he knew about his clients’ sick hobbies the better. He ignored the nauseating cramp of his stomach reminding him that there were things in this world that bothered even him. Like DiLorenzo’s revolting sexual habits. Fuck, he needed to get the hell away from Mick and all of his fucking mental games. And his damned little sister with her innocent face and sandwiches.
 
   I can’t afford to give a shit about anyone. He’d learned that a long time ago, and nothing had happened yet in his life to convince him otherwise. Worrying about other people brought nothing but more shit into an already shitty world. Knox eased the screen out of the window, wincing when he saw how far he’d have to jump. Whatever. Nothing he could do about it. He slipped over the threshold and lowered himself down carefully, then let go. The cuts on his chest stung as he rolled over the hard ground. The cut on his neck just fucking hurt. He’d lost way too much blood in the past twenty-four hours. Fucking thief and his goddamn knives…
 
   Knox dismissed the pain and crouched in the grass, listening for an alert. Listening for Mick. He let out a careful breath when he realized that no one had heard his escape. He eased up, then made his way to the woods beyond the house. It was a clear night. He’d have no problem finding his way home.
 
   ****
 
   Mick stood in the empty room and stared at the wall. The blood Knox had used to write his message had dried into a rusty brown color, but that didn’t make it any less startling. Or arousing.
 
   “A hairpin. Jesus.” Mick pushed against his erection, willing it to subside. Now was not the time. How the hell Knox had managed to pick the locks on the shackles with a single sliver of metal was a mystery, and Mick was an expert at lock picking. He wasn’t sure he could’ve done it in Knox’s place. He glanced at the wrecked sheets, then picked up the bent hairpin and slipped it into his pocket. He gritted his teeth as his cock throbbed. All this blood was making him crazy.
 
   “Hey, I brought the eggs you wanted…” Aileen’s voice trailed off.
 
   Mick turned, not surprised to see her in the doorway, eyes fixed in horrified fascination on Knox’s message. Her expression killed his boner, thank God, so at least there was that. “I told you to stay downstairs.” He really didn’t want his sister to get any more involved with his work, yet here she was, staring at the blood on the wall. Literally.
 
   “Where’s Knox?” Her voice trembled. “Is that his blood?” She looked at him. “Did you kill him?”
 
   “No, I did not kill him. Jesus.” Mick walked over to her. He took the tray, nudging her back out into the hall. “He escaped.”
 
   “What?” Aileen stopped, glancing back over Mick’s shoulder. “How? You had him chained up.” She hunched her shoulders. “Not that I’m upset he’s gone. You shouldn’t have done that to him anyway.”
 
   “He picked the locks on the shackles, and went out the window.” Mick kicked the door shut. “And I shackled him to the wall because I needed information from him, and he wasn’t what anyone would call a cooperative person. You know that.”
 
   “Why couldn’t you just ask him?”
 
   Mick stared at his sister. She had no idea how absurd her question was. “Knox isn’t the kind of guy you can just call up and talk to, Aileen.”
 
   She leaned back against the wall, arms hugging her upper body. “You never even tried.” Her lower lip pushed out.
 
   Mick sometimes forgot how young she was. “He’s an assassin,” he told her gently. “He kills people for money. He has no reason to give out information for free.”
 
   She licked her lips. “You could’ve paid him for the stuff you wanted to know.”
 
   Mick snorted. “Yeah, no. I don’t have that kind of money.”
 
   She wrinkled her nose, looking pointedly at the hard wood floors and the cathedral ceiling stretching over the lower level.
 
   Mick sighed, knowing exactly what she was thinking. “Knox charges millions to do what he does, sis. Yeah, I make enough to have a nice house, and take care of you, but I don’t make enough to pay his fee.” He rubbed his face. “I don’t want to make that much. I want to slip by, no one the wiser.”
 
   “You shouldn’t be stealing things from other people.” Aileen scowled, heading back to the room, but Mick blocked her way. He didn’t want her in there.
 
   “It is what it is.”
 
   She crossed her arms. “It’s dangerous.”
 
   Mick couldn’t argue with her on that point, and he wasn’t even going to try. How to explain that he needed the adrenaline rush? That if he didn’t steal things, he’d start cutting instead? He didn’t know if it was his unstable childhood or simple genetics, but something had shaped him into a monster, and it was far too late to change. He liked blood and pain too much to entirely stop, but the thieving helped. He held her gaze until her eyes dropped.
 
   “I’ll go take care of the dirty bedding,” she muttered.
 
   “No. I’ll clean up in there.” He motioned towards the steps. “Let’s go down and eat breakfast. I’ll make you pancakes.”
 
   She glared at him, but he wasn’t above using bribes on a fifteen-year-old girl.
 
   “Chocolate chip pancakes.” He upped the ante and waited.
 
   She huffed. “Okay, fine.” She headed downstairs. “Why aren’t you angry?”
 
   Mick followed her down into the kitchen and set the food tray on the granite counter. “At Knox?”
 
   “Yeah.” She sat at the counter and began picking at a banana. “He escaped. You said he was dangerous. You said he was hired to kill you.”
 
   Mick poured himself a cup of coffee, buying himself time to come up with an answer that would make sense to his sister. “I am angry, but I’m alive. That means he was telling the truth when he said he dropped the contract on my head.” He sipped his coffee black. He carefully didn’t mention the real reason he was angry, and why he hid it so carefully: I wanted him to fuck me again, and now he’s gone, the bastard.
 
   “You’re not angry because you’re not dead. That’s weird.” Aileen peeled the banana. “You liked him.” She took a bite, chewing defiantly.
 
   Shit, she’s perceptive. Mick sipped his coffee. “Yes, I did. So what?”
 
   “You shouldn’t have chained him up.” She looked down at the counter, tracing a finger along a vein of white in the black surface. “You shouldn’t have hurt him,” she whispered.
 
   Mick’s heart gave a hard thump. “Look, Aileen—” he began, but she cut him off.
 
   “No. Don’t try to hide it. I saw Knox’s neck. And his wrists.” She swallowed, obviously uncomfortable. “I don’t know what’s wrong with you, or why, but it’s not right. You shouldn’t hurt people like that.”
 
   Mick stared at her, anger slowly building. Maybe he should just tell her. Maybe if she faced the truth of how fucked up he really was, she’d stop picking at it. “If I didn’t, I’d hurt myself instead.” There. She could chew on that and see how she liked it.
 
   She raised clear blue eyes and pinned him with her gaze. “You already do, Mick. You may not be the one bleeding, but you’re hurting yourself every time you take those knives out. Don’t you see that?”
 
   Mick gritted his teeth, carefully put his coffee down, then walked out of the room before he did something he’d regret. Something he couldn’t ever come back from.
 
   It wasn’t until he reached Knox’s room that he realized he was bleeding. He stared at the knife in his hand, at the beads of red pooling against his forearm, and then he threw the blade across the room. It hit the center of Knox’s message with a sick thump, then fell to the bed, gleaming wetly.
 
   I’m so fucked.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Six
 
    
 
   Five months later…
 
   Knox crouched near the edge of the flat roof, ignoring the high winds and lightning flashing in the distance. It’s a dark and motherfucking stormy night. He snorted. It’d serve him right if the clouds opened up on him while he was up here. He stared down at the sidewalk, then at the brick warehouse across the alley, eyes following the two men DiLorenzo had on duty outside. The open casement window on the second floor of the building mocked him. What the fuck did Mick think he was doing? Knox had followed him to the middle of the city, yet again, and now he clung to the edge of a roof, waiting for Mick like an obsessive fan desperate for an autograph. And why? To watch the damned thief fuck up his life. He grunted as a particularly strong gust pushed against him, but he had a firm grip on the cement rise and a bone to pick with a fucking idiot.
 
   “Three jobs in two days, you stupid fuck.” Knox held his very expensive night vision scope up to his right eye and watched Mick’s head appear in the second story window. Trailing a thief was not what he’d bought the scope for, but whatever. It worked. He zoomed in, frowning when the slick bastard climbed out onto the sill, then stepped along an almost invisible ledge. Mick clung to the brick exterior like a spider. The wind didn’t seem to bother him.
 
   “What the hell…” Knox trailed off. DiLorenzo’s guys loitered on the corner, oblivious. Knox watched Mick edge over to their position, then drop down behind them. When Mick slipped something into one of the men’s pockets, Knox shook his head.
 
   “Damn.” Mick was setting them up for a fall. Hell, that was how the thief was methodically destroying up DiLorenzo’s entire organization, bit by bit. Plant a little misdirection here, a few grams of drugs there, and boom. The whole thing caves in on itself. DiLorenzo self-destructs. Mick’s plan, so obvious now, had a certain elegance to it, Knox had to give him that much.
 
   He slipped down and put his back to the low wall, thinking about the other nights he’d followed the thief. Almost five months of this shit, and he finally had an answer of sorts. Mick didn’t do most of his work in the open, so this was the first time Knox had seen him messing with DiLorenzo’s guys, though he’d had his suspicions. He fingered his scope, then tucked it away. Mick wasn’t going to get in any more trouble tonight whether Knox watched him or not. The slippery motherfucker never got caught.
 
   He rubbed his forehead, going over his options. The question that loomed largest in the front of his thoughts made his skull throb, and not for the first time: what the hell was he doing following Mick around like a lovesick puppy? He shook his head, pissed off and frustrated. And completely incapable of letting go.
 
   Jesus. One night of fucking and he turns me into a complete nutjob. He scowled. This is Mick’s fault. He put a hand on his chest. The scars the thief had cut through his tattoo made it impossible to forget any detail of that night. He couldn’t sleep, either. He’d broken all his rules and tried drugs. Booze. Nothing worked. He intended to make Mick pay for this bullshit. Somehow.
 
   Ten minutes later, Knox pushed into a basement bar, wet and angry. He ignored the bartender’s wave and headed directly for the high back booth, the one where guys like him sat if they were looking to buy information. Knox hadn’t wanted to come here, but he’d hit the end of the road and finding a way out required a few more cards than he currently held in his possession. If all it took was money, I could’ve grabbed Mick and his sister and been gone from this mess yesterday, but no. The idiot had to go and play with fucking Tony DiLorenzo. Like poking a rattlesnake.
 
   He glanced around the dingy room, wondering if he’d find any of Tony’s men here tonight, because that would just be like his fucking luck, but the bar had mostly regulars sitting around, talking shop. He knew them all, and dismissed them. There were no threats here, at least not right now. He frowned, mentally counting up his assets now that he knew he wasn’t in the middle of a trap. I’ve got more than enough to disappear. What the fuck am I doing here? He hadn’t taken a contract since Mick had grabbed him. Hadn’t needed to. Hadn’t wanted to, which is really fucking weird, a voice at the back of his head muttered, but he ignored that, too.
 
   “Not used to seeing you here,” Frank said, sliding into the opposite seat. A waiter followed him, carefully balancing drinks on a battered tray. “It’s been a long while, Knox.”
 
   “I’m retired.” Knox nodded thanks to the server who set a beer in front of him. “No reason you should see me here.”
 
   “Retired, huh. Yet here you sit.” Frank waved away the waiter’s offer of a bourbon, then drummed his fingers on the scarred table’s surface. “My instincts tell me something’s up, despite your so called ‘retirement’.” The older man used air quotes to emphasize his skepticism.
 
   Knox opened his hands, half smiling. He liked Frank. The bar’s owner didn’t beat around the bush when it was time to do business. He decided to fuck with him a bit, just to see what happened. “Maybe I’m just visiting. Maybe I just want to hang out.” He took a sip of his beer, holding back a grin.
 
   “Retired hit men don’t hang out in my bar.” Frank lifted an eyebrow, pinning him with a cold stare. “Also, you never told me what went down with John last spring. You asked me to get him set up all those years ago, and now he’s gone. Poof.” He snapped his fingers. “Inquiring minds want to know the details of his disappearance.”
 
   Hmm. Didn’t expect him to bring that up. Knox frowned at the older man as he tried to figure out what to say. Frank hadn’t changed much in the thirty years he’d known him. He still dressed immaculately—tonight he wore dark pants and a black sweater. His eyes were still sharp and deadly, as was the Sig P938 tucked under his arm. The only thing that seemed to have gone a bit soft was the man’s sense of humor.
 
   “John decided that he liked the taste of DiLorenzo’s candy,” Knox finally said. How else to explain the little asshole’s leap into stupidity? He took another sip of his beer, savoring the bitterness. Story of my life.
 
   Frank sat back, expression easing. “Ah. How unfortunate. He wasn’t the sharpest knife in the drawer.”
 
   Knox snorted. “Yeah. I left him alive when I found out. Thought it was more fitting that way.”
 
   “Justice. I’m impressed with your restraint.” Frank smiled. “He deserved whatever DiLorenzo did to him.”
 
   Knox nodded. Truth was truth.
 
   “So. What do you want?” Frank asked, expression going back to neutral. He was obviously done playing host.
 
   Fine by me. I got shit to do, Knox thought, suddenly tired of the games. “Information.” He knocked back the last of his beer and slid it to the side.
 
   “I don’t work for free.” Frank rubbed his thumb and finger together.
 
   Knox rolled his eyes and eased the roll of money he’d prepped earlier out of his jacket. “Ten upfront. Ten more if you can get me accurate intel on the state of DiLorenzo’s organization. I want schedules, drop locations, the works.” He set the packet of bills on the table. “I need the info yesterday.”
 
   “Intel on DiLorenzo. I should’ve seen that coming.” Frank looked at the money, then tapped the table with a fingertip. “I’ve known you a long time, Knox. I didn’t like your father, and I was happy when he got what was coming to him. That’s why I helped you out when you first showed up here, and it’s why I never told anyone that you were the one who cut your old man’s throat.”
 
   Knox growled at the back of his throat. That was not a moment he liked to remember, let alone talk about. Sometimes he wondered if that action was what made him into the monster he was now. No one should have to kill their own father. “Frank—”
 
   “Yeah, yeah. I know you don’t want that getting around, but a lot of people wanted him dead. A lot more people wanted the money your father owed them even more. You took care of all that. You honored your contracts. Kept the peace, over the years. I respect that. And now you’re going after the jackal himself.” Frank sat back, lips pursed. “So, consider this a gift.” He pushed the money back towards Knox and leaned forward. “DiLorenzo’s in deep shit.”
 
   “I already know that.” Knox frowned, not picking up the money. “And I don’t like owing people favors.”
 
   “You don’t owe me a damn thing. DiLorenzo has been bad for business for a long time. Stifling free competition.” Frank eyed him for a moment, then stood up. “Come with me.” He slid out of the booth and headed to the unmarked door set into the back wall. None of the men in the bar so much as twitched as he walked past. The bartender nodded at them, and someone put a new song on the jukebox. A waitress hurried out of the kitchen with an order of wings. “I don’t have all day, Knox,” Frank said.
 
   Nothing was out of the ordinary, but Knox’s instincts pricked at him. He scooped up the money and followed. Not like I have a choice here.
 
   Frank waited until Knox joined him. Then he unlocked the door and held it open. Knox stepped into a dark hall, and followed Frank to another door. “You’d better not be leading me into a trap.” The closed space smelled faintly of piss.
 
   Frank laughed. “Are you joking? No. I know better than that, and I certainly don’t have a death wish.” He opened the door and motioned to Knox to go in.
 
   Knox stopped just inside, not surprised to see a bank of security monitors set up along the far wall. Dim fluorescents just barely lit the room. Grey walls, grey floor, grey tables … utilitarian had never looked so aggressive. “Who’s your decorator, Frank? Prison chic is so last year.”
 
   Frank laughed. “At least the soundproofing keeps the smell of shit out. Over here.” He led the way to a long table and sat down behind a computer. “Pull up a chair.”
 
   Knox did as Frank asked, then waited. He hated this. The room was small and only had one exit. He pressed his fingers over the scars on his chest Mick had given him and cursed the thief under his breath. That fucker had derailed his entire life. If Mick hadn’t grabbed him, he could be napping on some fucking beach somewhere. Instead he was in a cramped little room, peering over Frank’s shoulder looking for God knew what.
 
   Frank gave no indication that he noticed Knox’s edginess as he scrolled through his files. When he finally clicked on one, opening the document, Knox leaned forward.
 
   Frank pointed. “There. See? DiLorenzo’s entire organization is just about done for good. Look at the list of botched drops. And here…” Frank opened another file. “Loss of income. Dead employees.”
 
   “Where did you get these? I thought you were going to have to find a hacker for me,” Knox said, eyes flicking over the information. This was exactly what he wanted to know. “These are his internal documents.” He sat back, rubbing his chin. “Dated to yesterday. Damn.”
 
   “You know better than to ask me about my sources.” Frank scowled.
 
   “Yeah, yeah. Rhetorical question,” Knox murmured, mind racing. Truth was, he didn’t give a shit where Frank got the info as long as it was accurate. “DiLorenzo’s going to go postal soon.”
 
   Frank snorted. “You think?” His sarcasm lay thick and heavy in the air. “I bet he’s already crying into his pillow at night. He’s done for, but the head doesn’t know the hands have been cut off, so he’s trying to go about business as usual.” He made a sound in his throat. “Denial is a nasty habit.”
 
   Knox looked at his old friend. “You might want to shut down for a bit, Frank.”
 
   “Hmm, maybe. The implosion is going to fuck up business all to hell for weeks. Maybe months.” Frank smiled grimly. “That’s why I have this. Insurance.” He waved a hand at the screen. “Now. You are going to explain to me why DiLorenzo’s business suddenly got cancer and is even now thrashing around on a hospital bed, dying badly. And way too fucking slow.” He clicked through a few more pages of information. “Look at that. It’s a mess out there, and no one knows what the fuck is going on.” He leaned back in his chair. “Except you, interestingly.” His eyes glittered from the reflected light of the monitor.
 
   Knox rubbed at the scars on his chest again, stalling for time. For some idea of what the fuck to say. “Why would you think I know anything about this?”
 
   Frank gave him an unfriendly look. “Don’t give me that shit. You just walked into my bar on a Wednesday night asking for information on Tony fucking DiLorenzo. I am not one of your fucking marks, Knox. What the hell is going on? I’m going to have to close up shop for at least two weeks once the asshole snaps in order to salvage something out of the mess, and I’m not happy about it. Nature abhors a vacuum.” He rubbed his face. “I’d at least like to know why.”
 
   Knox sighed. Frank had a point. Someone besides him needed to know what the fuck was happening, just in case. Dead men didn’t talk, after all. “A half a year ago, one of Tony’s idiot dealers took a joyride around the city. He fucked up some old lady. Hit and run. The woman died.” Above them, one of the dim fluorescent lights flickered. Knox fucking hated those things. Always buzzing and shorting out at the wrong time.
 
   Frank eyed him for a moment, then closed down the documents on his screen. “Go on.” He crossed his arms over his chest.
 
   Knox resisted the urge to scratch at his chest. The damned cuts Mick had given him itched at the worst times. “The old lady just happened to be the aunt of one of the best thieves in the country. She was also the guardian for the thief’s younger sister.”
 
   “I heard tales about a guy with light fingers who could steal the skin off your bones without you knowing about it until later when you dropped dead of blood loss.” Frank tilted his head. “I also heard about you breaking a contract. First time in your career.”
 
   Sweat trickled down Knox’s back. “There’s a first time for everything. Doesn’t mean shit that I tossed that contract. It was a shit job from the get-go.”
 
   Frank laughed derisively. “Oh, come on, Knox. I’m not some pansy virgin here. Give me the details.”
 
   Knox looked away, not in the least amused. “The mark always knew I was there. Always. Didn’t matter if it was midnight or two AM. Didn’t matter how far away I was. The motherfucker always caught my tail. This went on for over a month.” The humiliation of it still ticked him off, even as he had to admire Mick for it.
 
   “The mark made you? You? Fort Knox?” Frank didn’t sound like he believed it.
 
   Fuck, I hate that nickname. Knox nodded, face tight. “Every. Time.”
 
   Frank frowned, letting the silence drag. “Okay, what’s the catch?”
 
   Knox glared at Frank. “The thief was the mark.” Why the hell was Frank being so slow now?
 
   “Wait, what? The mark was Mick Lannon? You’ve got to be shitting me.”
 
   Knox shook his head. “No joke.”
 
   Frank grimaced. “DiLorenzo’s guys killed Mick Lannon’s aunt? Jesus Christ.” Frank stood up and began to pace. “Fucking hell. Lannon’s a thief, but only because he won’t let himself slide off the line. I’ve never met a guy who liked blood like he does. I swear he sharpens those knives of his in his sleep. Shit.”
 
   How many people knew Mick liked to cut people? Knox wondered, vaguely jealous. Mick’s kinks weren’t anyone’s business, except maybe his. Fuck. His cock stirred just thinking about it. The memory of Mick leaning into him, bloody knife in one hand and chains in the other, did weird and terrible things to his insides. Hoping he was keeping his thoughts off his face, he opened his hands. “Ding, ding, ding. You win a prize on the clue bus.”
 
   Frank stopped, looming over Knox. “Lannon is destroying Tony, piece by piece. He’s cutting the man’s business open and yanking the guts out to where the vultures can feast.” He shook his head. “Jesus. That takes balls and then some.” He grinned, all teeth. “And Lannon is winning, the cocky bastard.”
 
   “Yup.” Knox would be damned if he’d add any more details.
 
   Frank narrowed his gaze. “Question is, why do you care? You’re supposedly retired, so I assume you don’t need the income.” He pointed to his computer. “Why did you want that information?”
 
   Knox’s shoulders went tight. “Professional interest.”
 
   “Bullshit.” Frank dropped back into the chair. The metal squeaked ominously. “Why do you keep pressing on your chest? You get shot?”
 
   Knox dropped his hand to his thigh. Fuck.
 
   Frank leaned in. “I heard that Mick likes to cut people up.”
 
   Christ. How does he know that? Knox held Frank’s gaze, trying not to give anything away.
 
   Frank suddenly leaned back, grinning. “You know him. No, you’ve met him. The most elusive thief of our time.” He chuckled. “You got too close to your mark. That’s very interesting. I never thought I’d see the day when Fort Knox cracked open.”
 
   “Fuck you, Frank.” Knox reached out and grabbed the computer mouse. He clicked back through Frank’s files until he found the one he wanted. “Huh. DiLorenzo’s still holed up at Green Street. Fucking fool.” He clicked on another file. “Oh, ho. He’s into blackmail, too. Look at all those politicians, lined up nice and pretty.” He glanced at Frank.
 
   Frank was watching him, a bemused expression on his face.
 
   “What?”
 
   “You somehow stumbled into giving a shit, Knox. I can’t believe it,” Frank said softly.
 
   Knox glowered. “Doesn’t matter.”
 
   Frank frowned. “It does if you don’t want your thief to die.”
 
   “He’s smarter than that.” Knox was sure of that, if nothing else. Mick was a survivor. “Even I couldn’t catch him.”
 
   “His sister, then. Didn’t you say the guy had a little sister?”
 
   Knox froze. Aileen. Oh shit.
 
   “Yeah, you’re in deep, my friend.” Frank pointed at the screen. “If DiLorenzo can’t get to Mick…” He trailed off.
 
   “He’ll snatch Aileen.” The memory of blonde hair and sandwiches hazed through his mind. She was such an innocent, for all her exposure to Mick’s life. Knox felt like his heart was going to fucking explode. “Fuck!”
 
   Frank, to his credit, didn’t mock him anymore. “You’d better go warn him.”
 
   “I already did. Months ago.” Knox felt like wrapping his hands around DiLorenzo’s neck and squeezing until the fat fuck turned purple. And then maybe he’d cut off his balls. “He didn’t fucking listen. Obviously.” He glared at the numbers on the monitor.
 
   “Since when do you care what happens to some guy’s sister?” Frank asked, seriously this time.
 
   “Aileen is an innocent.” Knox shook his head.
 
   “Ah. She doesn’t fit your code. But what about Mr. Thief?”
 
   Knox felt his throat clog with … something. Regret? Worry? He didn’t have a clue. “I don’t know. He’s different.” He glanced at Frank, not sure what to say. He didn’t fucking understand it himself. “Mick isn’t what you’d expect.” He licked his lips, remembering what it felt like to fuck without having to worry. To be able to just let go. Mick could take him. Mick could kill him, if he wanted. Knox shivered as a stab of need so sharp it left his heart aching shot through him. “He’s a cold fucker. He likes blood.” His cock swelled more just thinking about the man. “He isn’t afraid of me.”
 
   “Jesus,” Frank breathed. When Knox looked at him, Frank’s eyes darted away.
 
   Mick isn’t afraid of me, but you are, Frank, Knox thought, grimly pleased. Haven’t lost my touch yet, even if I suddenly give a damn about a thief and his sister.
 
   “You two deserve each other.” Frank stood up. “Come on. I’ve got more beer. You look like you could use a drink.” He headed for the door. “I know I could,” he muttered. “And nothing more is happening tonight with that storm out there.”
 
   “Thanks, but I’m gonna head out,” Knox said, following him into the hall. The beer he’d had earlier wasn’t nearly enough to settle the itch in his gut that told him bad shit was about to go down, but he was beat. Following Mick for the past few months had put him on the ragged edge of exhaustion. The frigging thief never seemed to take any downtime. “I’ve got to get some sleep.”
 
   “Suit yourself.” Frank locked the door. “There’s a back exit.” He pointed down the dim hall.
 
   “Thanks, Frank.” Knox buttoned his jacket and headed towards the door.
 
   “Don’t get yourself killed, Knox,” Frank called.
 
   Knox tipped an imaginary hat at him, then slipped out into a back alley. Rain and wind hit him in the face, cold and sharp. It seemed appropriate, somehow, that this shitty night would end with a drenching downpour. The gutters on the dilapidated buildings around him hung half off the edges of the roofs, pouring water right onto the street. “Fucking mess,” Knox muttered, not sure if it was the weather or Mick’s insane quest to bring down the biggest drug dealer in Newark that had him grimacing.
 
   Not that it matters. Either way I’m fucked. Knox turned up the collar of his jacket and headed out into the storm.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   “Fuck,” Mick muttered, teeth gritted. He glanced out the kitchen window. The sun glittered down on the wet trees in the backyard after the morning’s storm like nothing had happened. Mick knew better. His three hired guys stared at him, probably afraid to say a word. Rage was never helpful when extracting information.
 
   “Did you check the house on Green Street?” he asked, biting out each word to keep himself from screaming at them. Or worse, carving them into little pieces. I hired them because they were the best and they lose my sister after only a week on the job.
 
   “Yeah. The place is cleaned out,” Marcus said. He was the most competent of the three bodyguards, and the oldest. His silvered hair made him look distinguished.
 
   Right now, Mick didn’t give a fuck about Marcus’s references, his experience, or his supposed goddamn competence. “I am still not entirely clear on how my little sister, a fifteen year old girl, slipped past three grown men.” He leaned on the table, gripping the edge to keep himself from unsheathing one of his blades. God, he wanted to cut someone open so badly right now. A little blood would calm him right down, but unfortunately it tended to have the opposite effect on his victims. And right now, he needed information more than he needed soothing. “Three highly trained grown men. Suckered by a little girl.” He gritted his teeth and forced himself to stop talking. Silence would get them to spill the details better than he could by yapping on and on. He glared at the men.
 
   “She said she had to use the bathroom,” Bradley offered, clearly uneasy. His brown hair flopped over his forehead and into his eyes.
 
   Probably why my sister got away from him. He can’t see past his stupid hair. Mick ground his teeth together so hard pain stabbed through his ears. “And you let her?”
 
   Bradley glanced at Jack, then at Marcus. “She said she had female stuff to do in there.” He licked his lips. “We covered the exits.”
 
   “Obviously, you didn’t cover all the exits, or she wouldn’t be missing.” Mick stood up, fists clenched. “Give me a good reason why I shouldn’t slice you into tiny pieces right now.”
 
   Jack crossed his arms over his chest. “There are three of us and only one of you.” His lip curled.
 
   “Wow. I thought you had more brains than that.” Mick stared into the man’s cold brown eyes until they dropped down and away. “If I wanted you dead, you’d be dead.” He looked at all three of the bodyguards, fingers itching for blood.
 
   “It was just a little coffee shop. There was no one around. We were the only customers.” Bradley shoved his hands into his pockets. “She probably ran away. Kids do that.”
 
   Ran away? It was all Mick could do to keep from yelling. Aileen wouldn’t run away, not now, not with everything he’d been doing the past several months to take down Tony DiLorenzo’s organization. She was smarter than that. Mick glared at Bradley. “You stupid fuck.” The doorbell rang before he could continue. The older bodyguard made as if to go answer it, but Mick shook his head. “Sit down, Marcus. I’m not done with you yet.”
 
   “Were you expecting someone?” Marcus asked. Of the three men, he was the only one who seemed even remotely aware that they had a big fucking problem.
 
   “Not exactly.” Mick headed for the front door. No, he wasn’t expecting anyone, but with his sister missing, he wasn’t exactly surprised. DiLorenzo probably had one of his guys standing outside right now, ready to tell him that the bastard had Aileen. Ready to taunt him with the news. He flicked a blade into his right hand. He had no illusions and very little self-control left. If he had to kill someone on his front stoop, he would, and fuck what the neighbors thought.
 
   “You shouldn’t answer that,” Jack called across the open space.
 
   Fucking open concept houses. Where was a good door when you needed one? Mick thought, irritated. “Sit down and keep your mouth shut, Jack.” Mick scowled as the doorbell rang again, and then someone started pounding on the door. “Fuck,” he said under his breath. He strode across the tiled foyer area and yanked it open.
 
   “Hello, Mick.” Knox stood on his porch like a damned prophet of doom, dark eyes swimming with some emotion Mick couldn’t interpret. “You’ve got a big problem.” He spoke as if he hadn’t been gone for months. As if he hadn’t been stalking Mick from a distance almost every time Mick went out to poke holes in DiLorenzo’s business, like a pervert with a thief fixation.
 
   Well, shit. Mick stared at the man, dick twitching in his pants. He’d been trying to deny he’d missed Knox for the past five months, but clearly he’d failed. This, I did not see coming.
 
   Unexpectedly, Knox pushed inside and closed the door behind him. His gaze flicked down to the blade in Mick’s hand, then back up again, not the least bit intimidated. “You’ve got a big fucking problem, and that little piece of steel isn’t going to solve it.”
 
   Despite his shock, Mick had Knox shoved up against the door with his blade at his throat in half a second. Anger surged through him, hot and strange. “You don’t know a damn thing about my problems.” His dick swelled against the placket of his jeans as Knox’s scent wafted over him. Fuck, I’ve got it bad. He pressed the tip of the knife into Knox’s neck, watching the tiniest bead of blood well up, then drip down into his collar. He shuddered.
 
   “I’ve got a knife at your kidney, Mick,” Knox said, eyes glittering. His arms felt like iron bands around Mick’s torso. “You don’t scare me.”
 
   Mick ground into the assassin until his aching hard-on met Knox’s hipbone. “So, slip it in. You’ve got the balls.” He pushed harder. “Do it, Knox. Cut me.” The rage he’d been feeling before muted into insane arousal, but his frustration only grew. His sister was missing, the man he’d been hung up on for the past several months had abruptly appeared at his door … fuck. My head is going to fucking explode.
 
   Knox grabbed the back of his neck, weaving a fist into Mick’s too-long hair. “That fat bastard is not the kind of man you want to push over the edge,” he growled, shifting slightly against Mick’s body. “And you did it, Mick. You fucking had to play with the rabid dog, didn’t you?” His fist squeezed in Mick’s hair painfully. “You’re fucking screwed.”
 
   Mick shuddered when Knox’s erection brushed past his. The hand that held the knife shook, slicing deeper, right next to the scar on Knox’s neck that he’d put there all those months ago. Knox grimaced, but didn’t back down. 
 
   “What the fuck, Knox?” Mick asked, letting his anger bleed into his voice. “Who the hell do you think you are, showing up like this?” He licked his lips. He wanted to fucking bite Knox. Lick the blood from his skin.
 
   “He likes to play with young girls.” Knox leaned into Mick’s knife, clearly not giving a shit about the blood trailing down his neck. “I warned you about him. I wrote it in blood, so it’d sink in, Mick. You ignored me, so here I am. Aileen’s an innocent, and you’re throwing her into the deep end of the pool.”
 
   A pang of guilt clenched his gut. Mick took a deep breath, then eased the blade away from Knox’s throat. He didn’t want to kill him. He wanted to fuck him, again and again. “As of two hours ago, he’s already got her.”
 
   Knox stared at him for a moment, and then he swore. “Jesus fucking Christ.” He shook Mick’s head, not gently. The hand in Mick’s hair hurt.
 
   Mick glared, tensing again. “Don’t fucking push me, Knox. You don’t want to do that. Not right now.” He felt like he was going to fly apart.
 
   “Or what?” Knox’s eyes narrowed. 
 
   Mick leaned in, putting his mouth to Knox’s ear. “You can kill me after I get Aileen back. But right now, back the fuck off of me or we’re both going to regret it.” He inhaled, savoring the musky heat of his onetime lover. His captive. I’m fucked every which way, he thought.
 
   “You need help, boss?” Marcus asked from the kitchen.
 
   Mick snorted. As if. Those fucktards couldn’t handle this situation if he’d typed out instructions on a poster for them to follow.
 
   “You have a crew? I thought you worked alone?” Knox asked, letting go of his hair.
 
   Mick shook his head. “Bodyguards. For Aileen.”
 
   Knox frowned. “Seriously?” He lifted an eyebrow, quick on the uptake, as always. “Ah. And they suck at their job.”
 
   The expression on his face made Mick want to drag him off and strip him naked. “Yeah. It didn’t do much good. She slipped away, or was taken, a couple hours ago.” Mick shook his head. “Fuck.”
 
   “Boss?”
 
   What the hell is wrong with these guys? I could’ve been dead three times over before they figured out some shit was happening. Mick sighed, watching Knox’s expression bleed from concern for his sister down to blank neutrality. “Back down, Marcus. I’ve got this,” Mick called out before Knox did something unpredictable. Like kill everyone and burn my house down.
 
   “He’s got a knife at your back,” Marcus said, moving closer. 
 
   Stifling the urge to roll his eyes, Mick watched the idiot fail to hide his Glock down near his thigh. Marcus is not as smart as I thought he was when I hired him, and that says more about me than him. I’m off my game. Mick eased away from Knox, not bothering to hide his erection. When Marcus’s eyes dropped to his groin, then skittered away, Mick smiled, tight and mean. Let him look. Stupid shit.
 
   “Yeah, and I had a knife at his throat. Did you miss that? Yes, you did. And also, neither of us is dead. What does that tell you, Marcus?” He turned, pushing the arm Knox held at his back down to the side. Knox let him move away, and then sheathed his blade. He crossed his arms and leaned back against the door, every flexed muscle in his chest thick with menace. Mick stepped to his side, hands loose and ready for anything. Their stances screamed united front.
 
   Marcus stared at them. “You know each other?”
 
   “Oh my God, duh,” Mick muttered, itching to slice some sense into the guy. “Yes,” he said, enunciating very clearly. “We know each other.”
 
   Knox glanced at Mick, then at the men standing in the kitchen area. “You three aren’t too bright, are you?”
 
   Jack scowled, moving closer to Bradley.
 
   “Get out, Marcus,” Mick said, abruptly completely done with them. They’d screwed themselves when they lost his sister, and he didn’t have the time or patience to give second chances. He’d let them walk out of here alive. That was enough. “You too, Jack. Bradley.” He nodded at the guns on the table. They’d been cleaning them as if nothing out of the ordinary had happened. Fucking idiots. “Get your shit and get out of my house.”
 
   Marcus frowned, and then tilted his head. “You sure about that?”
 
   “Yes. Leave now.” Mick pointed at the three of them. “Your stupidity is my fault, and that’s on me, but I don’t have to put up with it anymore. Out.” He itched to get them out so he could get started on retrieving Aileen. He knew it was going to take a bit of doing, but with Knox here now… He glanced at the assassin, weirdly reassured by his presence. By rights, he should’ve killed me months ago, or at least taken off, never to be heard from again, and instead here he is. Mick couldn’t deny the little spark of joy that flared inside, even as he squashed it. He worked alone. He didn’t get attached. He liked to cut people up. None of those things was particularly suitable for dating.
 
   Jack glared. “You didn’t pay us.”
 
   Knox shifted his weight, hands falling to his sides. Mick took a deep breath, hoping Knox would let him handle this. He hated scrubbing blood off hardwood. He’d try threats first. “You lost my sister, you moron. I can cut you open and watch you try to scoop your guts up off of the floor, or you can just fucking leave.” Mick wasn’t joking. “You had one job, and you screwed it up.”
 
   “And there’s the guy I remember so fondly,” Knox murmured, touching a hand to his chest and running his thumb down the side of his pectoral muscle.
 
   Mick shot him a look.
 
   Knox returned his stare, bland and fake.
 
   Mick stifled a snort. Knox was anything but bland.
 
   “You can’t go after DiLorenzo by yourself,” Bradley said, pushing his hair out of his eyes.
 
   Mick froze. “I don’t recall mentioning that name to you, Bradley.” He flipped his blade around, gripping the sharp edge. One flick and it would go directly into the shithead’s right eye.
 
   Bradley went pale, eyes fixed on Mick’s knife. “Uh…”
 
   Knox moved forward. “And there’s your weasel, Mick.”
 
   Mick nodded. “Did I tell you how much I admire your instincts the last time you visited here, Knox? Because I do. I really, really do.”
 
   Knox snorted, and then Bradley was sprinting for the back door. Mick shot after him, leaving Marcus and Jack to Knox. He grabbed Bradley by the hair just before he hit the door, yanking the man off his feet and down onto the kitchen tile. He was on top of him and had a knife at his throat before Bradley could squeak, let alone struggle. “Where is she?” he hissed. Bradley pressed his lips together defiantly. Fucking stupid— Mick placed the tip of the blade against the skin under the man’s right eye.
 
   “I don’t know anything!” Bradley struggled, trying to slide out of his grasp, but Mick pushed the blade in until it hit the bone of his eye socket. Bradley tried to jerk away, but Mick put a knee against his groin.
 
   “Don’t fucking move, asshole. I’m a quarter of an inch from your eyeball, in case you didn’t notice. And I have zero interest in preserving your vision. Quite the contrary, in fact. I’d enjoy popping your eye out like the head of a zit.” Mick swallowed against the surge of adrenaline rushing through him. He had to be calm. Much as he’d enjoy slicing this shithead into strips, he needed to find out what the man knew about Aileen, and too much pain would derail Bradley’s ability to speak. “Where is she?”
 
   “I don’t know!” Bradley tried to look at the knife, but it was too close to his face.
 
   Mick shifted the blade away, grabbing Bradley’s head and thumping it on the hard floor. Blood trickled down his cheekbone. “You know something. Spill it, asshole.” He put the knife back, fitting it perfectly into the hole he’d already made.
 
   Bradley winced. “DiLorenzo paid us to give him the girl. I don’t know where he took her. I swear!”
 
   “Fuck, Bradley. Shut up! Don’t be an idiot,” Marcus said, but then his voice choked off.
 
   Mick glanced up to find Jack sprawled bonelessly on the floor and Marcus with Knox’s arm around his throat.
 
   “I can break his neck, real easy,” Knox said, his voice perfectly smooth. “Give me a reason.” He smiled coldly.
 
   Marcus’s face lost all its color.
 
   “Maybe.” Mick smiled grimly and turned back to Bradley, who looked considerably more docile. Must be Knox’s way with words. I mean, I find him soothing, so why wouldn’t someone else? he joked with himself. Bradley’s gaze was fixed on Knox. Mick put the knife at his neck, just to remind him that he wasn’t to be screwed with either. “When?”
 
   Bradley swallowed and the blade cut into his skin with the movement. Blood flowed down his neck, hot and perfect. “When what?”
 
   Such a lovely color. Mick controlled a shudder. “When did you hand over my sister? And don’t lie to me.” His eyes went back to the blood as if entranced. He wanted to smear it all over. He glanced up at Knox. The killer’s expression told him he knew precisely what Mick was thinking, and he liked it. Mick gritted his teeth, reminding himself that he had a job to do right now. No jumping Knox’s bones. Focus.
 
   “This afternoon. God, it happened just a couple hours ago. She wanted coffee so we took her to the café in town—” Bradley shut up when Mick pushed the knife in further.
 
   “What time?” Mick asked, suddenly so pissed his damned hand shook.
 
   “Two. Two o’clock,” Marcus croaked from behind him.
 
   Mick nodded. “Where is she?”
 
   “I don’t know!” Bradley eyes were red. Was he crying?
 
   Yes, he was. Mick blinked. He’d made someone cry with fear. Cool. Your reactions are completely skewed, a small voice murmured at the back of his head. He ignored it. He didn’t care, as long as Knox was okay with it… And wasn’t that a fucking kick in the nuts. He’d never cared what anyone else thought, except for his sister. He literally didn’t give a shit, until now. He held Knox’s gaze for a moment, reassured when he saw the killer’s approval. God, they were both so fucked in the head. He might not be good for Knox, but Knox sure wasn’t good for him, either.
 
   “Fucking pussy,” Knox said, his voice still calm as glass.
 
   “Yup.” Mick shook his head, playing along. Excitement pooled in his stomach. “Pity.”
 
   “What?” Bradley asked, eyes wild.
 
   “Pity you don’t know shit,” Mick said, plunging the knife into his neck. He held the bastard’s gaze until his eyes went blank. Then he stood up, shaking the blood off his hands. He hadn’t killed many men in his life, mostly because he enjoyed it too fucking much, and no thief could afford that kind of addiction. This guy though, yeah. This guy deserved it. No one hurts my sister and gets away with it. He let himself revel in the satisfaction of the kill for a moment, then glanced up.
 
   “Oh God, no, shit—” Marcus blubbered.
 
   Mick looked at Knox and saw an answering hunger in his gaze. Knox had enjoyed watching him cut Bradley. Shit. This is … really not good, he thought, and then Knox tightened his arm around Marcus’s neck.
 
   “Where is she?” Knox asked, voice low and menacing.
 
   Marcus went wild, shoving and kicking. Knox moved back, trying to control him, but Mick knew they wouldn’t get anything out of the guy. He shook his head. Knox nodded, then tightened his arms until Marcus’s neck cracked. Knox let go and the body slumped to the floor.
 
   “Fuck.” Mick walked over to the sink and rinsed his hands and blade. He was still shaking. “Is Jack dead, too?” He was even more aroused now, knowing that Knox had seen him kill Bradley. You are so screwed up, he thought, wondering for the thousandth time why he didn’t feel any remorse. Or shame. I should be ashamed of myself. He felt shame for feeling this good, not because he killed a guy. No way could he ever let Aileen know what he’d done. She’d be messed up for life. He knew enough about human nature to understand that he was irrevocably damaged, but that didn’t mean he had to traumatize his sister.
 
   “Yeah. I had to neutralize him in order to deal with the other one.” Knox cocked his head. “Don’t do this to yourself, Mick. They deserved it. They took your sister and gave her to that fucking perv. They betrayed you.”
 
   “Yeah, I know.” Mick ran a wet hand down his face. The cool water felt good on his skin, but he was still vibrating with tension. “The trouble is, I don’t regret it. I wish I did. This thing in me that likes this shit—” He broke off, not knowing what to say to explain the monster in his head. “I’m not a good man. Not by a long shot.” He grimaced. “You maybe don’t want to hang around with me. I might infect you with this, whatever it is.” He pointed to himself.
 
   Knox laughed. “I kill people for a living, Mick.”
 
   “But you don’t enjoy it. Not like I do. For you, it’s just a job.”
 
   “I do like it, and I don’t regret it, either. I have a code. I only kill bad guys. That helps.” Knox walked over and trapped Mick against the sink, arms on either side of Mick’s torso. “Don’t talk yourself into feeling shitty over them. They’re not worth it.” He kissed Mick, soft and gentle.
 
   The sweetness of his lips almost broke Mick. His heart knocked on his ribs so hard he couldn’t breathe without trembling. “Jesus, Knox. What the hell?” Knox’s body was hard and hot against his. He put his hands on Knox’s arms, digging his fingers into the muscle. His onetime captive felt solid. Strong.
 
   Knox smiled against his mouth. “I know you liked cutting him open. I could see it on your face. It’s okay. I liked watching you do it.” He nibbled on Mick’s bottom lip. “Blood is my favorite color.”
 
   Mick shuddered, his erection suddenly so hard it hurt. “Fuck. That’s sick. You know it. I know it.”
 
   Knox kissed him again, biting at his bottom lip. “So what? You’re in control of yourself. You don’t go around killing people who don’t deserve it, do you?” He bit Mick’s jaw.
 
   Mick drew in a shaky breath. “No.”
 
   “Then let it go. Don’t let this shit fester in your head.” Knox kissed him again, hard and ruthless this time. He tasted like cherries, of all the fucking things.
 
   “Christ.” Mick slid his hands up and into Knox’s hair. “We deserve each other,” he muttered.
 
   Knox answered that statement with a roll of his hips. His cock pushed against Mick’s hip like a brand.
 
   Mick swallowed hard, then pushed him away. “I need to find my sister. I don’t have time for this.”
 
   Knox stepped back. “You’re not going anywhere like that.” He looked pointedly down at Mick’s erection.
 
   Mick grimaced.
 
   Knox lifted an eyebrow, glancing around at the carnage in the kitchen, and then, suddenly, he went to his knees. His hands went to Mick’s pants. 
 
   “What the fuck?” Mick asked, startled, but then he groaned. Knox had his pants open already. His cock bounced out, hitting Knox in the chin.
 
   “Yeah, that works for me,” Knox said, and then he opened his mouth and sucked Mick’s erection inside.
 
   Mick entire body went rigid as soon as his cockhead hit the back of Knox’s throat. “Fuck. Fuck fuck fuck.” He scrabbled at the counter at his back, fingers clumsy and stupid. “Oh Jesus, you—” He broke off when Knox swallowed. Mick groaned. “I thought you weren’t gay.”
 
   Knox slid off. “I had an epiphany the past five months, following you around. I’m not gay. I just want you.” He swallowed Mick’s cock down again, looking up at him through absurdly long eyelashes. His dark eyes glittered with lust, and something else. Something a hell of a lot more dangerous.
 
   That makes no sense, Mick thought, but then the pleasure of Knox’s tongue rubbing at the underside of his dick shuddered through him. Mick jammed a fist into his mouth and bit down. He would not come like some fourteen year old… Shit. He trembled, eyes going from Knox’s lips wrapped around his dick, to the blood on the floor and the bodies just beyond the kitchen table, and then back to Knox’s mouth. He was so fucking close he could taste his orgasm in his throat. Knox gripped his balls and pulled, not particularly gently, and then it was all over. Mick cried out, head going back as his dick pulsed. White-hot pleasure rushed down his spine. Knox swallowed it all, like he’d been sucking cock for years, and then he sat back on his heels and licked his lips.
 
   “Huh.” He wiped at his mouth with a thumb and forefinger. “Tastes weird.”
 
   Mick stared at him, knees locked so he wouldn’t go down. “Your lips are swollen.”
 
   Knox laughed, and stood up. “Gee, I wonder why.” He crowded up against Mick. “I could get used to you in my mouth.”
 
   Mick frowned, still mostly blissed out and therefore confused. “What?”
 
   Knox undid his pants. Before Mick could figure out what the hell was happening, Knox was stripping his own cock, fast and rough. “Fuck, you look good. You smell good. Christ.” He leaned his head on Mick’s shoulder. The back of his hand knocked against Mick’s still-too-sensitive dick, making him twitch.
 
   “Let me,” he said, trying to push Knox’s fist away, but it was too late. Knox growled, and then strips of semen jetted out all over his hand and Mick’s half-hard junk. Mick’s dick valiantly tried to fill again. Knox sighed, then let go of his cock and slumped in against him.
 
   “Holy hell.” Mick put his arms around Knox. “That was hot.” He felt over-stimulated and maybe just a bit confused.
 
   Knox grunted into his neck, letting Mick take more of his weight.
 
   Mick ignored the rapidly cooling spunk on his groin and tried to get himself to settle the fuck down. Usually an orgasm relaxed him, but not this time. His mind was revving up all over again. “I need to find my sister before that bastard hurts her.” He ran a hand up and down Knox’s back. Absently, he noted that the assassin had muscles on top of his muscles. I sure know how to pick them, he thought.
 
   Knox sighed, standing up. “I know.”
 
   Mick glanced at the bodies on the floor. Cleaning up the blood was going to be a major pain in the ass. “Fuck. What a mess.”
 
   “I know a place we can dump them.” Knox hiked up his jeans and zipped the front closed after carefully tucking himself inside.
 
   Mick watched Knox straighten his shirt. He licked his lips. “I think I need a drink.”
 
   “No time for that. Come on.” Knox leaned past him and ran a towel under water in the sink. “Clean up.” He slapped the damp cloth against Mick’s abdomen. “You can drink yourself into oblivion later, after we get your sister.”
 
   Mick caught the towel before it fell. “You’re taking all of this rather well.” He gestured at the mess in the room, then wiped his skin clean. He tossed the towel onto the counter and put himself back together. His cock twitched as he zipped up over it. Down, boy.
 
   Knox shrugged. “I’m more upset that I can’t fucking forget you than I am about a bunch of dead bodies that don’t mean shit to me.”
 
   Mick went still. “What are you talking about?”
 
   Knox rolled his eyes. “Like you haven’t noticed me stalking you for the past few months? Come on. You know better than that.”
 
   Mick nodded slowly. “Yeah.” Every time he’d looked over his shoulder he’d felt eyes on the back of his head. He’d known Knox was out there. He hadn’t tried to put a stop to it, either. And what does that say about me?
 
   “Stop obsessing.” Knox grabbed Mick’s wrist and squeezed. “You did what you had to do. Now it’s time to do the rest.”
 
   Mick looked into Knox’s dark gaze. “You know something.”
 
   Knox smiled. It wasn’t a comforting grin. “Yeah. I do.”
 
   Mick felt his face ease into a smirk as he let the monster that lived inside him come to the fore once again. “Okay, then. Let’s go.”
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   Knox merged his SUV onto the interstate, squinting against the oncoming headlights that glared into the windshield. Motherfucking truckers, he thought as he swerved slightly to the right. An eighteen-wheeler nearly clipped the side of the car as it whizzed past. The last thing he needed was to end up a statistic on the side of the road. Not now. Not when he had a reason to keep driving, for the first time in his life. He pressed a palm against the scars on his chest. He liked the way they split into pieces the tattoo his father had forced on him.
 
   “Where to next?” Mick asked.
 
   Knox glanced over at his lover. “DiLorenzo’s place. Where else?” They’d dumped the bodies where Knox knew no one would ever find them. Probably the bears’ll pick the bones clean before anyone even thinks to look for those losers.
 
   “And where is that, exactly? His Green Street place is a bust.” Mick ran his hands down his jeans. A streak of dirt marred the right knee. “And also, there are only two of us, Knox. I’m not liking the odds. DiLorenzo probably has an army surrounding him.”
 
   Knox laughed. “Nope. You picked off all his best guys already.” He let his lips curl. “Or rather, you set them up and then DiLorenzo removed them for you.” He eased into the passing lane and sped up a little. It was already past midnight and he wanted to get this shit done and over with. God knew what that bastard had already done to Aileen. “And nobody wants to work for him anymore, on account of his killing off his own people. Stupid fuck. That kind of shit is bad for business.”
 
   Mick snorted. “Well, that’s kind of what I was going for, when I set them all up.” He ran a hand through his hair. “Jesus, I hate that asshole.”
 
   “He’ll get what’s coming to him.” Knox eased back into the slow lane once he’d passed the truck going up the hill. No sense in getting a ticket now. “We’re not far from his secret hidey-hole.”
 
   Mick angled his body towards Knox. “We’re in the middle of nowhere.” He frowned. “Well, as nowhere as you can get in New Jersey.”
 
   “He’s got a house on the lake.” Knox pointed to the glove box. “And he’s got a serious problem with his security. Open it up. I put a surprise in there for you.”
 
   Mick unlatched the small compartment and pulled out the baggie with the key card Knox had stashed inside earlier that day. “What’s this?”
 
   “Access to DiLorenzo’s compound.”
 
   Mick whistled. “How in the hell did you get your hands on this?”
 
   Knox smiled. “I have my ways.” He’d tell Mick if the thief pressed him, but he hoped he didn’t. Frank liked his privacy, and Knox wanted to keep it that way. Frank had shown up at his door the morning after their little talk and given him the card. “I got this late last night, after you left. Take the fucker down,” he’d said. Knox had promised him he would.
 
   “I won’t ask,” Mick said after a long pause.
 
   Knox nodded. Smart guy. He knows how this shit works. That was the biggest compliment Knox could pay someone, but then, he’d figured out that Mick was a sharp one months ago, when he’d slipped Knox’s tail over and over again.
 
   “I leaked DiLorenzo’s schedules and his lovely little blackmail side business to the FBI,” Mick said casually. “And then I emailed DiLorenzo and told him about it.”
 
   Knox froze. Well, shit. “You’ve got steel balls, that’s for sure,” he muttered. No wonder DiLorenzo snatched Aileen. He’s probably losing his fucking mind by now over this. “I found out about DiLorenzo’s blackmail scheme, by the way. My source had it all laid out in a pretty little spreadsheet. I already knew about the trafficking.”
 
   “They’re going to nail him to the wall.” Mick took the keycard out of the plastic bag and put it in his pocket.
 
   “No, they’re not.” Knox gripped the steering wheel so hard it creaked. “Because DiLorenzo is going to be dead soon.” And after that, I’m going to keep Mick too busy to fuck around with the fucking government and their pet drug dealers.
 
   “He had a bunch of politicians in his pocket.” Mick offered this tidbit of information as if he expected Knox to be surprised. He wasn’t.
 
   “Jesus Christ, Mick. You think the FBI is clean? You think our government doesn’t know about the shit that’s goes on behind the scenes?” He glared at the road, barely seeing the white passing lines flashing beneath the car. “They know. They all fucking know. That’s how this shit works. They pay assholes like DiLorenzo to keep everyone in line. And then the politicians pay other assholes to keep the FBI in line. It’s a circle jerk, Mick. Everyone’s got their dicks out and in dirty hands.”
 
   Mick shoved the glove box closed. “So what if it is some giant clusterfuck? That raving lunatic has my sister. He killed my aunt. The end.”
 
   Knox nodded. “Yeah. And he’s going down for that. But don’t expect miracles to happen. Someone else will replace him.”
 
   “I don’t give a damn about someone else.” Mick laughed bitterly. “Do I look like a fairy godmother to you? My mother and stepfather were murdered right in front of me when I was fifteen. I know how fucked up the world is, believe me, and I’m not trying to fix it.” He adjusted his seatbelt. “But I won’t let Aileen be used as some pawn in that sick fuck’s game.”
 
   Well, that explains a few things, Knox thought. “Fine. As long as we’re clear about our objective.”
 
   “I just want to get my sister back.” Mick let out an explosive sigh. “And I would like to flay DiLorenzo alive, but I’ll settle for him being extremely dead within the next twenty-four hours.”
 
   And there’s our exit. Knox slowed the car down and eased off the highway. “Well aren’t you lucky, Mick. Dead is what I’m good at.”
 
   Twenty tense minutes later, Knox rolled the SUV to a stop at the bottom of a wooded hill. “This is as close as I can get without anyone noticing and coming to investigate the car.”
 
   Mick undid his seatbelt. “I usually like to do research before I break in somewhere, but I guess we’ll have to improvise.” He checked his knives, then rolled his shoulders. “How exciting. It’ll be like when I first started out in the business. What a rush.”
 
   “Fucking hell,” Knox muttered, eyeing his lover’s jitters. “Try not to go crazy.”
 
   Mick smirked. “Define crazy.”
 
   Ignoring that remark, Knox got out of the car and stretched the kinks out of his spine. “I have a spare piece in the back, if you want it.”
 
   Mick shook his head as he flowed out of the passenger’s seat, graceful as only a thief could be. “No thanks. I’m fine with my blades.”
 
   “Silent but deadly,” Knox said. “I thought I smelled something gross.”
 
   Mick blinked, then laughed. “You made a joke.”
 
   “No.” Knox bit back a smile. “I don’t make jokes.”
 
   “You did. Asshole.” Mick eased the door shut. “Do we have a plan?”
 
   “Break in. Save your sister. Kill DiLorenzo. Maybe set something on fire. The end.”
 
   Mick chuckled. “I like it.”
 
   Knox closed and locked the vehicle, and then joined Mick on the road. “There’s a trail that leads to the perimeter. There.” He pointed.
 
   “Oh joy. Tromping through the woods in the dark. Sounds like a recipe for a broken ankle.” Mick checked his knives again, clearly a nervous tic, and then he started forward. “Let’s get to it. The night isn’t getting any younger.”
 
   Knox followed him into the trees, going slowly until his eyes adjusted to the darkness. “DiLorenzo doesn’t have a fence. He usually relies on men to do security, but for some reason he’s shorthanded these days. I have no idea why that would be.”
 
   Mick flashed him a smile. “What a shame.”
 
   He smiles like a shark. I like it. Knox grinned. “Isn’t it though?”
 
   Ten minutes later they ran into their first guard right where the tree line ended and a pristine lawn began. Mick had the man on the ground and bleeding out from a hole in his neck before Knox could do anything. He’s fast, ruthless, and deadly. Just my type. He glanced around wondering if he’d get to kill anyone or if Mick was going to take out everybody singlehandedly. “Do you always go for the jugular?”
 
   Mick gave him a look that said stop-fucking-around asking dumb questions.
 
   Knox smiled, then motioned him towards the back of the mansion. Instead of replying verbally, Mick obediently headed along the trees, keeping to the shadows. He paused when they came to the pool area. “He probably has security cameras,” Mick said quietly. He pointed to the corner of a shed. “Yup. I count three covering this side of the house.”
 
   “Is there a blind spot?” Knox asked.
 
   Mick squinted into the clearing, then lifted an eyebrow. “I’ll be damned. There is. Sloppy.” He made a face. “I’m disappointed.”
 
   Knox rolled his eyes. “You can be annoyed at his bullshit security later. Right now we’ve gotta move.”
 
   “Yeah, yeah. Stay close to me.” Mick silently stepped into the light, zigzagging around the pool to the back of the building. Knox followed on his heels until they reached the rear door. The house was dark inside. Mick slipped out the keycard and tilted his head at Knox.
 
   Knox nodded.
 
   Mick tapped it against the security lock, and the light turned green. Knox pushed the door open and slipped inside, Mick on his heels. He looked around, but didn’t see anyone in the pool room. Plants crowded every available surface, turning the space into a jungle. He’d been in a real jungle a few times and it sucked. Recreating that kind of dense tropical crap indoors… Rich people were weird. He moved to the far door, then eased his head around the doorjamb. The kitchen was empty. He and Mick continued, clearing the first floor of the building.
 
   “Where the fuck is he?” Mick asked, keeping his voice low. “Maybe your intel was bad.”
 
   Knox looked at the door to the basement. “No. My info is good, but I think cockroaches run into their holes when someone shines a light on their party.” He tapped the door with the tip of his gun.
 
   Mick frowned. “Fine. Let’s go down.”
 
   Knox turned the knob. Light filtered up the broad steps. This wasn’t your ordinary basement, not that he’d expected it to be. More like a wine cellar, he thought, eyeing the hardwood stairs and rock walls. Mick slipped past him, heading down. Knox followed him, freezing when Mick grabbed a man’s arm just as they rounded a curve on the staircase.
 
   “Where are they?” he asked, shoving the guard against the wall. His knife pressed into the man’s neck.
 
   The guy swallowed hard. “Downstairs. Door on the right.”
 
   Mick smiled grimly, then cut the man’s throat.
 
   Knox helped him ease the body to the steps. “Messy.” Blood streaked the stones, soaking into the mortar between the rocks. That would be a bitch to clean up.
 
   Mick shrugged. “Don’t care.” He wiped his knife on the man’s shirt.
 
   Knox had nothing to add to that. He didn’t much care either, especially if the man had helped DiLorenzo hurt Aileen. “There might be more of them.”
 
   “I hope so.” Mick headed down.
 
   Knox followed him, vaguely aroused, but that was nothing new. Watching Mick work over the past half year had screwed with his customary indifference. Mick was very, very good at his job. Watching him cut down a professional guard so efficiently sparked something in Knox’s gut. Something he couldn’t ignore. I don’t have to chew it to death, though. Mick was hot. So what? He didn’t have to make it into anything more if he didn’t want to.
 
   Mick stopped abruptly at the bottom of the stairs, holding up two fingers and then pointing. The dimly lit hallway stretched half the length of the house before opening into a wood-paneled wine tasting room. Two closed wooden doors with polished brass levers sat halfway down the space.
 
   Knox tapped him on the arm and motioned that he wanted to go first. Mick nodded. Knox eased by, then immediately crouched down on the floor. Three men came out of nowhere, probably from a doorway he hadn’t seen tucked behind the stairs. That was the one direction Mick couldn’t check from his position. Instinctively, he shot one guy, and then the other before he realized the racket it would make. Fuck. Should’ve brought the silencer.
 
   Mick rushed past, knifing a third guard in the stomach with short, sharp stabs. “Where is he?” he demanded harshly. He grabbed the man by his shirt and shoved him against the stair’s railing. Knox circled around them, hoping like hell there weren’t any more men hiding in the rooms behind closed doors. Breaking into DiLorenzo’s stronghold was dumb, and they both knew it, but the bastard had Aileen. They didn’t have a lot of options and even less time.
 
   Mick growled, shaking the wounded guard. Blood bubbled from the man’s lips, but his eyes looked toward the open area at the end of the hall. Mick knifed him again and let him slump to the floor.
 
   “My goodness, how dramatic. And messy. I should have expected that, I suppose, from the prodigal son. And you got here so quickly, too. I’ve only now arrived myself.”
 
   Knox froze, turning toward the owner of the voice. An older man stood at the end of the hall, arm wrapped around Aileen’s neck. He pressed a gun against her cheek, hard enough to turn her skin white at the cheekbone. His black slacks and grey sweater didn’t do his overweight body any favors, and neither did the slicked back silver hair. He looked like a thug. A wealthy one, but everyone knew there were some things money couldn’t fix, and DiLorenzo’s aura of dissipation was one of them. Aileen’s bruised eyes matched the man’s clothing: bleak and dull. She stared at him and Mick pleadingly. She was gagged, and obviously freaked the fuck out, but the man’s piercing blue gaze was what held Knox captive.
 
   Oh, fuck me, he thought, horrified. Mick’s face would probably look exactly like DiLorenzo’s in about forty years.
 
   ****
 
   “Prodigal son? You’ve gone completely delusional, you sick bastard,” Mick said, flicking the blood off of his blade. He looked at his sister. Her hands were zip-tied in front of her body, tight enough to cut off her circulation. She had two black eyes and a cut lip from what he could see around the rag in her mouth. Rage uncoiled at the base of Mick’s spine. He wasn’t going to kill DiLorenzo fast, oh no. This motherfucker didn’t deserve a quick death. The bastard would pay for whatever he’d done to Aileen. “Let her go, DiLorenzo. She has nothing to do with our little game.”
 
   “Game?” The older man laughed. “On the contrary, my wayward son. She has everything to do with this.”
 
   “I’m not your son,” Mick said, stepping forward. What the hell is he getting at?
 
   “Uh, uh. Not one step closer, my boy.” DiLorenzo shook Aileen like a rag doll. She struggled, trying to get away, but DiLorenzo casually hit her in the head with the butt of his pistol. Aileen swayed, clearly dazed. Blood trickled from a small wound at her temple.
 
   Knox growled and raised his weapon, but Mick held out his arm, keeping the assassin behind him. DiLorenzo still held Aileen across his body. There was no way to guarantee a clean shot at this distance, no matter how impressive Knox’s skill was.
 
   “Your guards are dead. So is your business.” Mick flipped his blade around his fingers idly. “You have nowhere to go.”
 
   DiLorenzo laughed. “Defiant to the end, just like your mother. It’s a shame she died so precipitously, isn’t it? But then, she thought she could get away with leaving me.”
 
   Oh, shit, Mick thought, as the meaning of the bastard’s words sank into his brain. This is bad. He knew my mother?
 
   DiLorenzo sneered. “Thought she could hook up with another man. Give birth to someone else’s spawn.” He shook Aileen again. “She was wrong. Your mother was mine. And no one takes away what’s mine and lives to talk about it.” He snorted. “Your Aunt Judy figured that out too late. Thought she could fucking rat me out, the bitch.” His eyes went flat. “Dead people don’t talk.”
 
   Mick’s fingers tightened around the hilt of his blade. “What the fuck are you babbling about?”
 
   “Mick, I am your father,” DiLorenzo intoned with a deep voice, and then he cackled. “I’ve been waiting years to say that.” His smile slipped away. “Oh, wait. Didn’t your mother ever tell you about your real father? No? It certainly wasn’t that faggot she married after she ran away from me.”
 
   Mick went perfectly still. “Are you insane?”
 
   “Fuck,” Knox muttered.
 
   Mick glanced at his lover. Knox was staring at DiLorenzo as if he’d seen a ghost.
 
   “Your partner sees the truth, son,” DiLorenzo said, smirking.
 
   No. He has to be bluffing, Mick thought. Nausea twisted in his gut. “My father died when I was a baby. Maybe you knew my mother, and maybe you didn’t. It doesn’t matter.”
 
   DiLorenzo laughed again. “Ha! Such a liar, your mother.” He raised an eyebrow. “Of course, you turned out quite well, even without my fatherly support. Best thief in North America. A chip off the old block, as they say. I’m proud of you, Micky.” His eyes glittered. “We’re going to have so much fun together, hmm?”
 
   Mick lost it. If someone asked him later to describe what he felt in that moment, he’d never be able to explain the weird mix of rage and horror that gripped him. He rushed forward, intent on one thing only: he wanted to cut DiLorenzo into tiny, little, bloody pieces. Aileen screamed through the gag, eyes wide and terrified, and then a shot went off near his head. Mick ignored the ringing in his ears and grabbed his sister, shoving her behind him. Blood welled up from the hole in DiLorenzo’s head.
 
   “Fuck!” Mick grabbed the bastard before he could fall. “Fucking liar!” Mick shook him hard, but the blue eyes had already gone blank. He threw the body away from him and pivoted on his heel, rage still pushing through his veins like heroin. “What the fuck did you do?” he yelled at Knox.
 
   Knox was on the floor, cradling Aileen’s hands. He’d cut her zip-ties.
 
   “Look at me!” Mick knew he was out of line, yelling at Knox like that, but he didn’t care. He stood there, gripping his knife like a fucking lunatic, but he couldn’t bring himself under control. The faint, static indifference he felt most of the time was gone, and in its place was a rage so vast he was drowning in it. His heart banged against his ribs as he sucked in air.
 
   Knox looked up, eyes shadowed. “I wasn’t going to let you kill your own father, Mick.”
 
   Mick clenched his teeth. “I wanted him to suffer.” He gestured with his blade. “That isn’t suffering.”
 
   Knox gently worked the gag away from Aileen’s mouth, then massaged her jaw. “I know, Mick,” he murmured. “But he needed to be dead more than you needed revenge. And no one should have to kill their own parent.” He scooped a weeping Aileen into his lap and rocked her. “Shh. Shh, it’s okay. I got you, honey.”
 
   Mick stared at his lover and his sister. His mind felt like a huge black hole. Every time he tried to calm down, the anger sucked everything he cared about into oblivion. He turned and threw the knife, staring as it hit the wall and stuck there, vibrating. “He’s not my dad.”
 
   “No, he’s not.” Knox’s voice sounded so sure. “He’s not the guy who raised you, thank fucking Christ, but he is your biological father. Anyone with eyes can see it.”
 
   Mick stared at the body. Maybe he is, but I don’t care. He sucked in a harsh breath, heart still pumping hard. Knox’s words didn’t matter. Mick wanted to hurt someone, but there was no one left alive he could slice open. Except myself. He pulled out his other knife and set the edge against his forearm, just above the leather sheath he wore strapped to his skin.
 
   “Mick. Stop it.” Knox set Aileen on the floor and stood up.
 
   Mick pushed the tip into his arm, savoring the bite. “Leave me alone, Knox.” He sliced down his arm, shuddering when the blood welled up. “Please take care of my sister.” He knew he wasn’t capable of helping her right now, not with this chaos in his head.
 
   “Let the knife go.” Knox gripped his wrist and squeezed. The blade wavered. Sparks of pain shot through Mick’s arm. It was even better with Knox’s hand on the weapon than when he did it to himself. Mick shuddered as the anger slid into arousal.
 
   “That’s perfect,” he whispered.
 
   “Mick, stop it,” Knox said, low and calm.
 
   Mick ignored him, concentrating on the blood. His blood. If DiLorenzo was his father, Mick deserved to suffer, too. Blood always breeds true, right? he mused, fuzzy on the details. “Like father, like son,” he muttered, swaying.
 
   Knox grabbed his shoulder with his free hand, holding him steady. “DiLorenzo might have been your mom’s sperm donor, but he sure as shit wasn’t your father.” He squeezed Mick’s wrist harder.
 
   Mick struggled as his fingers began to tingle unpleasantly. “Fuck! Let me go, Knox.” He didn’t want to cut his lover, not now. Maybe not ever again. His only other choice was to let go of the knife, and he didn’t want to do that either.
 
   “Mick. This isn’t just about you.” Knox pressed his thumb into Mick’s pulse point.
 
   Mick groaned, angry all over again, but Knox didn’t let go. He didn’t move away. Mick closed his eyes, imagining himself dying. No. That’s the easy way out of this. Before he could change his mind, he opened his fingers. The blade clattered to the floor. “I’m just like him. I like to hurt people.” The thought made him want to puke. It made him want to fuck. I’m really messed up.
 
   “Everyone always said I took after my father, too. Doesn’t mean I’m him. Doesn’t mean you’re anything like that fucktard.” Knox put his hand over Mick’s cut. “You are who you want to be. Nothing more, nothing less.”
 
   Knox’s clasp stung, but Mick didn’t pull away. His arousal had faded when the blade hit the floor, and now his arm just fucking hurt. “Shit.”
 
   “Come on. Let it go.” Knox tugged on his wrist. “Your sister needs you.”
 
   Mick licked dry lips, ignoring the sparks of pain Knox ground into his arm. “Aileen…” He glanced over at his sister. She was watching them, eyes wide. “Oh, hell.” I never wanted her to see this part of me.
 
   “Let’s get out of here.” Knox let go of his arm. His palm came away bloody.
 
   Mick swayed as the adrenaline abruptly drained out of his body. “Shit,” he muttered again. I’m so fucked.
 
   Knox walked over to the wall and yanked out the knife. He walked back to Mick, picked up the blade that had fallen, and held them out. “Put ‘em away.”
 
   Mick stared at Knox’s face. Three words, so simple, but they mean a hell of a lot more than what Knox is saying. He shook his head, but then he took the knives and slipped them into the sheaths at his wrists. He’d have to clean them later. He’d have to shower, and bandage up his arm, and hope to God that his sister forgave him for getting her involved in this disaster.
 
   “Mick?” Aileen’s voice trembled. “Are you okay?”
 
   She’s asking me if I’m okay? Jesus. He let out a breath and went to her. “I’m here. It’s okay. I’m okay.” He crouched down, putting a hand on her arm. She grabbed onto him and held on, clearly past her ability to deal with shit. “Did he hurt you?” He wanted to ask her if DiLorenzo had raped her, but he couldn’t bring himself to say the words out loud.
 
   “No. His thugs hit me when they grabbed me, but left me alone after that. DiLorenzo just got here, right before you did. He didn’t have time to do anything, but I want to go home,” she whispered. “I want to go home right now. I was tied up the whole time, and I was really scared, but then you and Knox came. Mick—” Her voice cracked. “I don’t want to be here anymore.”
 
   “Shh. It’s okay. We’re going home, now. Here, stand up.” Mick hugged her tightly, then pulled her to her feet. “No one will ever hurt you again.”
 
   She clung to him. “Promise?”
 
   “Yeah. I promise.” Mick tucked her under his arm, not sure anymore if he was comforting her or himself. She felt familiar there, by his side. He’d been taking care of her for years, really, even though she’d lived with their aunt after their mother died. He was the one who made sure she was happy. He sent them money. And now… This time you fucked up big time. He rubbed his free hand over his face, pissed at himself all over again. His sister was an innocent.
 
   “You know, I think I want to burn this place down,” Knox said thoughtfully, looking around at the mess. He had his hands on his hips, and the look on his face was of mild disgust, all out of whack for the massively fucked up situation they were in. “Best way to clean this shit up.” He frowned at DiLorenzo’s body as if contemplating a minor spill.
 
   Knox’s tone and expression startled a laugh out of Mick. “The basement is made of stone, Knox. I don’t think it’s going to burn all that well.”
 
   “There’s enough drywall and paneling to do some damage.” Knox shrugged. “And I can blow this up, easy. That’s even better than fire.” He glanced at the ceiling. “The beams there will collapse and this will be nothing but rubble when I’m done with it.” He pointed to the heavy timbers above their heads.
 
   Mick stared at him. “Are you being serious right now?”
 
   Knox gave him a look.
 
   “Huh. Yeah, okay,” Mick said, ushering Aileen toward the stairs. No sense in arguing with him. If Knox said he could do it, it would be done.
 
   “I think burning it to the ground is a great idea,” Aileen said, voice still shaky.
 
   Mick raised an eyebrow at Knox. “I know when I’ve been outvoted.”
 
   “See? We all agree,” Knox said, hands on his hips. “I saw a gas stove upstairs. The line probably runs into the house down here somewhere.” He headed for the open space beyond the bodies.
 
   “We need to do this quick,” Mick reminded him.
 
   “It’ll only take a moment.” Knox disappeared around the corner.
 
   Aileen shivered in his arms. “Is it true?”
 
   “Is what true?” Mick asked, holding her closer.
 
   “Was DiLorenzo your father?”
 
   Mick sighed, stopping at the bottom step. “Maybe.”
 
   His sister tightened her arm around his waist. “That sucks.”
 
   It does, indeed, he thought, but he wasn’t about to admit that aloud. “It doesn’t matter even if he was. The only father I knew was the guy who gave Mom you.” He willed himself to believe what he said. If only therapy covered this kind of situation.
 
   She smiled tremulously. “Good.”
 
   Mick rubbed a hand down her arm. “That’s it? That’s all you have to say?”
 
   She shrugged, looking away. “What else is there? I knew you were a thief. I knew you had…” She paused, then took a deep breath. Her finger touched the wound on his arm. “I knew you had weird issues, but you never hurt me. And you’re my brother.” She turned her face into his shoulder. “I love you. Nothing else matters.” Her words were muffled against his shirt.
 
   He swallowed past the lump in his throat. “I love you, too, sis.” His eyes burned. “I would never hurt you, you know that, right?”
 
   She nodded. “I don’t want you to hurt yourself, either.”
 
   Mick went still. “I know. And I think Knox agrees with you.”
 
   “Listen to him. Promise me you won’t cut yourself again. I hate it. You shouldn’t hurt yourself.”
 
   He smoothed a hand down her hair, trying to soothe her. “Okay. It’s okay.” Guilt burned in his stomach. How could he have done this to her?
 
   “Promise me,” she said, stubborn to the end.
 
   He swallowed. He didn’t give his word very often, but when he did, he meant it. “I promise,” he whispered.
 
   Aileen sighed. “Good.”
 
   Mick hugged her again. Her hair smelled like blood, but underneath that was her usual lemon-scented shampoo. He wanted to think that nothing would ever hurt her again, but who was he to predict the future? He’d keep her as safe as he could.
 
   “I’m really, really glad he’s dead, though,” she mumbled, distracting him from his thoughts.
 
   “Hell, yeah.” Mick ignored the rage that threatened to surface again. It wouldn’t do him any good now. Like it or not, his vendetta was over. He glanced at DiLorenzo’s body. The small hole in the bastard’s skull was too good a death for him. Mick looked away before he lost control again. Aileen didn’t need to see him go all crazy serial killer on DiLorenzo’s body, even if he did want to dismember it into parts and piss on the asshole’s skeleton.
 
   “Come on. We need to hurry,” Knox said, rushing into the hall. He grabbed Mick’s arm and towed him and Aileen up the stairs, and not gently. “Run now. You can hug later. Right now we gotta get the fuck out of here.”
 
   Mick helped his sister Aileen navigate the dim staircase, then led her out into the first floor of the house. “You rigged the gas line?”
 
   “Yup.” Knox headed for the back door. “Quickest way out is how we came in.” He paused just inside the entry and turned off the alarm using the key card. “I don’t know how long it’ll be before it blows, so we can’t hang around.” He snorted under his breath. “And we sure don’t want the cops here while we’re still on the property.”
 
   Mick let out a relieved breath. “You do good work, Knox.” He shifted Aileen to his other arm. She was still groggy, and he was carrying half of her weight. The arm with the wound was starting to throb. “I don’t know if my sister can actually run, though, let alone trek through the woods in the dark. We’ll have to do the best we can.”
 
   Knox frowned, and then he turned to them and picked her up effortlessly. “I’ve got her. You go first.”
 
   Mick nodded, holding the door open. “I hope this fucking place burns hot enough to pulverize his bones.”
 
   Knox grinned fiercely. “Oh, don’t worry. It will. I found some kerosene. And a bit of plastic explosive along with about five-hundred kilos of snow. Tony was a hell of a piece of work. Even if they do find his bones, no one is going to be looking very hard for his killer.”
 
   “Five hundred kilos? Are you fucking kidding me?” Mick couldn’t even comprehend that much drugs in one place, at one time.
 
   “No joke.” Knox shook his head.
 
   “Jesus.” Mick led the way into the woods. “It’s a damn shame he died so easy.”
 
   “You know why I had to do it,” Knox said.
 
   Mick sighed.
 
   “Don’t worry, Mick. He’ll be burning forever, down below,” Knox said as they moved further into the darkness.
 
   Mick wasn’t sure he believed in hell, but when the explosion came, he stopped and looked back through the trees at the orange flames. “Holy shit. You weren’t kidding when you said you’d blow up the place.”
 
   Knox gave him a fierce grin. “I do good work.”
 
   Mick laughed. “You certainly do.” He stared at the flames flickering through the darkness. “Burn, you bastard. Burn.” He bared his teeth, hoping DiLorenzo’s soul got what he deserved.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   “Is Aileen settled in okay at her new school?” Knox asked as he spread cream cheese over his pumpernickel bagel. A paper bag of assorted rolls and pastries sat in the center of the table, partially blocking his view of Mick’s plate. “I would’ve gone with you, you know, when you went to visit yesterday. You didn’t have to take off alone.” He shook his head. “I still think it’s weird that she wanted to go to a boarding school.” Boarding school reminded him too much of being in jail: dormitories and too many rules. If someone had tried to stick him in a place like that when he was sixteen, he would’ve told them where they could shove their idea. Of course, when I was sixteen I was already on the streets, working for my bastard of an old man. Hope he’s burning in hell with DiLorenzo.
 
   “She’s fine. And she said she likes the art offerings there. Most regular high schools don’t have as much focus on that stuff.” Mick sat down at the kitchen table and let out a breath. “She’s doing better than I expected, actually. She’s making friends and likes her classes.” He made a face. “She told me to stop obsessing over her.”
 
   Knox snorted, mildly amused. “She’s had enough therapy to bankrupt a rich man over the past month. She’d better be okay, or you’re not getting your money’s worth.”
 
   Mick rolled his eyes. “No worries. I’m not as rich as you are, but I have more than enough cash to handle all the shrinks Aileen will ever need for the rest of her life.”
 
   Knox picked up his coffee. “And what about you?” He sipped carefully. Last thing he wanted to do was burn his mouth. He hoped to be doing fun things with it later. He eyed Mick over the cup’s rim, wondering if he was being stupid for asking him how he felt. Emotions weren’t really his thing, but the silences in the house had been lingering longer and longer. He didn’t like it one bit.
 
   “What about me? What are you talking about?” Mick avoided Knox’s gaze. He pushed his scrambled eggs around on his plate and stared at the sink as if it held the secrets of the universe.
 
   Motherfucking bullshit. I’m going to regret poking at this, I know it. Knox shook his head and put his drink down. “You want to talk about it?” Even as he said the words, he grimaced. He didn’t do conversations. He didn’t do feelings, yet here he was, trying to get his onetime lover to talk. It had been a month since he’d blown up that bastard’s hideaway, and Mick had mentioned it … never. Nada. Zip. There’d been not one word about DiLorenzo, Mick’s vendetta, or the sex they could be having if Mick were actually fucking okay with everything that’d gone down. Yet instead of fucking, here they were eating another boring breakfast and pretending that everything was fine. Shit. I’ve gone soft. He glared at the tip of Mick’s right ear across the table. Why the hell am I here, anyway? I should just go. Maybe see if I can find something to do in Europe. Better than watching Mick slowly turn from a great fuck into a fucktard.
 
   “Stop staring at me.” Mick stuffed a forkful of eggs into his mouth.
 
   “I would, if you’d stop acting like a moron.” Knox took a big bite of his bagel and chewed forcefully. Cream cheese spread through his mouth, almost choking him.
 
   Mick turned his head and glared. “What’s there to talk about? Shit happened. The end.”
 
   Knox swallowed, working hard to push the mass of bread past the inexplicable lump in his throat. “Oh, I don’t know. The fact that you’re depressed? And acting like a dick?” He picked up his coffee and took a huge gulp. Fuck. Burned my tongue anyway. He scowled.
 
   “Depressed?” Mick laughed. “What the hell do you know about being depressed? You’re a sociopath.”
 
   And here we go. Knox eyed the anger in Mick’s gaze, and then slid his coffee cup closer to the bag of bagels. “And you’re a psychopath. So what?”
 
   Mick inhaled, nostrils flaring. “We’re comparing mental disorders now?”
 
   “Jesus, Mick. You can’t even answer a simple question, can you?” Knox tried to ignore the growing ball of tension in his gut, but it wasn’t easy. Trying to talk to him was a giant fucking mistake.
 
   “Don’t put your issues on me, Knox. If you’re all bent out of shape over what happened, that’s your problem, not mine.” Mick crossed his arms over his chest.
 
   Knox stared at him for a moment, struggling to hold back the frustration that rushed to the front of his thoughts, and then he shoved away from the table. “You know what? Fuck this. I don’t care anymore. If you want to sit there and stew in your misery, go ahead. You sure as shit don’t need my help to make a fucking mess of your life. You don’t want company? Fine. I can take a hint.” He headed for the stairs. He was going to get his stuff and get the fuck out of here. He’d tried. Mick wasn’t talking. Good enough. A hard grip on his arm spun him around before he reached the first step. He stumbled back against the wall. “What the hell, Mick?” He brushed off the assassin’s hand angrily. “Fuck off.”
 
   “Screw you, Knox. You don’t know a damn thing about how I feel.” Mick shoved him against the banister. Wood creaked.
 
   Knox pushed back. “You’re right. Because you’re too busy swallowing all of it down like a goddamn addict. I don’t even know why you asked me to stay here.”
 
   Mick grabbed him by the arms. “Fuck you.”
 
   Knox laughed bitterly. “I wish.” His cock filled out, despite his frustration. Hell, maybe because of his frustration. Mick shouting and angry was the most emotion he’d seen from the man in the past four weeks. “Fucking would be great, but you lost your balls and dick somewhere in DiLorenzo’s fucking mansion.” His words echoed throughout the open space. Goddamn lofted ceilings, he thought darkly.
 
   Mick’s eyes went dark. “You’re bastard.”
 
   “Yeah, I am a bastard, but I’m not a sociopath. I’m good at planning who I want to kill, and where I’m going to do it. I just don’t give enough of a shit about most people to bother with being fucking polite about it before my finger pulls their plug.” Knox grabbed Mick’s wrists and pivoted, pushing the thief up against the wall. He ground his hips into Mick’s groin, hoping to feel something. Anything. Even a hint of an erection would do. “I’m pissed off, Mick, and I’m not going to apologize for that. You knew what you were getting into the moment you chained me to that fucking bed half a year ago. This is all on you.”
 
   Mick gasped.
 
   Oh, yeah. There it is. Knox bared his teeth as his hard-on met Mick’s cock. “Are you a pussy? Gonna stand there and take it, poor little shit that you are? Did your Daddy mess you up?”
 
   Mick snarled. “Shut your damn mouth.”
 
   “Make me.” Knox savored the flare of belligerence. He should’ve known silence would get him exactly nothing with Mick and started a fight weeks ago.
 
   Mick’s eyes went flat and dark. “You think I can’t?”
 
   “I think you won’t.” Knox ground in harder, watching Mick closely. Christ, it felt good to let it all out. Mick swallowed, then bit his lip when Knox rolled his hips. I want him to beg, Knox thought, abruptly going to his knees.
 
   “What the fuck?” Mick grabbed Knox’s hair and yanked.
 
   Knox ignored him, fingers busy on Mick’s jeans. “Shut up. You don’t want to talk? Fine. Just shut up and take it.” He unzipped Mick’s pants and shoved his hand inside. The thief’s cock was hot and heavy. He groaned, wanting to feel it on his tongue.
 
   “No.” Mick hauled him up, dick poking out the front of his boxers ridiculously.
 
   Knox fought him, but Mick managed to get a leg behind his knee, sending them both crashing to the steps. “Fuck!” His spine hit the edge of one of the risers. “You trying to cripple me? Christ.” He shifted away, cursing.
 
   Mick ripped Knox’s shirt open. “I’m going to fuck you until you can’t talk anymore. I’m sick of talking. I’m sick of listening to you talk.”
 
   “I’m no shrink, Mick, but you never talk about anything,” Knox said, lifting his hips as Mick undid his jeans and roughly shoved them down his legs. “There’s been nothing but silence in this fucking house for four weeks.”
 
   “There’s nothing to say.” Mick slapped a hand on Knox’s thigh.
 
   The sting felt good. Knox’s cock swelled harder. “You’re nothing like DiLorenzo.”
 
   Mick slapped him again, hard enough to leave a palm print. “Shut up.” He wrestled his own shirt off, then kicked away his pants. “This isn’t about him.”
 
   “You might have his DNA, but you’re not his son.” Knox spread his legs, giving his balls room. “You might be a damned coward, though.” He cocked his head. “Are you a coward?”
 
   Mick growled, putting his hands around Knox’s throat. “Shut. Up.” He pressed until Knox couldn’t breathe.
 
   Knox’s hips jerked up as his heart pounded. He liked his sex rough, just like this. He liked it when Mick showed him he couldn’t be pushed around. Not a lot of people with the nerve to shove back at me, he thought, pleased with the taste of risk. Just when the edges of his vision sparked white, Mick let go. Knox sucked in a great gulp of air. “Fucking hell.” His voice rasped against a sore throat. The burn felt like salvation.
 
   Mick grabbed his wrists and muscled Knox halfway up the wooden stairs. “This what you want?” He shoved a knee up against Knox’s junk. “You want me to force you?”
 
   Knox laughed, riding a razor sharp edge of adrenaline and pain. “In case you can’t fucking tell, I’m ready and willing.” He wrapped his legs around Mick’s waist, pressing their cocks together. “Fuck me. Or are you all talk?” He gritted his teeth against discomfort—Mick hadn’t moved his leg and his balls were being crushed. Funny how it took me most of my life to get to this place. Mick woke me up months ago and now there’s no shoving me back to sleep.
 
   “Shit.” Mick backed off suddenly.
 
   A stab of alarm shot through Knox, but before he could protest, Mick hauled him up the stairs and wrestled him into his bedroom. He pushed him onto the bed. “Don’t fucking move.”
 
   Knox arched an eyebrow. “Or what?” He rubbed his wrists. He’d have bruises tomorrow for sure.
 
   “Or I’ll chain you again, like I did months ago.” Mick rummaged in his nightstand, then threw a tube of lube and a condom on the bed.
 
   Knox smiled crookedly. “I’m tempted to run, just to see what you did with the shackles.”
 
   Mick didn’t smile. He looked like a man about to completely lose his shit. “I’m fucking warning you, Knox.”
 
   Knox licked his lips. This is the Mick I want.
 
   Mick opened the lube and spread a dollop over his fingers, then moved in between Knox’s legs. “I’m so angry at you.” He speared two fingers into Knox’s hole.
 
   Knox groaned. It hurt, but it felt good, too. “You’re pissed at yourself. Don’t blame me for your shitty mood.”
 
   “I blame you for everything.” Mick added another finger, glanced at the condom, then shook his head. “I’m going bareback.” His blue eyes glittered.
 
   Knox didn’t say a word. He lifted his legs and cupped his dick, running a thumb over the wet crown. “Fine by me.”
 
   Mick’s nostrils flared, and then he took himself in hand and pressed in with one rough shove.
 
   Knox choked on the burn of it, but then Mick hit his prostrate and just as suddenly his pleasure-pain switch flipped and it felt so good he almost shot his load then and there. “Fuck!” He gripped his balls tightly, willing himself to hold on. The lack of preparation only revved his engine higher.
 
   “You’re one sick bastard,” Mick muttered, pulling out and thrusting back in again.
 
   Knox arched his spine. “Takes one to know one.”
 
   Mick’s face tightened. “I may gag you if you can’t keep your mouth fucking shut.”
 
   “Like you’re going to stop now.” Knox shivered. Mick’s erection felt like a damned log in his ass. It hurt so good. “You like ramming your dick into my hole. You like knowing that you’re hurting me.” He scrabbled at the sheets, twisting his fingers into the fabric. “You’re a filthy pervert.”
 
   “Christ.” Mick reached down and clapped his hand across Knox’s mouth. “You like it when I hurt you, you fucked up bastard.” He punctuated his words with another thrust. “You like it when it’s rough.” His eyes went to Knox’s wrists. “You’re going to bruise, and every time I look at it I’ll know that I did that to you.” He sucked in a harsh breath. “And I’ll know you liked it when I marked you up.”
 
   Knox licked his palm, delighted when Mick trembled. He turned his head, dislodging Mick’s arm. “Do you feel more like yourself now?”
 
   Mick glared at him, thrusting so hard their skin slapped together.
 
   Knox reached up and held onto the bed frame. “You’re not DiLorenzo. You’re Mick Lannon.” He grinned. “Tamer of monsters.” He felt pretty fucking fine right now. For a guy who’d had no interest in sex for most of his life, having Mick screw him into oblivion felt like some kind of strange karma. Takes a fucking animal to tame a monster. 
 
   Mick’s hips stuttered. “Jesus, Knox.”
 
   “Fuck me.” Knox’s skin prickled. So close…
 
   Mick stopped. “You’re not a monster.” His voice was low. Intimate.
 
   Knox gripped the iron bed frame hard enough to hurt. “What?”
 
   “You’re not a monster.” Mick leaned down and kissed him gently. “You’re not a caged beast, no matter what your father said.”
 
   Knox gritted his teeth. Weirdly, the soft words made him even more frantic to climax. “Shut up, Mick.”
 
   Mick bit his lip. “Oh, now you want me to shut up.” He pushed in, slow and steady. “You goaded me into talking about my feelings and now you want quiet. I’m getting whiplash. What do you really want, Knox?”
 
   Knox writhed, feeling every inch of Mick’s cock as it slid inside. Sweat rolled down his temple. “Fuck.”
 
   “You say I’m nothing like DiLorenzo? Then you’re nothing like your fucking asshole father. The one who tattooed a cage on your chest.” Mick fucked him slowly. Gently. Too fucking carefully.
 
   Knox’s vision blurred. “Stop it, Mick.”
 
   Mick kissed him again. “No.” He wrapped a hand around Knox’s cock, stroking just enough to drive him crazy. “Let go.”
 
   Knox stared at him. “Only if you do, too.”
 
   Mick bit his lip, breathing hard.
 
   Knox could see the thief understood what he meant. Let go of the past. Let go of who you think you are. He released the bed frame and cupped Mick’s face. “Come on.”
 
   Mick suddenly nodded. “Yeah. Okay.” His voice cracked, and then his face went tight as his orgasm took him.
 
   Knox shuddered, feeling Mick’s thumb press into the head of his cock, and then he went over the edge, shattered into a million pieces.
 
   When he finally came back to himself, Mick’s face was plastered to his neck. Knox wrapped his arms around his lover and squeezed, not caring that they were both a fucking mess.
 
   “I may have to breathe again someday,” Mick muttered into his skin.
 
   Knox held on tighter. “Not today. We got time to kill.”
 
   “True enough.” Mick wound his arms around Knox’s waist. “Time’s our bitch. The world is our oyster. Every cloud has a silver lining.”
 
   “Fucking hell. Now he won’t shut up.” Knox rolled his eyes. “Go to sleep, Obi-Wan.”
 
   Mick smiled against Knox’s skin.
 
   Knox stroked a hand down Mick’s arm and listened to his breathing even out. When the hell did domestic bliss become my life? he wondered vaguely, just before he dropped into sleep.
 
   


  
 

Epilogue
 
    
 
   Two years later…
 
   “When I thought about what I wanted to do when I retired, this wasn’t one of the things on my list,” Knox said, squinting into the sunlight.
 
   Mick laughed. “Yeah, well, my sister would never forgive you if you missed her high school graduation.”
 
   “You mean her weird boarding school graduation. This isn’t like any high school graduation I’ve ever seen,” Knox said. He resisted slipping his hand into his jacket to check for his weapon. That was a rookie tell, and he was still a professional, despite his retirement status. There were too many people crowding around them. His shoulder fucking hurt from tension.
 
   “Since when have you been to a high school graduation? You didn’t even go to your own, Knox,” Mick said, fiddling with his camera. A hint of leather peeked out from his sleeve, a clue that Mick wasn’t any more likely to go unarmed than Knox was, no matter how peaceful their lives were now.
 
   Knox scowled at Mick’s wrist, feeling vindicated.
 
   “Knox, relax. No one is out to get you. No one even knows who you are. We’re normal guys now, remember? Well, normal queer guys.” Mick slipped an arm around his waist. “Fucking pretend, if you have to.” He smiled at an older couple strolling past them.
 
   Knox made an effort to loosen up. “Fine.” He didn’t like it, but Mick was right. Aileen would be angry if he hadn’t come. He glanced around the rear courtyard of the school. Flowers decorated the extensive gardens, and a table with fancy finger foods sat near the old brick of the main school building. About three hundred parents and other family members milled around congratulating themselves on how perfect their children were for graduating from snotty whatever the fuck this place was called. “Why did you send her here again?” He rolled his shoulders.
 
   “Stop threat assessing everyone. They’re just parents and family. Nothing ominous here.” Mick towed him through an opening in the crowd. “And I didn’t send her. She wanted to come here, remember?”
 
   Knox grumbled, but he let Mick pull him where he wanted. “You know, there’s a judge who hired me to eliminate his cousin, right over there.” He jerked his head, staring hard at a white-haired older man with an arm around a girl who was probably his granddaughter.
 
   Mick jerked him closer to the fountain. “I don’t care if every one of your marks came back from the dead and are here eating the hors d’oeuvres like a club for the tragically murdered. We’re here for Aileen. She said she’d meet us here after the ceremony.”
 
   Students in black caps and gowns clustered around the large marble fountain like a murder of crows. Knox shook his head. “Creepy outfits.”
 
   “It’s traditional,” Mick said, sounding distracted. “Oh, there she is!” He waved.
 
   Knox looked at Mick’s smile and gave up. “Crazy,” he muttered, a reluctant grin tugging at his mouth when he caught sight of Mick’s sister.
 
   “Hey! I did it!” Aileen crowed, suddenly appearing out of nowhere. She flung herself into Mick’s arms, then reached out a hand and dragged Knox into the embrace. “I did it!”
 
   The hard leather of her diploma dug into his diaphragm, but Knox didn’t care. He hugged her tightly. “You sure did,” he said gruffly. “I’m really proud of you, Aileen.”
 
   “And we love you,” Mick said, picking her up off her feet and twirling her around. “Happy graduation!”
 
   “Thanks!” Aileen’s face was flushed with happiness. “And now I can prove to all my friends that you guys really do exist.” She wrapped a ridiculously strong hand around Knox’s forearm and dragged him and Mick over to a tree where a cluster of girls was taking selfies. “Hey girls, I told you I have a brother! This is Mick. And this is his guy, Knox. I totally didn’t exaggerate, right?”
 
   “Exaggerate what?” Knox asked, slowing their pace too late. Shit. Now we’re in for it, he thought, dismayed when Aileen’s friends turned to them in unison, like a bunch of cats eyeing their prey.
 
   “You’re a total hottie,” Aileen said, as if it were obvious. “Duh.”
 
   Knox and Mick exchanged pained looks as three girls clustered around them, giggling and flushed.
 
   “Your brother’s a hottie, too,” one of them said.
 
   “I see an exit,” Knox murmured in Mick’s ear. Mick nodded, suddenly looking less like he wanted to stick around and more like he wanted to make a break for it.
 
   “I heard that, Knox, and no,” Aileen said, laughing as she wound her arm around his waist. “No dashing off.”
 
   Knox grimaced. The girls with Aileen tittered. “You’re gonna owe me big time, Aileen,” he said, giving her a look.
 
   She rolled her eyes. “All bark and no bite.” She and her friends started talking a mile a minute. One of them held up her phone and the next thing he knew, they were all taking more pictures of themselves and Aileen.
 
   Knox shook his head. He didn’t understand half of what they said. He just hoped he didn’t end up in any of the photos. He angled himself closer to his lover, obscuring the line of photo-taking so that at most the cameras would get the side of his and Mick’s heads.
 
   “Just grit your teeth and deal,” Mick muttered. “It’s only one day.”
 
   “College graduation is next,” Knox reminded him. “Four years from now. There will be more people there.”
 
   Mick groaned.
 
   “You’re lucky I love you,” Knox said, standing as close to Mick as he dared. “I wouldn’t go through this for anyone else but you and Aileen.”
 
   Mick stared at him.
 
   “What?” Knox wondered if he had something in his teeth.
 
   “You’ve never said that out loud before.” Mick’s bedroom smile spilled out unexpectedly. His eyes glowed. “Fort Knox has fallen.”
 
   Knox huffed uncomfortably. If he got a hard-on in the middle of this nightmare, he was definitely going to have to kill someone, just to take the edge off his nerves. “Sure I did.”
 
   “Nope.” Mick’s smile had somehow turned into a shit-eating grin.
 
   “Well, you knew how I felt.” Knox felt his cheeks flush. “I mean, we live together, for Christ’s sake.”
 
   “I love you, too.” Mick leaned in and kissed him, right in front of God and fucking half the state.
 
   Knox shivered, hands twitching with all the wrong reactions. When Mick usually kissed him like that, they were naked and one of them was generally balls deep in the other. “Don’t get me all revved up, Mick.”
 
   “Or what?”
 
   Knox pursed his lips. “I know where you keep those shackles.”
 
   Mick’s eyebrows went up. “Oh?”
 
   “And I know how to use them.” Knox leaned in suggestively.
 
   “Is that a promise?”
 
   Knox smiled, slow and evil. “It is.”
 
   Mick nodded, eyes going dark. “Sounds like a good plan to me, Knox.”
 
   Knox read his lover’s intentions in his eyes. Mick was never going to be that comfortable guy, the kind of partner you could take for granted, oh no. Mick was sharp. Dangerous. And Knox liked him that way.
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